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ABORIGINAL PEOPLE - DRIVERS’ LICENCES 
Grievance 

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Central Kimberley-Pilbara) [9.52 am]:  I will make a simple point in my grievance to 
the house; that is, currently we have an extraordinarily strong economy.  We see in the media that efforts are 
being made by the national government to recruit into our economy people with or without skills from the 
eastern seabed to take up the jobs around Western Australia - 
Mr T. Buswell:  Seaboard. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS:  The eastern seaboard - from places I have not heard of, like Liverpool.  God knows what 
types we will get from such places.  Alternatively, we have the opportunity to focus on people in our regions 
who have been out of the work force and to find ways for them to get into the work force.  In a region like the 
Pilbara, at any one time there are 300 Aboriginal people in prison.  That is more Aboriginal people in prison than 
there is in the TAFE system in the Pilbara.  It is just as bad in other regions of Western Australia.   
Access to motor vehicle drivers’ licences has become extremely difficult because of the changes that have been 
made while Labor has been in government.  Difficulties accessing drivers’ licences is an impediment to many 
young people, but especially people from the Aboriginal community who are confronted by all the difficulties 
associated with gaining access to education to achieve the basic literary skills necessary to pass the theory 
examination attached to obtaining a driver’s licence, and with gaining access to practical lessons in driving 
skills.  A driver’s licence is a prerequisite for employability in the resource sector, pastoral industry or municipal 
services, which are begging for people with the basic prerequisite of a motor vehicle driver’s licence.   

Western Australia has the highest rate of Aboriginal juvenile detention.  The statistics show that figure to be 
654.6 per 100 000, and it is rising.  We have shocking levels of detention of juveniles and Aboriginal people in 
our detention facilities.  I would not mind these shocking statistics if these people were involved in training and 
education programs, including those based around motor vehicle drivers’ licences and others aimed at improving 
employability of Aboriginal people while they are in prison.  I am absolutely confident that for people who come 
out of a prison with basic employability skills and who are put on the pathway to employment because of the 
training they received in prison, their rate of return to prison will almost be eliminated.  The allocation of funds 
to Aboriginal education is an appropriate safeguard to avoid costs that would otherwise, of necessity, be incurred 
in the huge cost associated with imprisonment and recidivism.  The Mahoney report indicated that it costs 
$95 000 a year to keep a prisoner in a detention facility.  If just a tiny percentage of that were spent on education 
and training, including obtaining motor vehicle drivers’ licences, for inmates, we would do the community and 
the resources sector a great service.   

I am not sure why the Minister Assisting the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure will respond to my 
grievance.  My grievance involves a resources issue that should be handled by the Treasurer or the Premier on 
behalf of the government.  The resources are not available for prison training programs that are focused on 
people, particularly Aboriginal people, to equip themselves with motor vehicle driving skills, plant operation 
skills and other qualifications that will, at the end of their prison sentence, get them onto the pathway to 
employment.   

The government did provide a program that focused on the Aboriginal community to equip Aboriginal people 
with drivers’ licences.  Their ability to obtain a driver’s licence is rapidly declining for a range of reasons.  This 
program has been dismantled; the resources allocated to it have been stripped away.  The program should be 
reinstituted.  The program came out of inquiries in the 1980s.  It was championed by Graeme McDonald and Phil 
Vincent from the Aboriginal Legal Service.   

Mr B.S. Wyatt interjected. 

Mr T.G. STEPHENS:  There are such creatures as good lawyers.  These people applied their skills and secured 
this program.  It survived for a while under the governments of the 1980s and 1990s.  It has been lost and 
destroyed by the short-sightedness of people with a preoccupation of cutting away resources from programs.  
That preoccupation would have been better placed deciding how to avoid long-term costs that are imposed on the 
community by people going in and out of prison.  Sensible things have been done in the past, and they could be 
done again.  This is one of them and someone in government should champion the cause of providing access to 
drivers’ licences not only to inmates, but also to people in the wider Aboriginal community so that they will have 
some employment skills.   

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton - Minister Assisting the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [9.59 am]:  
I thank the member for Central Kimberley-Pilbara for raising this matter.  I acknowledge that it is difficult for 
him to be absolutely precise in firing this question at government, because the responsibility for it falls across a 
number of portfolios, and that raises a challenge, which was evidenced in the member’s grievance.  Every 
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challenge is an opportunity.  There is a need to continue to make reforms.  In the past, government has done well 
with implementing programs.   

Clearly, the evidence shows that Aboriginal people in regional and remote areas in particular are experiencing 
disadvantage on a scale that is chronic, endemic and intergenerational.  There must be ways in which we can 
collectively work with Aboriginal people in remote and regional communities to ensure that they have 
opportunities to participate in and engage with the greatest boom economy this state has ever experienced.  I am 
responding to this grievance as the Minister Assisting the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure insofar as I 
have responsibility for licensing matters across the state, but I have also had considerable discussions with my 
colleague the Minister for Corrective Services in framing the response, so this is actually a collective response.  
There are some other issues we might need to take up with the Minister for Community Safety to involve him in 
this program. 
The member is absolutely right.  Today there are more than 300 Aboriginal people in prisons just in the Pilbara, 
and that is an extraordinary number to contemplate.  It is also important to understand that many Aboriginal 
people in regional Western Australia first come into contact with the law in connection with either drivers’ 
licence offences or unlicensed motor vehicles.  That becomes their introduction to law enforcement agencies.  
Breaches of those laws quite often result from isolation from training and education resources involved in driver 
training and vehicle licensing.  I guess a question that arises in the minds of people in remote communities is 
whether there is a need for engagement with driver training and licensing arrangements when there is no 
apparent benefit or enforcement process that would cause them to recognise that they need to do such things.  A 
culture and belief emerge in regional communities that suggest that people do not need to worry so much about 
licensing, because getting pinged once every couple of years is just part of the process of growing up in such 
communities.  That attitude must be changed in cooperation with those communities.  We cannot just produce a 
big stick and demand that they comply.  We must show people in all communities that participation produces 
opportunities.  It is then incumbent upon government to deliver the services that will enhance and encourage 
participation. 

I will now touch on a couple of the things that the government is doing, and then talk about some of the things 
that need to be done in the future.  Education and training are offered at regional adult prisons across the state, 
and that is very much focused on developing accredited skills that will give people basic literacy and numeracy 
skills and directly link them to vocational education.  Courses currently being offered in regional prisons include 
basic courses in literacy, numeracy and verbal skills; access and equity courses providing bridging and 
confidence building, preparing students for further vocational studies; vocational qualifications directly related to 
the capacity to enter the labour market; and employment-focused short courses, including bobcat driving, forklift 
tickets, first aid certificates, traffic management certificates and general workplace safety awareness training.  
The educational and vocational training unit within the Department of Corrective Services manages these 
programs and customises teaching and learning materials to meet the needs of students.  Overwhelmingly, these 
courses are developed in a culturally relevant and accessible way.   

One of the programs of which I am sure the member would be aware is being run throughout the Pilbara and the 
Kimberley called Keep Your Culture, Keep Your Job.  It encourages indigenous prisoners to examine how to 
balance cultural obligations with employer expectations.  Getting back to an area of joint responsibility between 
me and the Minister for Corrective Services, the driver education and training program available at regional 
prisons is funded and coordinated through the education and vocational training unit in conjunction with the 
Department for Planning and Infrastructure’s licensing services unit.  It deals with the transferral or renewal of 
existing drivers’ licences, obtaining learners’ permits for all types of vehicles, access to practical driver training 
lessons funded through the Department of Corrective Services and assistance and guidance with the written test 
under the supervision of the licensing services unit staff.  All of these are designed to ensure that Aboriginal 
people in regional and remote communities have alternative access and alternative options. 

Mr T.G. Stephens:  Did you mention any heavy machinery operator training? 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  Yes, that is included. 

It is outside the member’s electorate, but the Department for Planning and Infrastructure’s licensing services unit 
has made a breakthrough in jointly establishing a licensing centre through a memorandum of understanding with 
the Kalumburu community association.  This is the beginning of a change in the way we deliver services and 
training in cooperation with Aboriginal communities in remote and regional Western Australia.  I want to work 
with the member to roll out that program in other areas, particularly the member’s electorate. 
 


