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SELECT COMMITTEE ON THE DEPARTMENT FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
Establishment - Motion 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [10.23 am] - without notice:  I move - 

(1) A committee of three members is appointed, any two of whom constitute a quorum. 

(2) The committee, and the proceedings of the committee, are subject to chapter XXII of standing 
orders and it is to be regarded for all purposes as a committee appointed under that chapter. 

(3) The committee is to inquire into and report on - 

(a) the policies, procedures, actions and culture of the Department for Community 
Development - DCD - or any other person or relevant agency involved in the 
protection and welfare of children in Western Australia; 

(b) the effectiveness of existing legislation, policies and procedures that are intended to 
provide for the protection of children - this shall include, but is not limited to, 
interdepartmental and agency cooperation and the legislation, policies and procedures 
of other departments and agencies as considered appropriate; and 

(c) whether changes to the laws of the state, the policies and procedures of the DCD, and 
any other department or agency are desirable to provide for the more effective 
protection of children.  

(4) The committee may present interim reports without a requirement for leave. 

(5) The committee is to report to the house not later than 30 June 2007. 

This is the opposition making a statement to all those faceless children in the community who have the right to 
be afforded protection from any harm.  I remind the Leader of the House that this side of the house does not pull 
stunts.  I certainly hope that his side of the house would not pull stunts in the matter of child protection, because 
the matter is too serious.  The Department for Community Development has lurched from crisis to crisis and has 
had very public crises.  This government has failed to be honest about the crises facing the department and to 
recognise that the department has failed the most vulnerable children in our society.  I have so much information 
about so many children that I am finding it really hard to know where to begin, but I do know that the problems 
have not finished.  The West Australian today has yet another headline, “Report exposes new DCD cover-up”.  
The article reads - 

. . . clinical psychologist Allan Shafer found “entrenched” and ”inflexible” attitudes were operating 
inside the department’s “fixed adversarial culture” where the DCD’s “power was overriding”. 

I and, I believe, many politicians know of the case to which Dr Shafer was referring.  The mother involved 
needed a little help about four years ago.  Instead of being helped, she was sent home with two young children 
and a new baby.  I believe that 12 months later the police arrived at her farm, handcuffed her and took the 
children away.  It is probably one of the worst stories I could relate.  The woman has fought tooth and nail to get 
her children back.  She did not abuse them or hurt them; in fact, she had three jobs to enable her to keep them.  
She was merely a lone mum who needed a bit of help.  The department let her take those children home for 12 
months, and then all of a sudden it caused that to happen to her.  Now when she goes to the department and 
screams and yells at departmental staff, they say that she is difficult.  Of course she is difficult; she wants her 
children back.  An independent report said that she could have her children back some months ago, but I do not 
believe that anything has happened so far.  It is probably one of the saddest cases I have come across.  If children 
are not reunited with their parents fairly early on in the piece, the window of opportunity is somehow lost to the 
parents because their children cannot get back to having a normal relationship with their parents. 
There is no end to the systemic failures of the department.  When I say “systemic failures”, I should equate that 
to a child in need of care and protection.  Sadly, many children who are taken from their homes find themselves 
in worse situations.  It is no excuse to say that this happens throughout Australia, and merely shrug.  It should 
not happen in WA.  Let this state be a leading example of how child protection can work effectively.  I will 
explain to the government why I believe there is a very powerful case for inquiring into the Department for 
Community Development.  I will explain why throwing money at a department in crisis will not work, even 
though it is commendable, and I recognise that.  This Premier has been dragged kicking and screaming into a 
child protection debate by the opposition and the media.  The union representing all the caseworkers also 
deserves a mention because it has played a role.  The union is placing 900 little shoes in a line outside Parliament 
House today, which represent the 900 children in a queue whose lives are potentially on the line.  Those 900 
shoes send a very powerful message.  Good on the union for doing that.   



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 14 September 2006] 

 p5939a-5955a 
Hon Robyn McSweeney; Hon Kate Doust; President; Hon Simon O'Brien 

 [2] 

I will explain why the policies, procedures, actions and culture of the department need changing.  What I found 
out yesterday horrified me, and I do not use that term lightly.  I found the following in a government document 
and a government report.  Jane Brazier, the Director General of the Department for Community Development, 
must have agreed to the document as she was then the director of policy for the then Family and Children’s 
Services before she became the Director General of the Department for Community Development.  It horrifies 
me to think that a minister - Sheila McHale - would sign off on this document.  She was reported in The West 
Australian a few weeks ago as saying that almost all the recommendations of this 2001 report were either 
implemented or were in the process of being implemented.  I am referring the “Family and Children’s Services’ 
Accommodation Hostels: Report to the Minister for Community Development, Women’s Interests, Seniors and 
Youth”.  The report was commissioned by Hon Sheila McHale, in May 2001 into the accommodation hostels for 
children.  Recommendation 5 states - 

That the Department seek the Government’s approval for legislative amendments to enable restraining 
of children and young people in the hostels to be accorded a high priority in the legislative timetable.   

That is a recommendation.  How the hell did that recommendation get through?  Two weeks ago, Mrs McHale 
said that almost all the recommendations of the 2001 report were implemented or were in the process of being 
implemented.  Do members know how old the children are?  Eighty-two per cent of them are aged between five 
and 14 years old.  The minister met with members of the executive of Family and Children’s Services to tell 
them that she wanted a report.  The minister’s paramount concern in asking for the report related to the minority 
of children and young people in our community whose lifestyle and behaviours were rebellious and self-
destructive, and it was agreed that the department would forward a report to her.  This report contained 
recommendations that were enacted upon.  I will read it again for members in case they did not hear it the first 
time - 

That the Department seek the Government’s approval for legislative amendments to enable restraining 
of children and young people in the hostels to be accorded a high priority in the legislative timetable. 

Jane Brazier is the Director General of the Department for Community Development.  Her foreword in the report 
states - 

Children living apart from their natural parents have the right to be assisted in their transition from 
childhood to adulthood; to enable them to live independently according to their capacity to do so. 

I had to read this twice to make sure I was reading it correctly.  I then took it to Hon Norman Moore to ask his 
opinion of the recommendation, and he was just as horrified as I was.  This was Minister Sheila McHale’s first 
report, and she obviously had signed off on it.  If Jane Brazier had a hand in writing this recommendation and 
signing off on it, in my opinion, they should both be sacked.  How on earth can a government department let that 
one go through to the keeper and let that be published?  How can a minister let that be published?  I know that 
these children are difficult.  I understand that.  However, that does not excuse this government from making a 
recommendation that was to give a high priority to the restraining of children.  This is 2006; it is not the Dark 
Ages.  I am calling for heads to roll over this matter.  The irony is that these recommendations come under the 
heading “further improvements in the service provided by the hostels”.  That is extra good service!  Roll up, 
come in children!  They have been abused in their own homes during their short lives and the department plans 
to restrain them if they are naughty.  What does “restrain” mean?  To me it means being tied up or handled in 
some way.  It means that they will be treated as though they are less than human.  Good God, it is no wonder that 
they run away from these places.  I would too.  Are we talking about the right to restrain five-year-olds, eight-
year-olds or 10-year-olds?  That is how old they are.  The children who are placed in the hostels are aged 
between five and 14 years. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  What does “restrain” mean?  Does it mean being physically restrained? 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  It can mean a lot of things. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Would it extend, for example, to the use of sedatives or other medication being forced on 
a child?  Does that happen? 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  That is a very good point, Hon Simon O’Brien.  That is why I want some heads 
to roll over this.  That is what I am asking.  What does “restrain” mean in this government’s legislation?  Is it in 
legislation?  It bad enough that it is in a recommendation.  I cannot believe that it would be enforceable.  Even if 
I found out that it was written in legislation prior to this report being written, I would be as horrified as I am 
today.  It is shocking enough that it is a recommendation in the government’s report.  I looked for the rationale 
behind the recommendation of restraining children, and the closest I could come was to find that the aim of these 
recommendations was to provide support for the workers in the hostel and continuously improve the quality of 
the services provided to the young people they support.  I have seen and heard some drivel in my time, but this 
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just about takes the cake.  It is beyond anything I have read so far.  It could be the subject of a royal commission 
or a parliamentary select committee in itself. 
I will now refer to the Ombudsman’s report into hostels for young children that was released a few weeks ago.  
This is by far one of the worst reports I have seen.  The recommendation to which I have referred and the 
Ombudsman report prove beyond a doubt that the culture of the Department for Community Development needs 
to be blown apart.  A young man disclosed to the Department for Community Development the abuse of children 
in DCD hostels over a number of years.  He alleged that young people in care had received punitive treatment.  
These allegations were accompanied by a number of documents.  The allegations related to attempts that had 
been made by the informant to bring issues about the culture prevailing in the hostels, the performance 
management of certain hostel staff and the lack of leadership support to the attention of managers at the 
department.  However, no satisfactory investigations into those concerns were conducted.  There were 
unacceptable practices in the hostels that breached the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  
These practices include - 

. . . the use of punitive measures by staff such as the denial of water and meals, the improper use of 
restraints, improperly locking young persons out of the hostel, improper methods used to wake them up, 
and threatening behaviour towards them. 

I find the Ombudsman’s use of the words “improper use of restraints” very odd.  I wonder why she did not query 
the use of restraints at all.  If she did, I apologise.  I think I have read the report thoroughly but I could be wrong.  
Why was that not queried?  The crux of the matter is that these types of restraints are being used.  Why are they 
allowed to be used in children’s hostels?  What is “improper use”?  They are not dogs; they are children.  People 
would not even do that to their dogs.  I investigated why the young man alleges the practices contravened the 
United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  Article 5 states - 

No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. 

I accept that the alleged practices are degrading.  The fact that the Ombudsman recommended that the 
department should apologise to this young man confirms that there was a very strong argument to suggest that 
these things did take place.  Both sides of politics must find a better way for the sake of these children.  The 
department’s investigation of the informant’s disclosure was inadequate.  At that time the department had not 
reviewed the hostel system as a whole since the Family and Children’s Services report of 2001.  No changes 
were made in the two years following the release of that report.  I am grateful that there were no changes.  If 
recommendation 5 is one of the changes that should have taken place, for the children’s sake, I hope it has not 
been implemented.  The report acknowledges that the department lost the capacity to deal effectively with the 
high-risk children and young people in residential care.  There were indications that problems in the hostel 
environment had intensified.  That was in 2001.  The problems had intensified to the point where the department 
would get the kids up, tie them up, not feed them and not give them a drink.  They are only allegations but they 
are strong allegations.  I know in my heart that that is happening.  If Minister McHale has enacted all these 
recommendations, where does recommendation 5 sit at present? 
A father came to see me yesterday.  His daughter was put in one of the hostels when she was 12 years old.  
Allegations about one of the male care workers has been passed on to the Advocate for Children in Care.  It was 
probably passed on about the week that she started as an advocate.  It was alleged that a male care worker came 
into the room of this young girl and three others while they were getting dressed and while they were in the 
shower.  I cannot prove those allegations and I am not here to do that.  I am saying to the government that this 
father says that the male worker is still at that hostel.  I cannot believe that myself.  Knowing the child advocate 
and knowing what a good person she is, I would have expected that those allegations would have been acted 
upon so that the male worker was no longer at the Kath French Centre.   
Yesterday I asked a question about the Lake Jasper institutional complex for Aboriginal children, a residential 
hostel run by Aboriginal people and funded by the Department for Community Development.  I asked whether 
allegations of abuse had been received by the department about children being restrained and treated badly at this 
hostel.  I have been told on good authority that the department knows of these allegations and that a report 
should have been completed in December.  I was fobbed off at question time and asked to put the question on 
notice.  It was not a hard question.  I asked how many kids were at the hostel, what ages they were and where 
they came from.  That should not take a great deal of time to find out.  I guess the department did not know what 
was going on in this hostel.  I can wait for my question to be answered but I wonder whether these children can 
wait.  These children are reportedly very young.  They are being taken away from Port Hedland and Broome in 
Hon Shelley Archer’s electorate to Nannup in my electorate.  According to grandmas and aunties, it is a bit of a 
culture shock for these kids to move.  It is very cold in Nannup.  I can vouch for that because I live in the south 
west, and it does get very chilly in winter.  I presume these Aboriginal children are not used to the cold, let alone 
being very homesick.  I believe they have even been pulled out of the Nannup school.  They used to go to school 
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but for some reason - I do not know that reason - they are doing distance education.  That is the information I 
have received from grandmas and aunties.  If these children are being restrained and not treated well, they will 
grow up to be very angry young adults.  I said before that I did not think this government would do that to 
Aboriginal children.  I do not mind them being in hostels in their own area, with their own culture and on their 
own land, but I do not see the need for them to be transported from Broome or Port Hedland to my area.  It is 
cruel of the government to do that.  I will return to the Ombudsman’s report later.   

Hon Kim Chance mentioned the Select Committee on the Adequacy of Foster Care Assessment Procedures by 
the Department for Community Development that I chaired.  Hon Sue Ellery and Hon Giz Watson were 
extremely good participants on the committee whilst we wrote our report.  There were only three of us on that 
committee.  I say to the Leader of the House that there are thousands of things wrong with this department.  We 
did not have time to go into every single issue.  We made a good bite of it.  I am very proud of this report, as 
Hon Sue Ellery and Hon Giz Watson should be.  We changed some things in that department. 

Hon Kim Chance:  I’m sure you did a very good job.   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I am saying to the Leader of the House that that committee inquired into foster 
care.  A total of 57 children were abused in 17 months.  That in itself, let alone the issue of child deaths, 
constitutes a report.  The issue of child deaths in 2004-05 was not put on the table until the report was tabled at 
the end of May. 

Hon Sue Ellery:  The select committee report was tabled on 24 August. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  The select committee report was tabled on 24 August but we should not forget 
the big six-week break in July.  Most of that report was written before we went - 

Hon Sue Ellery:  We could have sought a further extension.  We’d already sought one extension. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I didn’t want an extension; we had enough to do with inquiring into children in 
foster care. 

Hon Sue Ellery:  That’s the point that’s being made, though. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  It is the point that is being made.  We had enough to do looking at that issue.  I 
said that there are thousands of things wrong with the department but there are hundreds of issues that could be 
looked at in the department.  I congratulate Hon Sue Ellery for being a good participant in that committee.  I 
enjoyed working with Hon Sue Ellery and Hon Giz Watson. 

The select committee on foster care got shoved aside and was not very well reported on in the media because the 
Ombudsman’s report came out on top of it.  A lot of people do not really understand just how hard we worked on 
that committee.  I will give an example of how one aspect of DCD is so dysfunctional that it decimates this 
department’s effectiveness.  These examples are all from the report.  The report said that children and young 
people in relative care were over-represented in substantiated allegations and that fieldworkers made up the 
largest category of primary notifiers of abuse in care.  However, the select committee found that DCD admitted 
that fieldworkers were not visiting placements at least once every three months as required, and were generally 
not visiting regularly enough to identify cases of abuse or the potential for abuse.  Anecdotal evidence from 
several stakeholders suggests that many children and young people in care do not know the fieldworkers who 
manage their case because of a lack of contact.  Even when they do contact them, some of these kids have had 
six or eight caseworkers.  I think it was reported to me that one child had at least 12 caseworkers.  It is pretty 
hard to have 12 caseworkers a year.  It is pretty hard for a small child to have six caseworkers.  These children 
have been taken out of their own homes and put into foster care.  They are not in contact with a constant face.  
The worrying point was that some caseworkers did not contact some children for up to six months.  Six months 
is a long time in a child’s life when they have been abused.   

Some fieldworkers are too young and do not have the necessary life experience required in their role.  I have 
always believed that young people and mature people are needed to be caseworkers because the young people 
relate well to the little kids but the mature people can perhaps relate better because they have had their own 
children and been through the problems.  I would like to see mostly mature people working in the department.  
The department mostly tries to employ mature people but there are still young ones working there.  It must be 
very disconcerting when a mother comes in with a 13, 15 or 16-year-old who is on drugs and going off the rails 
and a 22-year-old is trying to tell the mother what to do.  I know that happens.   

Many fieldworkers have managed cases involving child protection for several years before receiving any formal 
training.  The Cant and Downie report found that some Department for Community Development officers were 
reluctant to pool information about harm to a child or a child maltreatment allegation, were unclear about what 
constituted a child maltreatment allegation and had difficulty classifying the various types of abuse in care.  It 
gets back to that little bubby Jessicarose Garvey, who died of horrific injuries.  She had her collarbone and legs 
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snapped and her knees and ankles snapped off.  It is my belief that the welfare workers had the best intentions 
when going out to look at that baby.  She might have been asleep or covered up, and they might have been loath 
to wake her up.  However, if they had uncovered her, they would have seen that the baby had been horrifically 
abused during her four months of life.   

Training of welfare officers is something that needs to be taken on board.  I do not mean eight weeks of training.  
I mean that training should be provided by universities, and that eight weeks of training is insufficient.  In fact, 
this report will prove to the house that welfare officers do not receive eight weeks of training.  Those who are 
trained receive only 3.5 hours training in interviewing children in the fifth week of the start-up program.  I have 
interviewed children.  I have sat on the floor with children and used anatomical dolls.  It is a skill and it requires 
more than 3.5 hours of training.  Half of it is a case of flying by the seat of the pants.  I am certainly not running 
down caseworkers; I am running down a system that allows caseworkers to go out there with only 3.5 hours of 
training.  My God!  These people are trying to interview children to find out whether they have been abused.  
Kids under the age of five will play with anatomical dolls.  Children under the age of five years do not usually 
participate in court cases because abuse is very hard to detect.  People think abuse is easy to detect; they think 
that it is a child who is bruised and battered and something is physically amiss.  Sexual abuse is extremely hard 
to detect.  I defy anyone to tell me differently.  However, 3.5 hours of training in interviewing children during 
the fifth week of the start-up program is inadequate.  Many Department for Community Development workers 
find many of the policies and procedures for the identification of abuse in care to be unclear and cumbersome.  
This report has revealed the need for a directive to the department to the effect that caseworkers need more 
training and clearer policies on what constitutes abuse, because abuse is very hard to detect. 

Between May 2005 and April 2006, only 36 of the 310 fixed-term contract employees had completed start-up 
training.  This means that the overwhelming majority of the 274 fixed-term staff did not even receive the 3.5 
hours of interview training.  Despite the policy of placing indigenous children, where possible, with their family 
group, new fieldworkers are given the equivalent of - wait for it - one day of full training in working with 
indigenous people and their culture.  I remember my first day on the job.  I knocked on an Aboriginal family’s 
door.  My Australian way was to open the flywire door.  The door was a bit open, and I went to knock and was 
faced with a very drunk Aboriginal man.  I had to virtually run back down the stairs and to the car.  I did not 
have any training.  Talk about getting thrown in at the deep end.  I do not think that one day of cultural training 
would have prepared me for that. 

Hon Kate Doust:  You shouldn’t have run. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I should not have run?  He was coming after me with a bottle.  He was very 
upset that welfare was visiting.  If I had had some training, I might have known that, but even after a day of 
training, I still may not have been taught that.  There is a way to deal with Aboriginal people, and I understand 
that now.  Those ways are very important and they are not being taught.  There needs to be more than one day of 
training in cultural awareness. 

Regular and formal supervision by team leaders does not always occur, and even when it does, team leaders are 
often too removed from the cases they are asked to supervise.  For example, an acting team leader alleged that he 
had had only one supervision session with his manager over the past 18 months.  A person who had worked for 
the Department for Community Development for 18 years alleged that sometimes new staff members do not 
receive supervision from team leaders for months on end.  I want to make the Leader of the House realise that 
his government has taken away senior casework supervisors and replaced them with team leaders.  There were 
team leaders in place before, but the government has provided more of them at the expense of senior casework 
supervisors.  This means, for example, that a trained caseworker with 15 or 30 cases does not have another level 
of support and has to go to an overworked team leader.  The caseworker may have other colleagues to talk to, but 
the level of supervision is not what it should be because of the overworked team leader.  Another level of 
supervision - the senior casework supervisor - needs to be brought back; the union will support that assertion.  I 
think that is very, very important because supervision of a caseworker is necessary.  Decisions about people 
cannot be made in a vacuum.  There has to be conferral between a lot of people before a decision is made, 
because it is not easy to remove a child or to put in place support for a child.  It is a very difficult area to work in; 
I accept that.   

I also accept that Premier Alan Carpenter has said that he would provide a further 87 caseworkers.  Where is he 
going to get them from, considering that they need eight weeks of start-up training?  It is no good throwing them 
in at the deep end.  Why would the government want culturally entrenched people back in the department?  Jane 
Brazier admitted that there is a lack of continuity of fieldworkers.  This means that children’s confidence to 
disclose to a familiar fieldworker, and the ability of fieldworkers to notice nuances in behaviour, are disabled.  
They are not there.  For example, two siblings whose experience of out-of-home care has been unstable and 
troubled had four case managers between 2001 and 2005.  Sadly, as I have pointed out, that is not an isolated 
case.  Despite this, Jane Brazier has stated - 
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We all know how powerful, both positively and negatively, the case worker relationship with a child 
can be . . . For children it is critical. 

How can the director general acknowledge this critical relationship, but allow the department to function in the 
way I have described?  The buck stops up there. 

During the 12 months from 1 March 2005 to 28 February 2006, there were 1 144 substantiated cases of abuse or 
neglect of children.  What support programs were put in place for parents who were abusing or neglecting those 
children?  How many of these children are still with their parents, given that one of the fundamental practice 
principles of the Department for Community Development is that where possible, children and young people 
should remain with their family?  I said recently that two things about the culture at the Department for 
Community Development are important.  The first is that it must act in the best interests of the child.  Wade 
Scale was left with his drug-addicted parents and died.  Was that in the best interests of that child?  No, it was 
not, and that was very sad.  We all understand that.  The second point about the culture of the Department for 
Community Development is exemplified by the story about the young woman on the front page of The West 
Australian.  It is a culture that allows the Department for Community Development to apprehend children, 
following which those children do not get to see their parents for many years.  They might see them once a year 
or they might see them once every six months for an hour.  I am not talking about parents who sexually abuse 
their kids.  As far as I am concerned, that is just not on, and punishment should take place.  I am talking about 
people who abuse and neglect children and the department saying to them that they must do this, that and the 
other and prove that they have reformed.  A lady came to see me the other day.  She and her husband were 
alcoholics.  According to the department, the children were neglected and the department took the children away.  
It is probably the saddest case I have heard of.  The three older children were put into foster care and abused.  
They returned home when they each reached 16 years of age.  The mum and dad had tried to change.  The dad 
went to Serenity Lodge and dried out and the mum also went through programs in an attempt to get their 
children back.  Of the two youngest children, the younger one is nine years old and the elder one is 14.  The 
parents see the 14-year-old once a month for half an hour but they do not see the nine-year-old because the 
department has told the parents that the opportunity for reunification has gone.  They are their parents, for God’s 
sake!  The mother has completed educational courses and both can prove in documents that they have been 
clean, sober and respectable for the past six years.  However, the department said last month that the window of 
opportunity has passed.  The child is nine years of age.  This department’s culture needs to change.  It needs a 
bomb under it, literally! 

Prior to 2004 the Department for Community Development did not regard relative carers as falling under the 
umbrella of foster carers; therefore, they were not subject to assessment procedures for non-relative carers.  The 
Cant and Downie report found that some of these people were not relatives of the children and young people 
they were caring for, nor were they necessarily well known to the department or the families.  Some examples of 
relative carers were parents from the school attended by the children and members of the same church group 
attended by previous carers.  That regime did not change until 2005.  These people were therefore considered to 
be relatives and so the department did not conduct a criminal check on them.  One recommendation in the 
Gwenn Murray report, which was released in December 2005, was that everyone should undergo a criminal 
check for previous allegations of child maltreatment.   

I return to the foster care committee’s report.  The committee was concerned that some children had been left in 
foster care for a considerable period, sometimes six months, and that placements had broken down and supports 
not put in place.  In those instances the children found themselves again looking for a new home.  I have a view 
that by the time a child gets to the third foster home, it is one very damaged little child.  There are examples 
throughout the casework I have done and cases that people have phoned me about of these little children not 
having had any continuity in their lives.  They have had no-one to go to and no-one to talk to and then they have 
been placed into another home.  It is not good enough. 

In the foster care committee’s report the committee suggests that DCD fieldworkers are not adequately trained in 
reunifying with their biological parents children and young people in care, or in transitioning children and young 
people from home into care and from care back to their parents or to a different carer.  Reunification appears to 
be a sticking point for the department.  One part of me understands that a foster carer would want to care and 
protect a child who had come to the carer through abuse; but another part of me says that if the parents have 
done everything right, the child should be gradually reunified with the parents or at least have a greater level of 
contact with them.   

Another disturbing fact about the department is its use of contract drivers who are also employed in supervisory 
roles.  These contract people are not told that a father might be violent or whatever.  They are not given too 
much information.  That came straight from a DCD web site that is running at the moment.  An untrained 
contract worker, therefore, picking up a 5-year-old child for supervised access could be put in danger, as could 
the child.  These contract workers should be given some sort of training, which I believe they are not being given 
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at present.  Djooraminda and Yorganup, two Aboriginal organisations, claim that DCD fieldworkers are not 
adequately trained for working with indigenous people in a culturally appropriate way, and do not appear to 
understand the complexities and the span of indigenous family relationships.  As I said, they get one full day of 
training. 

I was very proud of the select committee’s report, but it indicates that there are numerous gaps in the system; that 
was the reason for the appointment of the select committee.  The Premier has a problem when the headlines in 
the newspapers day after day tell him what is wrong and ask him why he will not protect children.  He does not 
listen.  The New South Wales government proved that throwing money into a department for protecting children 
is not the way to go and that the department must change its practices and culture.  That is why the select 
committee considered the policies, practices, procedures and culture of DCD. 

The Child Death Review Committee found that 214 children have died under this government’s watch.  That is 
shocking.  There is a pattern to these deaths that have occurred.  I have asked questions in Parliament about these 
children and I have looked at all the reports on them that have been published.  It is interesting to note that the 
press picked up on what I said.  The West Australian stated that Judy Hogben, the DCD’s acting executive 
director for community development and statewide services, said that the case of the toddler dying had not been 
referred to the Child Death Review Committee as it had not met the criteria for referral.  I have stood in this 
place and asked the minister why only deaths of children who have been the subject of a child concern or child 
maltreatment allegation in the 24 months prior to their deaths were notified to that committee.  I want that 
criterion changed so that the death of any child under 18 years of age, against whose family a child concern or 
child maltreatment allegation has been made, is investigated.  Only then will a true pattern emerge of what is 
happening.  The government has received the Child Death Review Committee finding that 214 children have 
died under its watch.  Reviews have taken place on about 50 siblings of those children, although it could be more 
to date, as the Child Death Review Committee report for 2005-06 will not be tabled until October.  I therefore 
cannot read that report.  However, it means that an awful lot of siblings of maltreated or neglected children in the 
community are not being looked after.  The report in the newspaper stated that a nurse in a remote Aboriginal 
community saw a little girl being neglected and reported the abuse to DCD.  I do not know whether the story is 
true.  In all probability it is; otherwise, why would the nurse make up the story?  It was revealed, after the little 
girl died, that she had what appeared to be burns to her bottom, lower back and vaginal area.  There was also 
bruising to her face, forehead and chest, and both her feet were bandaged.  The parents did not take the child to 
the doctor.  However, when the mother was in hospital in June 2001, the department received a call from the 
local community health nurse raising concerns about the abandonment of the dead girl’s older sister.  However, 
DCD did not regard that as an issue of neglectful parenting.  How neglectful does the parenting need to get 
before it is classed as neglect?  Why is it that in the Aboriginal community neglectful parenting is not seen as 
neglect, yet in the non-Aboriginal community it is seen as neglect?  I have a saying: if we take the colour out of 
the child and follow the mandatory processes of the law, we will then get a true picture of what is happening.   

Yes, I know there has been the Gordon inquiry.  However, sadly, more than 500 children in the Aboriginal 
community are recorded as having contracted a sexually transmitted disease.  Sixteen of those children are 
babies under the age of one.  The remainder are under the age of 14.  There are not enough Aboriginal DCD and 
health workers.  DCD will need to work very strongly in the next few years to address that issue.  It will need to 
train Aboriginal women in remote communities.  That must be a priority.   
The family I have been talking about should have been monitored.  All high-risk families should be monitored.  I 
will get back to the 214 children who have died.  I have asked some questions on this matter.  I have not been 
given all the answers, but the answers I have been given indicate that many of these children are under the age of 
one.  Some of them are under the age of six months.  Between 1 July 2003 and 30 June 2003 there were 
80 coroner notifications, and 42 of the families involved had had some contact with DCD.  In the following year 
there were 96 coroner notifications, and 52 of the families involved had had some form of contact with DCD.  
Sixty per cent of those cases involved children less than 12 months old, and 80 per cent involved children less 
than five years old.  In eight of those cases, child maltreatment and child concern notifications had been 
recorded.  These children are high risk.  There is no getting away from that fact.  The figures that the government 
has given to the press indicate that the number of child deaths has increased.  In 2005-06, 55 children who had 
had some form of contact with the department died.  The government knows there is a problem and we know 
there is a problem.  We need to fix the problem.   
All the cases listed up to 30 June 2005 had common social and environmental factors. Seventy-five per cent of 
those children came from families with a history of violent behaviour.  Therefore, straightaway a flag should go 
up on the computer system to indicate that these children are at high risk because the family has a history of 
violence.  DCD knows which families have a history of violence, because the police are pretty good at working 
with DCD when it comes to violent households.  Eight per cent of these children had issues concerning their care 
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and safety.  The child death statistics reveal that there are also a lot of siblings who need to be monitored but are 
not being monitored. 

Hon Barbara Scott:  That might prevent them from dying too. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  That is right.  That is what I am getting at.  There are a lot of holes in the 
operations of the Child Death Review Committee.  Seventy-five per cent of these children had parents with a 
history of substance abuse.  That brings me back to the case of Wade Scale.  In that case it was deemed by Hon 
Sheila McHale that it was in the best interests of the child that the child be returned to the family.  Fifty-five per 
cent of these children had a history of transience or homelessness, and 35 per cent had parents with mental health 
issues.  As I have said, that should be flagged on the computer system.  I have not been in the department for 10 
years, so I do not know what the computer system is like now.  I have heard that a new computer system will be 
set up in the department.  An intake form has to be filled out for everyone who walks through the door or rings 
up DCD.  That intake form shows who the person is, where the person comes from and what the children’s 
names are, and that is entered into the system as a child concern report, a child maltreatment allegation, or 
whatever it may be.  Surely in this day and age it should be possible to set up a computer program that can flag 
the kids that are in high-risk families. 

The members of the Child Death Review Committee are Dr Denzil McCotter; Rosemary Cant, who has done a 
lot of work for the department; Darrell Henry, whom I do not know; and Pat Loxton, who has a Bachelor of 
Social Work.  Part of the role of the Child Death Review Committee is to indicate whether any issues need to be 
considered at a broader level through research.  Certain trends are coming through.  If what the government is 
telling me is correct, the notifications from the coroner show that many of these children have died from SIDS.  
In 2003-04, 15 of the 42 children who died were initially recorded as having died from SIDS.  In the following 
year, 25 of the 53 children who died were initially recorded as having died from SIDS.  That might have been the 
initial notification.  However, why is that reference still on the files?  I am not completely happy with the way in 
which the notification system is working.  SIDS is now a preventable disease.  In the 1990s, 560 children died of 
SIDS Australia-wide.  The number now is about 70 children a year Australia-wide.  New South Wales has a 
population of approximately 6.8 million and has approximately 65 000 births a year.  In New South Wales 
approximately 18 children a year die of SIDS.  Western Australia has a population of approximately 2 million 
and has approximately 24 000 births a year, yet the number of SIDS deaths was 15 in 2003-04 and 25 the 
following year.  I am not throwing stones here.  I want this to be cleared up.  I want to know: are these children 
dying of SIDS; and, if they are not, what are they dying of?  The mortality rate in the Aboriginal community is 
five or six times higher than the mortality rate in the general population.  Education programs should be put in 
place to teach Aboriginal mothers that if they have been taking drugs or alcohol, they should not cuddle their 
babies and sleep with them during the night because they may smother them.  This government is not 
differentiating between co-sleeping and SIDS.  There is a difference.  I do not want co-sleeping and SIDS put 
together; I want them separated.  If it is a co-sleeping death, it is a co-sleeping death; if it is a SIDS death, it is a 
very specific death.  It is not very nice either way for the parents.  It is a very tragic time. 

Hon Kim Chance:  I do not know for sure, but it is probably possible to differentiate between the two because it 
could be done from the coroner’s report. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes, I think so.  However, whenever Hon Sheila McHale talks about it, she 
refers to co-sleeping and SIDS, and I think it confuses the issue.  It is time they were separated.  A country such 
as Finland has only 11 such deaths.  I have been told that SIDS was the initial cause of death of 15 children in 
one group and of 25 in another group.  That is the DCD population, not the general population.  I am not here to 
throw stones; the kids are dead.  However, an effective opposition will pick up the government on things that are 
wrong, and the government is very wrong in regard to child protection at the moment.  At some time today there 
will be 900 little pairs of shoes outside the building.  That is a very powerful statement for a union to make in 
attacking a government.  Not only is the government being attacked by the union, but also it is being attacked by 
the opposition - very nicely, I might say - and the media.  The government is coming under heavy attack because 
it is not doing the right thing in child protection.  The government is not getting to grips with the department.  It 
has allowed the director general, Jane Brazier, to stay there for five years while all these issues have arisen.  
They are probably the worst issues I have ever seen arise in this department.  The government slings stones at the 
former Richard Court government, but I point out that when I worked in the department, I had a senior casework 
supervisor and the department had relief staff.  I was the relief staff for the south west.  The department does not 
have relief staff any more, and they are needed.  That is why I was very pleased when I was doing this report to 
hear that the department was talking of having squads flying in to provide the relief.  Cases are backing up 
because if someone gets sick, there is no one to replace that person.  There are no staff.  Where does the 
government think it will get the 87 staff that it says will be put on?  I hope the department gets them, I really do, 
but I think it will be pushing uphill, and very much so. 

Hon Kim Chance:  Aren’t you saying that we should not try? 
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Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I have never said that, Leader of the House.  I have said that it is very 
commendable that the government is putting on more caseworkers, and I would be the first to congratulate it on 
that.  I am asking where the department will get them from.  It is no good the Leader of the House sitting there 
and carping at me and saying that I am doing the wrong thing.  I am not.  I am raising these issues because I want 
them dealt with; because there are children out there who are unprotected.  The Leader of the House does not 
know what is in those 900 cases; he has no idea, and nor do the poor overworked team leaders or people in that 
office.  There are 900 potential deaths out there, and the government has got to do something right now.  That is 
why we have been calling for a royal commission; not because we want to make political headway or pull stunts, 
but because it is needed. 
There is a culture of leaving in their homes not only Aboriginal children, but also other children who are at risk.  
Part of me understands why that is done because I have been there, but another part of me does not understand, 
because when a child is in danger, he or she should be taken away from that danger.  I have always had the view 
that it is a pity that we cannot take the perpetrator away from the house, throw him away and not allow him back 
in the house again.  It does not work that way.  It is not as easy as that.  I understand that. 

The Cant and Downie recommendations in 2004 were much the same as the recommendations that we made in 
2006 and those in the Gwenn Murray report in 2005.  The only reason the Gwenn Murray report was prepared 
was that the opposition did its job and found out that 57 children had been abused in a 17-month period.  Before 
we called a select committee of inquiry, Minister McHale said she had commissioned Gwenn Murray to do a 
report.  That report stemmed from and was similar to the Cant and Downie report of 2004.  Cant and Downie 
looked at the quality assurance of the Department for Community Development’s systems and processes for 
children in care.  Many of these reports are about children in care.  According to some people, about 2 200 
children are in care.  I like to say that there are 1 500 in care at any given time.  I think it is probably up to 
around 2 200 children.  However, 350 children in that population are alleging abuse - I think there were 390-odd 
allegations from 350 children.  If we accept that there are 1 500 state wards, it means nearly one-third are 
alleging some sort of abuse.  That is really disgraceful and it is something that needs to be looked at. 

The select committee report says that some of the foster parents had financial difficulties and some of them had 
suffered abuse themselves.  I put that in the report because I was shocked by what I was reading.  It shocked me 
to my very core to learn that some of these people were fostering our children.  I hope that that never, ever 
happens again.  One day I hope I will be able to really let loose on what I read, but I know that I cannot at the 
moment. 

The Cant and Downie recommendations said that all staff engaged in assessing general foster carers should be 
appropriately trained and supervised.  In the report that we handed down in August, Hon Giz Watson and I 
recommended that two assessors should assess a home.  The reason we did this was that we felt that two people 
could bounce off each other what they saw and heard.  We also recommended that wherever possible, and 
Hon Sue Ellery agreed with this, an experienced foster carer should go along.  I understand that we all want the 
best for the kids, but it is wrong to allow the continuation of the system of having only one assessor going to a 
home maybe three times to see whether someone is a suitable person to be a foster carer, and then taking that 
assessor’s bias to a panel.  Children are too precious to have only one assessor look at a home into which they 
may be going.  We made 25 recommendations in that report about foster care assessment.  It seemed that 
whatever we said in the report, the department was going to look at it.  The 2004 report said that all foster carer 
assessment reports should be submitted to a panel.  I believe that is what the department is doing.  The report 
also said that the department should ensure that preparation training for carers was of a comparable standard 
across the state.  That was one of our recommendations in the 2006 report.  The release of the Gwenn Murray 
report coincided with the release of our report.  Many of its recommendations are commonsense.  Thinking about 
why these recommendations have not been acted upon leaves me shaking my head. 

I return to the first report that Hon Sheila McHale, the then Minister for Community Development, Women’s 
Interests, Seniors and Youth, signed off on.  I ask that the government explain recommendation 5, which is that 
the department seek the government’s approval for legislative amendments to enable restraining of children and 
young people in hostels to be accorded a high priority in the legislative timetable.  I must make the government 
understand that 85 per cent of these children are between the ages of five and 14 years and have been taken from 
their homes.  They must be angry little people because they have been abused in their own homes.  Children of 
that age should not be placed in hostels but placed in foster care.  This government should make a real push with 
an advertising campaign or whatever to attract really good foster care parents.  I have just visited the United 
Kingdom.  I am not suggesting we do this here, but the attitude of the authorities in the UK is that when a child 
is put into care, he or she will never go back to his or her parents.  When children reach four years and seven 
months of age, on average, they are adopted in closed adoptions.  Their parents do not get to know where they 
are.  Foster parents adopt them and there is no cost to the government.  That has been done in 38 per cent of 
cases.  The authorities now want 50 per cent of cases treated in that way.  If adopted children have siblings, they 
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are allowed letter drops through agencies.  At least those children get a good start, but I wonder why the UK 
authorities wait for the child to reach the age of four years and seven months, because everybody knows that a 
child of five years has formed all his or her views.  I would not suggest that we adopt that policy here.  I 
certainly do not suggest that we tie up and restrain children.  I want Jane Brazier’s head over that and I want the 
head of Sheila McHale, who signed off on the report recommending that.  I do not think I have read anything 
like it before.  What on earth was the department thinking when it let that go through to the keeper and be issued 
in a document?  It goes to the heart of the culture of the department, and it is wrong.  We need a select 
committee to get to the bottom of all these things that are going wrong in the department. 

Hon Norman Moore:  We would have preferred a royal commission. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes, and perhaps it is still possible.  More incidents will occur in this 
department.  The emergence of problems has not finished today.  A select committee is the opposition’s way of 
saying that enough is enough and that we need to get to the bottom of why these children are not being protected 
and why the department has this culture. 

HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan - Parliamentary Secretary) [11.33 am]:  The government will not 
support this motion to establish a select committee to inquire into the Department for Community Development.  
The establishment of a select committee is a very serious matter.  Unfortunately, I have not heard from the 
opposition any evidence of a serious nature to justify the establishment of a select committee.  Hon Robyn 
McSweeney has spent the past hour talking about a number of reports the government has been involved with in 
one way or another, but she did not direct her comments to the motion that she moved. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  Policies, principles -  

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  Hon Robyn McSweeney was heard in silence.  I note the seriousness of this debate.  
I suggest to members that even though they are entitled to interject, to do so is unruly, and perhaps they should 
be somewhat careful when they interject during the course of this debate. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  Thank you, Mr President.  You are right; this matter is very serious.  The government 
does take it seriously.  We now know of a number of very tragic events that have occurred, and we do not treat 
them flippantly.  The government has taken great steps to try to address those issues and any flaws in the 
department of which it has become aware. 
The terms of reference in the motion to appoint the select committee proposed by Hon Robyn McSweeney are 
very broad.  They are so broad that the inquiry would be ineffective.  The motion proposes that the inquiry 
should include consideration of the policies, procedures, actions and culture of the Department for Community 
Development or of any other person or relevant agency involved in the protection and welfare of children in 
Western Australia.  That term of reference is so broad that the inquiry could go back through the history of this 
state, not just the history of DCD but of any agency involved in the wellbeing of children in this state.  It could 
quite possibly cover the full range of departments, not just DCD.  It would not look at only the history of those 
agencies and how they have operated in these areas during this government.  If the member were successful in 
her motion to establish a select committee, the committee would also be compelled to look at how all those 
departments operated under previous governments, which may possibly have led to the problems we are facing 
today.  The terms of reference certainly do not limit the inquiry to any period.  Individual cases going back over 
many years could be raised.  The only time an inquiry should be sought is if no action has been taken.  This state 
Labor government has clearly demonstrated, particularly in the past five years, that it has indeed taken action on 
behalf of the children of this state who come under the jurisdiction of DCD to try to provide for them and to deal 
with any problems.  The government has definitely moved forward. 
Hon Robyn McSweeney spoke at length on a range of issues.  I will take some time to provide as much detail as 
I can to explain why the government does not believe that a select committee at this time is warranted.  The 
government most certainly does not agree that a royal commission to inquire into DCD is warranted, because it 
believes that the opposition would merely use it as a witch-hunt and an opportunity to politicise the issue of 
children to gain publicity and political points.  To attempt to gain political mileage by politicising the deaths of 
children is shameful.  It is not a path that we would want to pursue. 
This house passed the Children and Community Services Bill in 2004.  The act has been in place since March.  
To hold an inquiry into the department would be ineffective as it would be looking only at matters of historical 
interest.  DCD deals with the most vulnerable children in our community, who are often in very complex 
situations.  There is no simple cure or quick fix for solving their problems.  The situations that they are in are 
largely created by their parents and quite often inherited from the communities in which they live.  The situations 
in which they live are not created by the department.  The department’s job is to try to resolve these issues for 
these children.  Hon Robyn McSweeney has quite often turned it around and said that the department has created 
the problems for the child.  She keeps forgetting that the parents, the families and the community have the 
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primary responsibility for the welfare of children in this state.  The department’s responsibility is to get involved 
when there are problems; that is, when the parents, the families and the community cannot adequately provide 
for children in our state. 
An article on the front page of today’s The West Australian, to which Hon Robyn McSweeney alluded, criticises 
the department for removing children from their parents.  Last week in the same newspaper the department was 
criticised for not taking a child away from a parent.  It is very difficult for the department to know which way to 
go if it is to be constantly criticised for whatever decision it makes.  Should the department and its personnel be 
subject to scrutiny?  Of course they should, but on specific matters when it is justified and when appropriate 
action either is not being or has not been taken. 
The department has been subjected to many inquiries.  Hon Robyn McSweeney has referred to a number of 
inquiries and reviews that have had a proper and specific focus.  Action has been taken in response to those 
inquiries.  The member referred to the Ombudsman’s review, which looked into foster care.  The Ombudsman’s 
recommendations have been taken on board and have either been acted upon or will be acted upon by the 
government.  The government takes action when recommendations are made.  It cannot be said that we have 
been sitting in a cave and ignoring the issue.  The government has been actively pursuing the best interests of 
children in this state and actively trying to improve the delivery of care for children who come into contact with 
the department. 
Over recent years and months the government has initiated reviews into the work of the Department for 
Community Development, including the Gordon inquiry and the Gwenn Murray report.  The government has 
taken action in response to both those reviews.  It has provided massive increases in funding, and it has improved 
the department’s policies and procedures.  This government established the Child Death Review Committee; it 
was not done by the Liberal Party when it was in government.  The report from that committee has been tabled 
in Parliament and is, therefore, open to public scrutiny.  The opposition has attempted to suggest that the fault 
lies with either the department or individuals within it if any child with even a passing contact with the 
department dies.  This has been the great lie in this debate.  If a family asks for emergency relief or is the subject 
of unsubstantiated allegations made many years ago, the staff cannot and should not be portrayed as being 
responsible.  Obviously, the community wants to be assured that in the most serious circumstances when the 
death of a child occurs, all steps are taken to ensure that those who are responsible are held to account and that 
all the required action is taken to prevent a similar incident from occurring.  The coroner and police are able to 
inquire into these matters.  Sadly, there has been a lot of coverage in the media recently about the coroner’s 
involvement in a number of deaths of children in this state. 
The department can be and is subject to other forms of scrutiny.  Recently, the Ombudsman conducted an 
inquiry into allegations regarding departmental residential facilities.  Hon Robyn McSweeney talked at length 
this morning about some of those matters.  These facilities support some of the toughest and most vulnerable 
children and young people in our community.  The government has accepted all the Ombudsman’s 
recommendations.  As I have already said, those recommendations are either currently being acted upon or will 
be acted upon by the government.  I do not know what the difficulty is.  We are doing something.  The police 
have investigated some cases and have laid some charges.  When the police did not find enough evidence to lay 
charges, the department took action under the Public Sector Management Act.  Recently, the Select Committee 
on the Adequacy of Foster Care Assessment Procedures by the Department for Community Development tabled 
its report, and that report is currently under consideration by the government.  The minister has already 
expressed his appreciation of, and has publicly thanked the committee for, the work it did in that area.  The 
government looks forward to providing its response in due course. 
The government has acted in response to reviews, which has led to massive, well-targeted increases in resources.  
In the past five years a number of debates have taken place in this chamber about the resources provided to the 
department.  Hon Robyn McSweeney has usually led those debates for the opposition.  The government has 
made commitments to improve the resources provided to the department.  This government has delivered on 
those commitments.  The member would have noted that in this year’s budget there was a substantial - indeed a 
landmark - budgetary increase to the department of $140 million to improve its resources and its staffing levels.  
The member would have noted also that in the past week the Premier has again committed to providing an 
additional $50 million to the department for additional resources.  The member cannot say that the government is 
not being active in trying to better resource the department so that it can provide the best services it possibly can, 
and can operate effectively to provide top-level care for the children who come into contact with it. 
Currently, Prudence Ford is conducting a review into the department’s structures to determine how it operates.  
That review will examine the department’s policies, procedures, actions and culture.  We look forward to the 
findings of that review, so that the government can take action yet again to improve the system.  The government 
has overhauled child protection legislation.  Members will have noted that over the past few days we have been 
engaged in a debate to try to progress very important legislation that Hon Barbara Scott is keen to put in place in 
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this state for the establishment of a children’s commissioner.  The children’s commissioner will be a great 
advocate for children.  The commissioner will be able to speak and act on behalf of children, and improve the 
situation of children and young people in this state.  This morning the opposition was seeking to again delay the 
debate on that legislation, which is disappointing. 
Hon Norman Moore:  I beg your pardon.  Who’s delayed anything? 

Hon KATE DOUST:  The opposition would have delayed the debate on that bill. 

Hon Norman Moore:  You are in charge of the house.  You can bring it on any time you want.  You’re worse 
than McGinty! 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  A particular motion is being debated and there is only a limited time 
today to debate it.  Hon Robyn McSweeney was heard in relative silence.  Therefore, it would be appropriate if 
the parliamentary secretary was afforded a similar courtesy. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  Thank you, Mr President.  I will talk about how the motion we are dealing with is a 
fishing exercise to try to extract information.  The motion will not benefit children.  There has been a lot of 
debate recently about whether there is a need to hold a royal commission inquiry into the department.  I will 
quote from a number of leading figures in the Western Australian community on this topic because their input is 
relevant to the proposal to establish such a royal commission.  It is relevant also to today’s debate about whether 
to establish a select committee to conduct an investigation into the department. 

Fiona Stanley, who is highly regarded in this state as an expert in the area of child welfare, says that the millions 
of dollars that it would cost to hold a royal commission could be better spent.  She says that the focus of the 
debate should be on how to prevent the factors that are contributing to child abuse rather than the establishment 
of a royal commission.  She said on the ABC online news on 2 September 2006 that she would rather put an 
emphasis on what we will do to prevent these problems and the tragedies of these child deaths.  Adam Blakester 
from the National Association for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect, along with Hon Barbara Scott and 
I, attended a great function for NAPCAN last Friday morning at Sorrento Harbour as part of Child Protection 
Week.  That organisation does exceptional work for child welfare and it has some great programs in place.  
Hon Barbara Scott is a great supporter of that organisation.  I am sure that she would agree with Adam 
Blakester’s comments that a royal commission is not the way to go.  I am sure that he would agree that a select 
committee is not the way to go either.  On the 6PR Howard Sattler show on 4 September 2006 he said that, to be 
frank, there is not a lot of evidence that royal commissions deliver the kind of result we need.  He said that there 
is no shortage of evidence about what is effective in preventing child abuse and neglect.  Hon Robyn 
McSweeney alluded to the Community and Public Sector Union’s comments in the past about the resources 
allocated to the department and the rally it has planned for today at Parliament House.  Jo Gaines, the Assistant 
Secretary of the CPSU, has asked that I directly quote what she wrote to the Minister for Community 
Development so that it is on the public record.  She said - 

After 12 years of struggle with successive Governments from both sides of the House, The CPSU/CSA 
cannot support a Royal Commission into DCD at this moment in its history.   

 It is not clear that a Royal Commission will deliver - 

Several members interjected. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  The member has been talking about holding a royal commission.  I continue - 

 It is not clear that a Royal Commission will deliver the solutions required to deal with the issues facing 
DCD. 

There have been over 20 inquiries into DCD with a common theme emerging from all of them, that 
DCD does not have adequate resources to perform its function in supporting vulnerable children and 
families in the community.  In all these instances, successive Governments have failed to address the 
issue.   

The impact of this over the past 12 years has had a cumulative affect leading to the loss of skilled 
workers with case practise experience and many new workers leaving the Department because of the 
workload pressures they faced before they have built up this skill base.   

Over the last few months we have seen some recognition of these issues.  First, by the Industrial 
Relations Commission which has ordered case load limits for individual workers.  As a consequence of 
this, the Government has acknowledged the resource gap and has acted to fill this gap.  The 
announcement by Government on resources yesterday will deal with the immediate problem.   
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The outstanding issue for everyone is to ensure that a crisis like the current one never happens again.  
The Review the Government has announced will be provide an opportunity to address key outstanding 
issues: 

•  Placement options for children in care 

•  An increase in funding per child to meet their emotional and physical needs 

•  Pay Equity for DCD case workers 

•  And most importantly a funding model that guarantees automatic increases in resources with 
an increase in the number of children coming into the care of the State, to investigate 
allegations of abuse and to support vulnerable families in the community. 

That is a direct quote from the assistant secretary of the CPSU/CSA.  She has been very active and very public in 
her criticism of governments about the lack of resourcing in the department.  She now recognises that this 
government is at least making the effort to address those issues.  I know the minister will look forward to 
speaking with those people at the rally today.   

One of the issues that Hon Robyn McSweeney raised - Jo Gaines also touched upon this - relates to the lack of 
skilled people and DCD workers and where they could be found.  It is very difficult.  How do we jump-start 
getting somebody who may not have the appropriate skills?  I know that an eight-week training program is in 
place.  This problem occurs right across the industry and the work force in the state.  This problem has not 
happened overnight.  It has been waiting to rise up and smack us in the teeth for a number of years.   

Let us look at the training issues that arose when the opposition was in government.  I was a member of the State 
Training Board very briefly.  We talked about the types of work and training that should be targeted and how to 
attract people to this work.  I do not recall the department or the government of the day ever raising the need to 
have a focus on training of such workers.  In fact, I remember areas that would fit in with this.  I think the 
government sought to reduce the training to indigenous health workers in the north west.  The government 
sought to reduce the jobs in those areas and reduce the number of people with the capacity to work with children 
and others who may have needed support or care.  I recall that when we had the opportunity to promote and 
encourage people to work in this area, the negative was happening.  Some of the areas aligned with this type of 
work were cutting back on trained workers and training opportunities were reduced.  If the work had been done 
back during that period, if training programs had been established, if funding had been provided, and if people 
had been encouraged to look at work in this area as a viable option, we may not now be in the position that Hon 
Robyn McSweeney talks about in which we face difficulties attracting people to work in this area when we 
desperately need them.  This is not something that has just happened now.  We have not just started asking 
where we will find all these workers and saying that maybe it is too late to train them.  Those issues should have 
been addressed when the opportunities were there.  It will be hard, but I am sure the government will deal with 
it.  I am sure that it will be able to find those people.   

Hon Robyn McSweeney also talked about case supervisors.  She will note that part of that allocation of 
$50 million is for additional case supervisors to be put on the job.  She should congratulate the government for 
addressing that issue that she is so concerned about.  Hopefully, that will help resolve some of her issues.   

I want to talk about some of the fundamental flaws in the motion moved by Hon Robyn McSweeney and the 
broadness of its clauses.  If the motion were passed and a select committee established to inquire into and report 
on all the policies, procedures, actions and culture of DCD and on all laws related to child protection, and if we 
were to look at situations in which families may have been given financial assistance, would the committee then 
inquire into each individual case and ask, “Why was the Smith family given X amount of dollars in assistance? 
Why did this happen?”  Is Hon Robyn McSweeney proposing that this committee would look at - 

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  The select committee is broader. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  It is broad but we have to be very careful.  Once we open that can of worms, how far do 
we go? 

Hon Norman Moore:  It depends on how big the can of worms is.   

Hon KATE DOUST:  I do not think we have a can of worms.  Whatever flaws there are, the government has 
been actively addressing the issues.  All I am saying to Hon Robyn McSweeney is that the terms of reference are 
too broad.  We run the risk of exposing people who have come into contact with the department and maybe even 
challenging why the department made decisions to give those people assistance.  We have to be very careful 
about that.   

The committee would look at all the actions of the department.  Every case that has ever gone to the department 
could be legitimately raised in the inquiry, along with the expectations of any person who has had dealings with 
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the department, many of whom may be the most vulnerable in our community.  By being so open-ended, the 
inquiry would cruelly raise expectations.  The “actions” by the department can include all reports of not only 
poor parenting, but also child neglect or abuse, whether they have been substantiated.  The committee would 
have to look at all of that.  Also, would the committee look at how refuges operate, where they operate, who 
accesses them and the confidential information associated with refuges? 

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  We would. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  The member is the one who has raised it.  Would the committee look at who gets 
emergency relief, who makes that decision, how much money is given and how often, and the regulation of 
childcare centres?  The department also includes the Office for Children and Youth and the Office for Seniors 
Interests and Volunteering.  All their activities would also be subject to scrutiny, as proposed by the motion.  
Again, it is very, very broad.  It is so broad that if this were successful, we could go as far - 

Hon Robyn McSweeney:  You could pick and choose what you wanted to do. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I am sure Treasury would be really pleased to have a committee inquire into its policies, 
procedures, actions and culture related to how it is involved in the protection and welfare of children in Western 
Australia.  Treasury is involved in the protection and wellbeing of children in our state because at the end of the 
day, it provides the funding that provides the resources to the department that looks after the wellbeing of 
children in our state.  I am giving an example to illustrate how broad this select committee could potentially be.  
I am talking to you, Mr President, because I know that you are very interested in what I have to say.  I am sure 
you agree that the proposed inquiry is very broad.  I do not think the opposition realises how broad it would be.  I 
do not know what outcomes it would get.  As I said earlier, the only reason we would have an inquiry is if no 
action had been taken.  We need to look at what this government has done over the past five years.  I will 
probably cover a lot of the ground that we have covered on other occasions.  However, I want to make it clear 
why I do not believe that a select committee is warranted to inquire into the policies, procedures, actions and 
culture of DCD, or any other person or agency involved in the protection and welfare of children in this state.  
That would be a very broad inquiry.  Let us talk about the actions that the government has taken that lead us to 
believe that a select committee is not warranted.  The Labor government has been in patch-up mode trying to 
repair the damage done by the previous coalition Court government. 
Several members interjected. 
Hon KATE DOUST:  Let us face it: things do not happen overnight. 
Several members interjected. 
Hon KATE DOUST:  Mr President, I will talk directly to you.  During the period of this Labor government, we 
have achieved more for child protection than any other government achieved during the past decade.  We have 
opened up the debate on subjects that previous governments were scared of dealing with or were unwilling to 
tackle.  This government has been systematically and progressively addressing the issues that the coalition 
government chose to ignore. 
Hon Kim Chance:  It didn’t even keep the numbers. 
Hon KATE DOUST:  The Leader of the House is exactly right.  It did not keep the numbers when tragic deaths 
of children occurred; whereas this government has been recording those deaths and the coroner has been 
inquiring into them.  The previous government kept no record.  In fact, there are other things that this 
government has done.  We have enabled children who were in care during the last government to use the Bennett 
principle to take legal action against the government.  Only this government has given those children the 
capacity to do that; the previous government never allowed it.  The previous government never addressed those 
issues for those children or afforded them any opportunity for compensation for the abuse they copped while 
they were in care.  This government has been proactive in introducing a range of legislation to enhance the 
protection of the children and young people of this state.  We introduced the Children and Community Services 
Act.  We have introduced and are currently debating the Commissioner for Children and Young People Bill to 
provide an advocate for children and young people in this state; again, that is not something the previous 
government sought to do.  I know that because I deliberately went back through Hansard and read Hon Barbara 
Scott’s speeches.  She is a great and very passionate supporter of an advocate for children in this state and I 
wanted to see which opportunities she took to get her government to drive that legislation. 

Hon Barbara Scott:  Did you read my maiden speech? 

Hon KATE DOUST:  Regrettably, I noted that there was no demand from her for a children’s commissioner 
during that period.  Only this government has responded to the call from the community to establish an advocate 
for children and, hopefully, in due course, that will occur. 
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This government has also responded to community concerns about the breakdown in the family unit and tried to 
find ways of encouraging parents to become more responsible and work through some of the difficulties they 
have with being parents.  The government therefore introduced the Parental Support and Responsibility Bill, 
which a committee is inquiring into.  The government looks forward to that bill being brought back to the 
chamber and becoming law.  All those pieces of legislation represent building blocks.  They are all being fitted 
together, a bit like Lego blocks, so that the government can erect everything and deal with the issues.  The 
community has some very difficult issues.  The number of breakdowns in the family unit in the community is 
horrific.  A range of factors have led to that happening.  This is not something that is the fault of the department.  
It is not the department’s fault that people choose to drink excessively, use illegal drugs excessively or abuse 
their children. 

Hon Jon Ford:  Work excessive hours. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  Yes, work excessive hours.  Hon Jon Ford is exactly right; that is another issue.  One 
reason that great stresses are being placed on family units in this state is the difficulties put on workers who are 
required to work unreasonable hours and who do not have adequate time to spend with their children and be role 
models. 

Hon Norman Moore:  What are you doing about it?  You are the government. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I will tell Hon Norman Moore what we are doing.  We are doing everything we can to 
encourage people in this state to remove the Howard government. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I thank the opposition for encouraging me.  We are doing everything we can to try to 
remove those negative impacts. 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  The Hansard reporter is having difficulty hearing the parliamentary 
secretary, as am I. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  Thank you, Mr President.  I was saying, in response to an interjection that I probably 
should not have noted, that we are encouraging people in this state to do something about this.  We want them to 
remove the Howard government and the dreadful and draconian working conditions that it has imposed upon 
people through workplace agreements, and to give proper consideration to the balance between work and family 
life.  We want families to spend time together to build relationships so that when people get home from work and 
are tired and stressed out, they do not resort to alternatives. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Are you seriously saying that is the root cause of these problems? 

Hon KATE DOUST:  No, I am not.  I am saying that there is a range of issues.  I am just providing further 
illustration of that particular example. 

Hon Ray Halligan interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  The parliamentary secretary has only a few minutes left and she will occupy them 
for the time that is allowed for this debate.  Perhaps she could be given the opportunity to speak. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  Thank you, Mr President.  I hope to provide a lot more detail on the reasons the 
government does not support the establishment of a select committee.  One of the reasons I have given is the 
breakdown of the family unit.  I come back to the point I made at the beginning of my speech.  Members must 
think very clearly about how we as a society operate when we deal with children.  I am talking about the 
responsibility for raising, caring and nurturing children and for providing all the necessary building blocks so 
that they can become well-formed and responsible citizens.  Ultimately, that responsibility lies with parents.  If 
parents are not there, the responsibility falls back on the wider family unit, and if that is not there, it falls back in 
some cases on the community.  It is not the ultimate responsibility of the department.  The department’s job is to 
ensure that when those units fall down, it is able to step in and provide the resources, facilities and backup to 
help the parents, the family and the community look after, nurture and protect the children and ensure that their 
hopes for the future are advanced.  That is the job of the department; it is not to take on the role of the parent. 

The government has been working diligently.  It has picked up on all the past errors and the negligence that 
existed within the department because of inadequate resourcing.  The previous government did not provide 
enough dollars, training or resources for the department’s officers to function effectively and provide the 
necessary service to back up parents, families and the community in looking after children.  This government has 
been systematically and progressively addressing the issues neglected by the coalition government.  The 
government’s reforms have focused on introducing modern legislation that enables the department to protect 
children; I have already outlined a few examples of those.  Very shortly, if I have enough time, I will provide 
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further information on a range of other legislation that the government has brought forward to provide additional 
layers of protection for children in the state.  The government has ensured that adequate resources have been 
provided to the department to allow its workers to carry out their important work.  There was an allocation of 
$140 million in the budget this year, and another $50 million in the past week.  That demonstrates very clearly 
that the government is providing the department with as much resourcing as it needs at this time.  I am sure that 
the government will continue to address the issue of resourcing and constantly look at ways to further enhance 
the department.  Information about further enhancement of the department will be provided by the government 
through such means as the Ford review, the structural review conducted by Prudence Ford; information from the 
Ombudsman’s report, the recommendations of which the government is already acting upon; and through 
comments from the community.  Information may even come from comments made by the opposition. 
Hon Norman Moore:  I doubt it. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  The government has listened to the opposition.  Hon Robyn McSweeney has been talking 
about resourcing for a number of years.  The government has responded to her comments and to comments made 
by a range of people in Western Australia, and has actually delivered.  Previous governments did not deliver in 
the same way.  I am sure that an examination of budget papers from the time of the Court government would 
reveal that substantially less money was provided to the department than has been the case under the current 
government.  This government has been very proactive in delivering proper care to children. 
Hon Robyn McSweeney:  You’ve been reactive. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  At least the government is doing something.  The Court government did not.  I will return 
to this point and provide more information later.  I want to talk about the structural review of the Department for 
Community Development that the minister has instigated.  The government has ordered a major review of the 
Department for Community Development to firmly entrench child protection as its number one priority.  I think 
the government has been clear about the fact that in the totem pole of issues, child protection is number one.  
That is the key issue the government is looking at.  If that were not the case, why would the government bust its 
gut to put money in?  The Premier has gone out of his way to say that he will not wait until next year when the 
budget comes down and that he will not wait in the queue with all the other ministers to see what he can get.  
The Premier demanded and got an extra $50 million for the department.  Congratulations to him and the minister 
for getting that.  I am sure that the department and the union are also very appreciative of the additional funding.  
I am sure that other ministers would be very pleased to get that kind of money into their portfolios; I am sure that 
the Minister for Fisheries would be very happy to have that kind of money. 

I turn to the types of issues that the structural review will examine.  The structural review will look at how best 
to achieve a clear and better focus on child protection in Western Australia.  It will look at whether the current 
functions, activities and structure of the Department for Community Development ensure that the delivery of 
effective services is consistent with government policy and priorities.  The structural review is already looking at 
what Hon Robyn McSweeney has proposed in her motion for a select committee.  If she were to be successful in 
her call for a select committee, she would once again be duplicating work already being done under a formal 
review.  The review will also look at whether alternative organisational arrangements would be more effective 
and efficient in delivering services.  It will look at whether resources are properly allocated to achieve the 
government’s objectives for improved child protection.  It will look at opportunities for and barriers to improved 
coordination, collaborative planning and monitoring of service delivery across the state.  The review will 
progress towards the achievement of recommendations pertinent to the Department for Community 
Development arising from any recent reviews, and any other specific matters identified in consultation with key 
stakeholders.  The ambit of issues is fairly broad, which gives the inquiry the opportunity to look at a range of 
other activities and procedures that may assist the department in its operations. 

The review will be completed in January 2007 and will recommend an organisational structure and funding 
model.  Prudence Ford, the committee chair, is a former senior state and commonwealth public servant.  She will 
report to the Premier and the report will be made public. 

Hon Jon Ford:  Reporting to the Premier? 

Hon KATE DOUST:  She will report to the Premier and the report will be made public.  The process will be 
very transparent and open.  The review is part of the government’s commitment to the protection of vulnerable 
children throughout the state, and builds on other initiatives implemented in 2001. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  Mr President, I have only a few more minutes left, have I not? 

The PRESIDENT:  The parliamentary secretary has the call, and I am listening to her. 
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Hon KATE DOUST:  I would like to examine in detail some of the legislation the government has already put 
in place as part of the building block to provide proper protection and care for children in Western Australia.  I 
will firstly look at the Children and Community Services Act 2004.  The act, which was passed through 
Parliament by this government, was a milestone for the wellbeing of children, families and communities in 
Western Australia, and brought the biggest reforms to policies, procedures and practices in the department’s 
history.  The new act emphasised the government’s strong commitment to valuing children and improving the 
wellbeing of children by strengthening families.  We have already talked about the need to address the issues that 
have caused the breakdown of the family unit, and the need to provide adequate support mechanisms so that 
families can function effectively. 

Hon Ray Halligan:  You talk about these issues but you do not address them. 

Hon KATE DOUST:  Mr President, I will continue with my comments.  This legislation will protect children 
from harm.  It represents the most significant change in the legislation for this field in almost 60 years.  The 
passage of the legislation was indeed protracted, so there was ample opportunity for interested parties to engage 
in debate and to amend the legislation.  That was done, and the legislation was scrutinised by members, as were 
many aspects of the department’s operations at the time.  Major work has been completed by the department in 
readiness for operation under the legislation.  This includes the development of childcare regulations and general 
regulations.  That is still happening.  I am involved in going through the second tranche of the review of the 
childcare regulations.  Other work by the department includes the development of many new policy and practice 
procedures for fieldworkers, significant changes to the information system that supports case practice, and 
legislation training for all departmental field staff statewide.  I think Hon Robyn McSweeney alluded to these 
matters.  It also includes information dissemination and consultation with various stakeholder groups, such as the 
Children’s Court, police and the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection.  Some very significant 
outcomes for the department have been achieved with the implementation of the legislation.  These include more 
effective partnerships and improved coordination across government and non-government areas and greater 
participation of children and families in intervention and decision making, aimed at supporting safety and 
wellbeing and meeting children’s developmental needs. 

Point of Order 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN:  Can I ask the member to identify the document she is quoting from? 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I am quoting from my notes. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Who gave you the notes? 

The PRESIDENT:  Hon Simon O’Brien, the parliamentary secretary is addressing me and she has made 
reference to the fact that she is referring to notes. 

Debate Resumed 

Hon KATE DOUST:  I note that I probably do not have a lot of time left, so I will return to the motion at hand, 
which is something Hon Robyn McSweeney did not actually do very often during her contribution.  For the next 
couple of minutes I will talk about the broadness of, and potential problems with, the fishing expedition the 
opposition hopes to achieve in seeking to set up a select committee.  I have not had a lot of notice of this motion.  
I know that Hon Robyn McSweeney has said that she provided me with information on this motion.  I inquired 
last night whether there was a motion, and I was told at 10.00 pm that there was not.  Hon Robyn McSweeney 
then gave me a copy of the motion but told me no-one else was to have a copy of it.  I asked someone from the 
office to photocopy it, and I was told that although they had been given a copy of the motion, they had not been 
given permission to distribute it.   

In the short time the government has had to look at this motion, we have not been able to obtain the depth of 
information we would have liked to obtain to demonstrate why we will be opposing the motion.  We believe this 
government has been extremely active - in fact, far more active than previous governments - in addressing issues 
related to children and young people in this state who come into contact with DCD.  We believe we have 
demonstrated this through the delivery of substantial funds to the department to assist it to improve its resourcing 
and provide a better service for its clientele.  We believe this government has demonstrated its commitment to 
protect children in this state by delivering a wide range of legislation that enhances the protection of children in 
this state.  We hope that over the next couple of years further legislation will be brought into this place by the 
state Labor government that will provide even greater protection. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to sessional orders. 
 


