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Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People — Third Report — “Review of 
the 2008–2009 Annual Report of the Commissioner for Children and Young People” — Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting on the following motion moved by Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich — 

That the report be noted. 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: Before we broke for afternoon tea I had begun to speak about a question I asked during 
the ongoing budget estimates hearing of the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations on 
20 July last year. I asked a question of the then Acting Director General of the Department for Communities 
about the need for an integrated and coordinated approach to the provision of early childhood services, 
particularly because there were then, as there are currently, myriad services flowing from not only the Council of 
Australian Governments’ reforms but also state government programs, non-government programs, private sector 
involvement and local councils. Mr Eddie Bartnik’s response to my question was — 

Particularly at the moment with the COAG reforms around early childhood, the state does need to have 
one lead policy agency and one lead regulator because particularly the regulation, which was done 
partly by the commonwealth and by a variety of state government arms, all need to be brought into one 
single system. 

Evidence given to the committee by the Commissioner for Children and Young People, which was reported by 
the committee in its report, stated — 

The Early Years agenda, despite not getting as far as I would like, the fact that it is on the agenda for 
government I think is a very big advance. 

I note that the October 2009 report “Putting the Public First: Partnering with the Community and Business to 
Deliver Outcomes”, which was commissioned by the Barnett government and which cost more than 
$1.3 million, referred to the need for integration. I will quote from page 51 of that report under the heading of 
“Designing Services to Meet Citizens’ Needs” — 

The structure of the Western Australian public service is both too fragmented (between agencies) and 
too centralised (within agencies) to enable the effective delivery of human services in ways which are 
responsive to the needs of individual citizens or communities. 

I would add the words “particularly infants and children”. The report continues — 

Programs are often designed to suit the administrative convenience of the public sector rather than 
integrated to provide a holistic response to the requirements of the citizen. Across government, program 
structures are poorly integrated, program delivery is inflexible and the interconnectedness of services is 
poorly communicated. 

Particularly when we are talking about services for babies, toddlers and children, the structure of government 
departments is very difficult to navigate. Many departments are a product of the now outdated thinking of 50 
years ago and are perhaps not relevant for the needs of the population today, certainly when it comes to people 
trying to access services for children. Families with children whose circumstances are most complex and who are 
most vulnerable should be at least able to navigate services that they need, and they often find it very difficult to 
work out where to go and who is responsible.  

The recommendation to integrate services and consider the silo nature of the way we provide services is featured 
not only in the government-commissioned “Putting the Public First: Partnering with the Community and 
Business to Deliver Outcomes”. In regard to children it has also been advocated for in three reports of 
committees of this Parliament since 2009, all of which have stressed the need to integrate early childhood 
services. I will quote from those reports. Recommendation 32 of the Education and Health Standing 
Committee’s May 2009 report entitled “Healthy Child – Healthy State: Improving Western Australia’s Child 
Health Screening Programs” was — 

That the Government continue to pursue the benefits of having one Minister with portfolio 
responsibility for early childhood education and development. 

Recommendation 4 of the Community Development and Justice Standing Committee’s report on the “Inquiry 
into the Adequacy of Services to Meet the Developmental Needs of Western Australia’s Children” states — 

The Committee strongly recommends that the Government develops a whole-of-government 
perspective with respect to early childhood and places all the relevant health, care, education, and 
parent support programs under the banner of Early Development within one Ministerial portfolio; with 
the exception of the statutory intervention services of Department of Child Protection. 
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The Education and Health Standing Committee’s report titled “Invest Now or Pay Later: Securing the Future of 
Western Australia’s Children” urged that — 

In the absence of a single early years’ agency, the Departments of Health, Education, Communities and 
Child Protection, and the Disability Services Commission should provide an annual report to Parliament 
on children’s health and wellbeing in Western Australia. 

At the heart of what I am talking about, of course, are the needs of children, so I commend the work of the Joint 
Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People. I realise that I am repeating myself 
over and over, but it is of enormous concern to me—as I believe it is to many people—that the most basic 
services needed at the most important time in a baby or a child’s life are not available. Given the known 
evidence about the crucial development stages physically, emotionally and cognitively and given that an 
increasing number of children are doing poorly, the onus is upon us to act now to realign policy with what we 
know and to make children the priority they should be. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: As we come up to the budget process, we need to weigh up the cost of intervening in 
the early years and push back against what is now an outdated economic model that responds to problems only 
when they are entrenched and results in an exponentially growing group of children and families who rely on 
services. People working in the field talk about that exponentially growing group of certain families in which 
there is a large number of children. We know that there are a significant number of children in such families, 
who will themselves have children at a young age—15 or 16. There is increasing evidence that if even one of 
those children’s lives can be turned around by providing services in the early years, the savings in the long term 
for all of us will be enormous. If our current policy frameworks were working, we would not see an increasing 
number of children entering school with poor literacy. 

This is not an issue on which people need to point the finger at each other; it is an issue on which everyone 
should be in agreement, which is why I think it is important to raise it. I am of the belief that people will look 
back on us in years to come and ask how we could have been so blind as to refuse, in the face of all the evidence, 
to realign policy and make children a greater priority, not by just saying “children are our future”, but by looking 
at the evidence and investing the necessary funds. Those funds would result in significant savings in the long 
term, but to do that, a government would need a long-term vision and would need to be prepared to look at 
realigning services. 

I always enjoy taking an opportunity to speak to this committee’s reports. I consider the work it does to be 
extremely important. Although we are considerably far behind with these reports, I understand that it may be 
possible in the future for this committee to itself consider some investigations and inquiries. I would like to 
commend the strong, proactive approach of the Commissioner for Children and Young People, and I look 
forward to future reports from this committee. 

Question put and passed. 
 


