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CHILD PROTECTION MANAGEMENT 
Urgency Motion 

THE PRESIDENT (Hon John Cowdell):  I received the following letter this morning - 

Dear Mr President 

I hereby give notice that at this day’s sitting I intend to move the following motion pursuant to standing 
order 72.   

That the Council consider as a matter of urgency the appalling management of statutory child protection 
in this state by the Minister for Community Development and the Department for Community 
Development.   

Hon Robyn McSweeney MLC 

The member will require the support of four members in order to move the motion. 

[At least four members rose in their places.] 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [3.49 pm]:  I move the motion.   

The statutory child protection responsibilities of this state are: receive and assess reports of children and young 
people being maltreated through the actions, inaction or inability of people who have a parental responsibility to 
protect and care for them; work with other agencies to ensure appropriate assessments and responses; work with 
children, young people and their families and communities to build their wellbeing and safety; provide 
information, support, referral and counselling services in conjunction with other agencies; seek orders through 
the Children’s Court for the protection and care of children and young people who cannot be made safe within 
their families; and make arrangements for a child or a young person’s safe care in or out of home.  I will base my 
argument around the final point, but in highlighting the negativity of this department I acknowledge the skill and 
expertise of many departmental employees who face difficult work practices.  I will be referring to those difficult 
work practices.  I acknowledge the many good foster carers and the many challenges they face with abused 
children in their care.  In fact, there is evidence that children in out-of-home care have poor life opportunities, 
have missed out on education, have featured highly in homeless populations and the juvenile justice system, do 
not always receive adequate dental or medical care, often gravitate to substance abuse and are more likely than 
their contemporaries not in care to have thought of or attempted suicide.  Sadly, many children and young people 
in care do not even know why they are not with their families and may think it is their own fault.  I do not 
consider myself an expert in this field; it takes many heads together to make a final decision on what to do with a 
child who is being abused in a home situation.  However, when a child who has already been declared a ward of 
the state is put into a home that has been assessed by this state through the Department for Community 
Development assessment procedure as being a home suitable for placement of a child, and the child is then 
abused in that home, something is clearly wrong with the assessment procedures, practices, systems and 
processes.   

Between April 2004 and March 2005, 30 children were abused whilst in the department’s care: seven for sexual 
abuse, 10 for physical abuse, seven for emotional abuse and six for neglect - that is whilst in the department’s 
care.  Keeping those 30 children in mind, this is the department’s mantra: the department provides leadership for 
the development and maintenance of systems that support collaboration and partnerships and the delivery of 
services that engage, strengthen and support children.  Where was it for those children?  These include agreed 
frameworks and protocols that clarify responsibility for the provision of services when children and young 
people have been harmed through maltreatment and are in need of protection or for whom there are concerns.  
That was not the case for these 30 children.  Where was the protection for them?  The state was meant to protect 
them.  Those agreed frameworks and protocols are certainly missing at present.  What has the government done?  
It commissioned a report by independent consultants Social Systems and Evaluation at a cost of $19 000 to tell it 
what I believe is commonsense.  Why the systems were not in place prior to this audit is absolutely beyond 
belief.  The first key finding of that report was that the department has been proactive in seeking to ensure that 
children are not harmed in care; and, secondly, if there are allegations of abuse it responds quickly and 
appropriately.  That is like shutting the door after the horse has bolted.  How can this so-called consultancy 
report say this when 30 children in an 11-month period have been abused in care?  How can the government in 
all honesty accept that finding?   

Senator Murray in his Senate inquiry report on foster care, entitled “Protecting vulnerable children: a national 
challenge”, stated that Mercy Community Services said that - 

Departmental case managers are observed to spend most of their efforts ensuring that the investigation 
of child maltreatment is not criticised by the courts or the media.  Ensuring that children, once in care, 
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are provided with appropriate services and nurturance always seems to be a lower priority within the 
risk management culture.   

Within the departmental system little emphasis is placed on what will promote wellbeing for children who are in 
care.   
This department has not been proactive; it has been reactive and it has been in damage control.  What about the 
damage that some social worker, field officer, team leader or psychologist has done to those 30 children?  Given 
that half the children in care are between the ages of five and 12 years, how can these people inflict this lifelong 
damage on them?  The buck stops with the director general and the minister.  This minister should resign.  It is a 
disgraceful effort.  In that 11-month period, the management controls for those 30 children must not have been 
working.  Why were they not working?  Someone in that department must have known what was going on.  
Alarm bells should have rung but they did not.  I was told yesterday by the department that assessments are done 
by social workers, but those social workers must have spent two years in the field.  I was told that by one person; 
other people say that the assessments are done by psychologists, social workers and a whole group of people and 
the case goes up the command chain, but I know that departmental people do not like doing these assessments.  
It is obvious that they do not like doing the assessments, because the criteria for doing them are not properly set 
out.  I have asked the minister for more details about these assessment procedures and hopefully I will get them 
soon. 
For the record, I will detail what these 30 children have been subjected to.  This will be very basic detail; I will 
not go into the clinical level or effect that these traumatic experiences have had.  Sexual abuse is rape, fondling 
or other sexual activity.  Members should keep in mind the ages of these children.  I will not go into what I saw 
years ago when I worked in the department, because most members would become violently ill if I did.  Physical 
abuse is hitting, beating, shaking or burning.  Neglect is not meeting basic needs, such as love, food and medical 
care.  Emotional abuse is depriving a child of love and attention or constantly yelling at or bullying a child.  I 
keep referring to these 30 children, because I just cannot believe it.  I have no idea whether these abused children 
were in the care of relatives or state-assessed homes.  However, they were all wards of the state and should have 
been monitored - no, not monitored; they should never have been placed where they were, which is why we are 
discussing this motion. 
Another key finding in the report was that the greatest risk for abuse in care is not the department’s practice, but 
that there are far too few suitable placements to meet demand.  It further states that children who are placed with 
relatives are over-represented in substantiated child maltreatment allegations.  The process used to select relative 
carers, training, support and review for relative carers has been very limited.  The department admits to placing 
children in unsuitable placements by placing them with relatives who are clearly unsuitable and dysfunctional, 
but the report states that it is not the department’s practice; in other words, it is ignoring its responsibility.  
Currently, 465 relatives care for wards of the state, and we need good practice to do that.  We need good practice 
to try to keep kids in their extended families.  I understand the difficulties of working with dysfunctional 
families, in trying to locate relatives functional enough to care for children who cannot live with their parents, 
and dealing with all the family of origin issues; issues to do with contact and maintaining those relationships 
with the kids and parents.  I understand that, but this department is negligent. 

I have been told of a case, but I have not had it confirmed.  I used to see many of these cases myself.  A two-
year-old was made a ward of the state because of the violence inflicted on him by his father.  This child was still 
a ward of the state, but the department saw fit to put him back with the father, who allegedly had a history of 
violence and a criminal record.  I hope that is not true, but I fear it will turn out to be a fact.  I have seen things 
like this happen before.  Commonsense has prevailed and, as of May 2005, all foster carers will undergo a police 
check.  What about relative carers?  The report says that future relative carers will be assessed using a new 
process, which will include a requirement for referee and police checks.  This should have been done a long time 
ago.  What will happen to the department’s policy of placing Aboriginal children with relatives?  What will 
happen to the children who have relatives who have criminal records?  Where will those children be placed, 
given that placements are very hard to find?  The department’s statutory policy says that the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander placement principle confirms the department’s commitment to the placement of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children within their families and communities if out-of-home care is required.  The 
department says this principle recognises and ensures consideration of customary roles and the responsibility of 
the extended Aboriginal family in child rearing.  I have trouble accepting this policy now, particularly after 
reading the Gordon report regarding violence and abuse.  It is no secret that very violent situations occur within 
Aboriginal communities. 

In June 2004 the Council of Australian Governments agreed that the extent of family violence and child abuse 
among indigenous families continues to be a matter of grave concern for governments and indigenous 
communities.  Members know that the Gordon report stated that also.  How will this new policy work 
considering that the department will be assessing relative carers for police checks?  In 1999 it was identified that 
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40 per cent of the Aboriginal population was admitted to prison or detention centres in Western Australia.  
Aboriginal children live in a culture of violence.  One only has to read about the rites of passage and other 
literature to know that. 

At 30 June 2004 the proportion of indigenous children in out-of-home care, placed in accordance with the 
principle, ranged from 81 per cent in Western Australia to 40 per cent in Tasmania.  It has long been identified 
that Aboriginal people are over-represented by the Department for Community Development.  I want to know 
whether the department will have two different policies and how it will overcome this problem.  Children are 
being put back into dysfunctional families, and the cycle continues.  All children have a right to be safe.  
Whether a child can be placed into a relative’s care will depend on what criminal charge has been made against 
the relative.  The department says that potential foster carers must meet screening requirements to determine 
whether there are departmental records on them.  What type of criminal record would not be of concern?  Under 
what circumstances would the department allow a relative carer to look after a child if the carer had a criminal 
record? 
It was only April 2005 when this government began a new assessment procedure for staff who conduct foster 
carer assessments.  Those procedures are reactive rather than proactive.  Those assessments should be conducted 
by no-one less than a clinical psychologist.  Social workers and field workers could do some preparatory work, 
but the final decision must be made by somebody who is highly trained.  Why does the government not contract 
out clinical psychs to conduct these assessments when it is obvious that departmental staff do not like doing 
them?  Who puts seven children into homes to be sexually abused?  Who puts 10 children into homes to be 
belted, yelled at and physically abused?  Who puts seven children into homes to be emotionally abused so they 
end up thinking they are worthless?  Who puts six children into homes so the children end up neglected, unloved 
and uncared for?  If I were the Minister for Community Development, I would go through the departmental 
records to find out who did these assessments, who monitored the children and who were the caseworkers.  Did 
the children have multiple caseworkers?  Did no-one care?  Highly qualified people are called for so that this 
type of situation cannot happen again.  I want no-one less than a clinical psych conducting these assessments.  
They should not be done by a group of workers who are not trained in the analytical field.  It is no good having 
support for children who are abused in care when that abuse could have been avoided by adopting excellent 
practices within the department. 
I ask the minister to resign.  To dismiss in the press the select committee that I have proposed as having no basis 
is an absolutely shocking indictment of her running of the department.  Do these children not matter to this 
government?  Yes, they do; they can have counselling.  Big deal!  They matter.  Those 30 children who will have 
lifelong problems were abused in an 11-month period in this department’s care. 

HON PETER FOSS (East Metropolitan) [4.04 pm]:  Magistrate Sue Gordon has produced a remarkable 
document.  It is not a blaming document, but it found out what was the cause of the failure of the departments 
that have responsibility to try to prevent the abuse of children.  The report explained why they had failed.  
Magistrate Gordon, as she then was, outlined very clear recommendations.  All but two of those 
recommendations were accepted by the government, which announced with great fanfare that it would put 
money into ensuring that the recommendations were carried out. 
Members may recall that a select committee of this house - the Select Committee on the Reserves (Reserve 
43131) Bill 2003 - inquired into one particular place.  I remind members that the majority of the findings, 
observations and recommendations of that committee were unanimous.  The committee included the now 
Minister for Fisheries and Hon Louise Pratt - two government members - and Hon Robin Chapple, Hon Derrick 
Tomlinson and me.  I do not think it could be said that that is a hot-headed group of members.  It is a group of 
members who are concerned with the protection of children. 
The committee’s findings were unanimous.  Some very serious and alarming findings by that committee were 
dismissed by this government, which said it was just Hon Peter Foss and Hon Derrick Tomlinson trying to 
justify their actions.  Why then were those findings, observations and recommendations also supported by the 
now Minister for Fisheries and Hon Louise Pratt and Hon Robin Chapple?  This unanimous finding showed that 
the recommendations of the Gordon report were being totally ignored by the department.  The report was 
probably greatly ignored by none other than the director general of the department.  The findings about the 
director general were damning.  The unanimous findings were so damning that I would have thought most civil 
servants in her position would have resigned.  They would not need to be sacked because I would have thought 
that they would have resigned.  She should have resigned because her performance was pathetic. 
I will not read to members all the facts contained in the committee’s report.  I suggest members read them if they 
have any concern for abused children in this state.  Members who read the report will be alarmed in the same 
way the members of the committee were alarmed.  I remind members of some of the findings, observations and 
recommendations of the report.  The committee found that there was no foundation to a number of statements 
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Ms Brazier had given to the Premier.  The reason there was no foundation to them was that she had no idea what 
her department was doing. 
Hon Paddy Embry:  She was not doing her job. 
Hon PETER FOSS:  She even admitted she was not doing her job.  She admitted also that, in certain respects, 
neither her conduct nor the conduct of her agency was acceptable.  Despite her admission that she had done 
nothing, nothing has happened.  The government has defended her, and I know why.  It is for the very reason 
Hon John Kobelke has attacked me.  The government has to justify its actions.  That is why the government has 
done it.  However, the government cannot get away from the fact of who signed their names on the report.  It 
cannot get away from the facts or from the quotes in the transcript.  Those are not our words.  Those are her 
words.   
Hon Paddy Embry:  They did not even trust their own people! 
Hon PETER FOSS:  That is right.  They did not even trust the admissions by these people that they had erred.  
This woman is still in charge.  One of the first things the committee found was that even though the Gordon 
report had recommended that there be long-term intervention if support were to be given to these families, what 
happened was that if no-one told the department about a problem, it did nothing.  After the Act was passed by 
this Parliament to implement the recommendations of the Gordon report, there was a flurry of activity, as there 
had to be, because the department had to find houses for these people.  However, as soon as the department had 
found houses for these people, it closed the file!  The problem had been fixed; the Aborigines were out of sight, 
and we did not need to worry about them!  There are huge problems in Aboriginal communities in the north of 
the state.  Hon Robin Chapple can tell us things that would make our hair curl.  However, those people are far 
enough away that we do not need to bother about them.  In the Dampier Peninsula there is an absolute epidemic 
of suicides among young people.  That has a lot to do with the fact that there is also an epidemic of child abuse.  
We happen to know that the two go together.  What is the government doing about that?  The government is not 
worried.  They are Aborigines, and they are far enough away that we do not need to worry about them!   
Hon Paddy Embry:  They are not in the metropolitan area! 
Hon PETER FOSS:  That is right.  If they are in the metropolitan area and they are in high profile, then we will 
scatter them around the metropolitan area so that people will not know what is happening!  The young people 
who were in that camp are still dying, and the abuse is still being alleged, but it is not getting into the paper, so 
we do not need to worry about it!   
I will read some of the unanimous findings and observations of the committee.  I will carefully skip the findings 
and observations that were only majority findings and observations.  I think members will be horrified at some of 
the findings.  Finding 8 states - 

The Committee finds that Jane Brazier, Director General of DCD: 

•  was aware of the importance to her Department of the matters raised by the Coroner’s Report into 
the death of Susan Taylor and the Gordon Report; 

•  despite the above, failed to ensure that Midland DCD, the Office with primary responsibility for the 
SVNC, visited the Lord Street camp; 

•  failed to communicate with the Acting Manager of DCD Midland, her November 2002 concerns 
regarding the safety of women and children at the Lord Street camp; 

•  had no proper basis upon which to advise the Premier on May 1 2003 that ‘nothing had changed’ at 
the Lord Street camp.  

Observation 12 states -  

The Committee observes that the Community Inspection Audit - 

This was run by the department -  

was likely to be seen as intimidating by both the management and residents of the SVNC.  Forcing the 
Community to assemble in the open to make a visual inspection and to advise residents of what 
government services were available to them with the media filming outside the gates of the Reserve is 
unlikely to engender a relationship of trust between the Community and government officials. 

Yet everyone has admitted that engendering a relationship of trust is what we need to do if we want to help these 
kids.  Observation 14 states -  

The Committee observes that it is difficult to see how DCD could have expected to develop a 
relationship with the SVNC and its management without having physical and meaningful contact on a 
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regular basis with residents of the Lord Street camp.  Officers from DCD Midland did not visit for a 
year prior to December 2002.   

No-one went there!  The government told us that it would be taking urgent action at the highest level and would 
be spending millions of dollars.  However, what did the department do?  The answer from the manager was that 
the department did not think it was important!  There was no reason to go there!  Did the Gordon report say that 
the department should turn up only if someone suggested that it turn up?  No.  That is not what it said. 

Observation 14 continues -  

In the following seven months, six different officers visited on six occasions prior to the announcement 
to close the SVNC and two visited after the announcement. 

Six visits by six different officers!  What a wonderful relationship that will engender!  It continues -  

This engagement commenced with the Community Inspection Audit with the media present.  These 
events were unlikely to form the basis of a good working relationship.   

Finding 9 states - 

The Committee finds that, apart from two social workers at its Cannington Office, DCD made little 
concerted effort to establish a meaningful relationship with Robert Bropho and other residents of the 
SVNC.  The number of different staff visiting and the relatively few visits to the Community by DCD 
meant that the key requirement of relationship building with SVNC management or residents could not 
be achieved.   

That is why nothing happened.   

HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [4.16 pm]:  I support the motion.  I do so because of my 
utmost concern about what is happening in this state today.  After an intensive line of inquiry and questions 
dating back to 2 March 2004, the minister finally admitted in this house on 28 April 2005 that there has been a 
high number of substantiated allegations of abuse of children in foster care.  Those are the figures that have been 
referred to by my colleague Hon Robyn McSweeney; that is, the 30 cases of substantiated allegations of abuse.  
Hon Robyn McSweeney has dealt in detail with the answer that was provided to me on that day.  The minister 
has been disingenuous in her answers to my inquiries.  On 7 April this year I called for an inquiry into the abuse 
of children in foster care.  I support the call today for a detailed inquiry into the management of all children who 
are subject to a child protection order, because it has become evident after questioning that even though the state 
is supposed to be acting as the parent of those children, a large number of those children have been abused.  On 2 
March last year I asked the minister how many children had been abused over the 10-year period between 1993 
and 2003.  My concern was prompted by a newspaper report that I had clipped at that time.  In her response to 
my question, the minister failed to inform the Parliament that the audit of the number of children in foster care 
who had been abused included not only children who had been abused by foster carers but also children who had 
been abused by people other than foster carers.  I asked the minister a number of questions about that matter, but 
it was like squeezing blood out of a stone to get the answers that I wanted.  Finally, the minister declared that in 
the year that I had asked about - namely, April 2004 to March 2005 - there were 30 substantiated allegations of 
abuse of children in foster care.  That is a high number of children.  The minister tried to evade the truth of the 
matter.  As I have said in this place previously, if the minister were a car salesman and the same conditions were 
to apply, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission would have prosecuted her.  I called at that 
time for a frank and robust inquiry into the government’s handling of child abuse.  Indeed, today in this 
Parliament I suggest that the abuse of children in care borders on severe maladministration by this government.  I 
direct my criticism to the government, led by Hon Dr Gallop, who after the Gordon inquiry in 2002 said in a 
press statement -  

Today my Government is drawing a line in the sand and saying enough is enough.  This has got to stop. 

That is the abuse of children.  I have used that quote in this Parliament previously, and I am using it again today.  
These are the words of this Premier.  However, the abuse has not stopped.  Children are still being abused.  The 
questions that we have been asking have been about children in foster care.  A number of children and young 
people who have child protection orders placed over them and who are housed in state hostels have also come to 
me and made allegations of severe abuse.   
Some of the reasons for the high number of children abused in care have been reported in the media and some 
come from other sources of information.  Lack of staff has been given as one of the reasons investigations are 
not followed up, and I quote from an article in The West Australian of 27 December 2004 headed, “Lack of staff 
blamed for abuse failings” - 

The Department for Community Development’s annual report showed there were 2400 cases of child 
abuse reported in WA last financial year, a rise of 6 per cent on the previous year.   



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 17 May 2005] 

 p1521d-1529a 
President; Hon Robyn McSweeney; Hon Peter Foss; Hon Barbara Scott; Hon Kate Doust; Hon Paddy Embry 

 [6] 

In 34 cases, most involving allegations of physical or sexual abuse, reports were not investigated 
because the department was not given enough information or the family had moved.  

That points to a lack of support for staff to pursue those cases to find out where those involved are and why they 
have not received protection following the allegations.  
The other reason I am concerned and support this motion is that the government has again tried to cover up 
details of child abuse with statements such as that made on 1 April 2005, when the Minister for Community 
Development, Hon Sheila McHale, was reported as stating that the almost 200 children who were abused in 
foster care might have legal claims.  Subsequently, the government made an apology.  However, the apology 
made in a joint media statement of 7 April 2005 - strangely enough at the very same time as I called for an 
inquiry into foster care - reads - 

The State Government today issued an apology to those people who as children suffered harm while in 
institutional care from the 1920s to the 1970s.   

That had nothing to do with the issue the opposition had raised about the children of today who were abused 
while in care.  The government pretended to make an apology to the high number of children who were abused 
in care.  
Hon Paddy Embry:  It was a smokescreen. 
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Yes, it was a smokescreen.  Thank you, Hon Paddy Embry, for that interjection.  
The press statement was headed “State Government apologises to children abused in care”.  Surely, following 
the article about the high number of children abused, this apology should have been directed to those children.  
However, the fine print in this joint statement from the Premier and the Minister for Community Development 
reveals that it is not an apology to the children of today, but to children who were in institutional care from the 
1920s to the 1970s.  I do not know whether the children of today may also be able to make legal claims.  The 
department lacks sufficient staff to deal with this issue.  A federal report has called for changes to the system and 
changes have been suggested on a number of occasions by members on this side.  Members in this chamber 
might be tired of hearing me refer to issues about children but I adhere to the KISS - keep it simple stupid - 
principle; that is, if we say something often enough it will eventually register with the people who have the 
power to make changes.  
I say again that the opposition is firmly in favour of mandatory reporting of child abuse in this state.  Western 
Australia is the only state in Australia that does not have mandatory reporting.  The Liberal-National coalition 
went to the election with a firm commitment to implement mandatory reporting of child abuse.  We know it will 
cost money.  I ask the Premier: is not the protection of even one child worth the cost?  A Liberal government 
would protect children by introducing mandatory reporting and establishing a children’s commissioner.  Last 
week in this chamber I raised the issue of a children’s commissioner, but the government is dillydallying over 
introducing legislation to enable such an appointment to be made.  The Premier said that the government has 
drawn a line in the sand; this issue is a priority and it will stop child abuse.  What has it done about it?  It has not 
considered mandatory reporting.  The Department for Community Development obviously lacks resources and 
staffing to cover the number of children needing protection.  The government is refusing to contemplate 
mandatory reporting because of the cost.  What cost do we put on the lives of abused children who will suffer the 
consequences of that abuse for the rest of their lives?  This is a serious issue.  If the government will not initiate 
an independent inquiry into the abuse of children in foster care, perhaps it should consider using an existing 
agency; namely, the Ombudsman, who would be an appropriate person to thoroughly investigate this issue.  I 
support the motion and call on the government to take it seriously.  It should not simply sanction an inquiry into 
this issue by officers appointed from the Department for Community Development; it should appoint an 
independent person such as the Ombudsman.  
HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan - Parliamentary Secretary) [4.25 pm]:  I have sat and listened to 
the arguments given by members opposite about this issue.  I do not think anyone in this chamber would think 
that abuse of children in any form of care is acceptable; it is abhorrent.  This government has done a lot of very 
positive work to deal with this issue.  
Hon Kim Chance:  Hear, hear!  
Hon KATE DOUST:  That is why the opposition’s motion is a bit of a crock.  I probably should ask Hon Robin 
McSweeney what her government did?  I keep hearing all these complaints.  Where was her government?  What 
did her government do about child abuse in foster care?  Members opposite have an absolute nerve raising this 
issue. 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members, the parliamentary secretary has the call.  
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Hon KATE DOUST:  I refer to Bennett v Minister of Community Welfare in the High Court in 1992.  I 
understand the Bennett principle is one of the key principles under which the rights of children were determined.  

Hon Simon O’Brien:  What is the Bennett principle?   

Hon KATE DOUST:  I am just about to explain that.  The High Court confirmed that the Department of 
Community Welfare in not only this state but also others has a responsibility and a positive duty to refer a child 
or a young person injured or abused whilst in its care to a competent, independent legal practitioner with proper 
instructions for legal advice.  This duty may continue until it is fulfilled.  If this responsibility is not met and, as a 
result of the child’s potential claim against the department or another person becomes statute barred, then the 
child is likely to have cause or a right of action against the department for the loss of entitlement.   

I understand that during the term of the Liberal-National government only about 10 children were referred to an 
independent legal practitioner under the Bennett principle.  These problems have come to light only since Labor 
has been in government.  The fact that the coalition government did not address these issues in the past has 
meant that a Labor government has had to address hundreds of cases and refer hundreds of children to legal 
practitioners to have matters resolved.  Where were members opposite?  They did nothing.  How dare they 
criticise the Minister for Community Development when, since 2001, this government -  

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order members!  

Hon KATE DOUST:  This government has already set in train a range of changes to improve conditions for 
children in foster care or any other form of care.  I will refer to some of those changes because they are quite 
good.  I did not hear of anything positive being implemented during the term of the coalition government.  

Hon Simon O’Brien:  You are in your second term.  

Hon KATE DOUST:  Yes, we are in our second term.  When I have outlined what the government has achieved 
in its first term, I will paint a picture of the government’s plans for the future.  The minister and the department 
are trying to resolve past issues that were not dealt with by the coalition government.  The minister is working 
towards positive change.  This is not a simple matter.  It is not easy for children to be taken out of their homes 
and placed in foster care.  It is not always easy to determine what is the most appropriate place for those 
children.  The department is doing the best it possibly can under the circumstances.  It has implemented a 
number of mechanisms to ensure those improvements.  I understand that, under the coalition, government staff 
and resources in this area were greatly lacking.  One of the first things the Labor government did - 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Who told you that? Where did you get that understanding from? 

Hon KATE DOUST:  It is evident that the previous government did not address these issues.  

Hon Simon O’Brien interjected.  

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  Hon Simon O’Brien will come to order.  There is enough time for him to give a 
speech, if he so wishes, in this debate, without taking over everyone else’s time.  

Hon KATE DOUST:  The government has, in the very first instance, employed 115 new child protection and 
children in care workers.  It has allocated almost $19 million in 2004-05, which is an increase of 39 per cent on 
the last year of the coalition government.  Already that is a positive change.  Better support and recognition has 
been provided for the work done by foster carers.  In 2003-04, the government put $14 million into foster care 
allowances, which was the first increase in 10 years.  

Hon Barbara Scott:  It is not enough.  

Hon KATE DOUST:  No, it is never enough; I agree with the member, but the government is at least trying to 
address the issue, which is a lot more than the previous government did.  The government has also provided for 
compulsory training and a central register for foster carers.  A duty of care unit has been established to quality-
assure allegations of abuse in care and critical incidents.  So far, all of the 253 child maltreatment allegations 
from 1993 to March 2004 have been quality assured.  The Bennett principle is being applied to current and 
former foster children and young people in care.  This government is providing that legal protection obligation.  
One of the best things this government has done in this area - I understand it has taken up to 50 years to achieve - 
is pass the Children and Community Services Act 2004, which applies the principle of the best interests of the 
child across areas such as the rights of the child in care.  The government has also provided regulations to ensure 
quality supervision in childcare centres.  This government has also established the Child Death Review 
Committee.  The other significant thing the government did - Hon Peter Foss has talked about this - was to set up 
the Gordon inquiry.  Some fairly monumental changes have come out of that inquiry, and not just as a result of 
the $75 million the government has put into providing facilities and resources.  The government has provided 14 
Aboriginal support worker positions, 25 community child protection worker positions, and specialist child 
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interviewing units.  In Manning, in my electorate, the Dumbartung Aboriginal Corporation’s Kootamiara Quab 
program provides counselling for young Aboriginal women suffering abuse and older women who were in 
abusive situations when they were younger.  It provides counselling and other forms of healing, and is receiving 
money from various government departments to assist in that task.  The group was also hoping to receive some 
of the Gordon inquiry funding.  That is an example of the really positive outcomes that this government is 
delivering for those people.   

Those are the things that have already been done, and I will now talk about what the government intends to do.  
We are not sitting on our tush, like the previous government did.  The minister is looking forward, and will 
continue to deliver and make things better for those children.  The state government is committed to introducing 
a commissioner for children, and I understand that the minister is hoping to introduce that legislation into 
Parliament in the very near future.  The government has also committed to an independent advocate for children 
in care.  It has promoted the participation of children and young people in care in decisions that affect them.  It 
has monitored the department’s implementation of a charter of rights for children in care.  It oversees the quality 
assurance process for children in care.  It has passed the Working with Children (Criminal Record Checking) Act 
2004, and over the next couple of years it is hoped that work can be completed on the implementation of the 
Children and Community Services Act 2004.   

In the past four years, the government has already delivered.  It has already made significant improvements in 
the area of care.  The minister has the foresight to seek to make further changes.  As I said, it is unfortunate, 
tragic and abhorrent that any child in care should be abused, and this government takes a zero-tolerance attitude 
toward abuse in care.  Everyone would support that approach.  This government is delivering, both via 
legislation and the allocation of resources, the means to make sure that that zero-tolerance goal is achieved and 
that those children can live in foster care and other types of family situations and not have to worry about those 
issues.  Instead of criticising the minister, the opposition should be congratulating her for doing what the 
previous government never bothered to do.  

HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [4.36 pm]:  I wish the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for 
Community Development had been at a meeting at Kingsley that Hon Barbara Scott and I attended.  It is 
interesting that the section of the Police Service handling this area despaired at the lack of finance and help it 
was getting.  The officer was very concerned.  Someone from the minister’s department was also present, and he 
was particularly embarrassed.  If the parliamentary secretary had been at that meeting and heard first-hand the 
devastating stories of those parents and grandparents, she would not be saying today that the government had 
fixed the problem, or even dramatically improved the situation in any way.  I can assure members that it was an 
upsetting two or three hours.  Part of the reason is the lack of effort in that area.  Too many cases are not being 
investigated when those children go into community care in the first place.  One story was about some people 
who had been reporting abuse to the child protection unit of the Police Service and the Department for 
Community Development for 18 months.  Nothing had been done.  The family had not been visited once in that 
time.  If the officers do not bother to investigate the situation, they can hardly take the child into care in the first 
place.  One of the cases spoken about involved prostitution going on in the house.  Quite honestly, if the minister 
does not instruct her department to get out and do something about these things, she should resign because of 
incompetence.  

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [4.38 pm]:  I thank my colleagues Hon Peter Foss and Hon 
Barbara Scott, who share my concerns, as do all the members on this side of the house.  This is about the 
government of which Hon Kate Doust is a part.  It is about the government not looking after the children.  

Hon Kim Chance:  I thought it was about children.  You don’t care about children, do you?  You only want to 
score cheap political points.  

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  Hon Robyn McSweeney is replying not to interjections but to the Chair.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  There are 30 little children out there who have been sexually, physically and 
mentally abused in all sorts of horrible ways.  I am not here for a cheap political shot.  I was a child protection 
worker, and I have seen everything from A to Z out there.  If I can do something to stop one little child suffering 
the lifelong effects of abuse, I will do it.  I have interviewed abused children, and I can assure the minister that 
this is no cheap political shot.  The Department for Community Development is not doing its job.  The Minister 
for Community Development, Hon Sheila McHale, has been forced into making changes.  Something is wrong if 
that department has such lax protocols and if the minister can sit there for 11 months and no alarm bells ring for 
her director general or anyone else in that department who works in child protection.  As the shadow Minister for 
Community Development, I would not be doing my job if I did not stand and try to stop one child being abused 
in state care.  This is not even in a child’s own home; it is in state care, where a child is a ward of the state, 
which makes it untenable.   
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Following the Gordon report, young people are still dying, and abuse is still happening.  Yes, the government 
has put on more workers, and, yes, I am very pleased that more workers are being placed in the community.  
However, there are not enough.  I stood in this house not long ago and spoke about the problems in Kununurra.  I 
could just as easily speak about the problems in Collie or Bunbury - anywhere in this state.  We do not have 
enough workers and we do not have enough resources.  Children are being put back into dysfunctional families 
because there are not enough foster carers.  There are not enough foster carers from outside the family.  When a 
child is made a ward of the state, that child has come from a dysfunctional family.  When children are placed 
with relatives, nine times out of 10 they are placed back with dysfunctional people, and so the cycle goes on.  It 
is up to me to stand in this place and say that I know about that because I have worked in that area and I know 
what goes on.  I do not think I have worked in the area since 1998, but the problems still exist.  The dysfunction 
is firmly entrenched.   
The remuneration that foster carers receive is very inadequate.  Yes, this state is increasing the remuneration by 
33 per cent, but in New South Wales it was $175 a week a long time ago.  The remuneration in Western 
Australia is the third lowest.  It is something like $105 a week, and it increases a little more for teenagers.  This 
state is not up to standard in that area, and it needs to be. 
I will deal with the training that is necessary for foster carers.  The Senate inquiry report says that perhaps we 
should move to less of a volunteer model and more of a professional foster care model, particularly for the more 
difficult-to-place young people.  I know that the minister is saying that she will set up an intensive support and 
treatment placement team and expand counselling services for children in care.  However, these children are 
abused while in state care.  That should never have happened in the first place.  To say that these kids will be 
given counselling is like giving them a second prize.  Sure, they will need counselling for the rest of their lives, 
but, for God’s sake, this should never have happened.  The minister is negligent.  I keep calling for her 
resignation, and I will continue to do so.  I have asked for a select committee of three members to be appointed 
to inquire into the assessment procedures, because it is those assessment procedures that are wrong.  I want 
clinical psychologists to do these assessments.   
Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


