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Hearing commenced at 10.13 am 
 
SMITH, MR MALCOLM 
Executive Director, Teen Challenge WA, examined: 
 
The CHAIRMAN: On behalf of the Education and Health Standing Committee, I would like to 
thank you for your interest and your appearance before us today. The purpose of this hearing is to 
assist the committee in gathering evidence for its inquiry into the adequacy and appropriateness of 
prevention and treatment services for alcohol and illicit drug problems. You have been provided 
with a copy of the committee’s specific terms of reference.  
At this stage, I would like to introduce myself, Janet Woollard; members of the committee, Mr 
Peter Abetz; Mr Ian Blayney; Mr Peter Watson; and Ms Lisa Baker. We also have our principal 
research officer, Dr David Worth, and our research officer, John Pollard, and today from Hansard 
we have Keith and Moira. 
This committee is a committee of the Legislative Assembly. This hearing is a formal procedure, and 
even though the committee is not asking you to provide evidence on oath or affirmation, it is 
important that you understand that any deliberate misleading of the committee may be regarded as a 
contempt of Parliament. As it is a public hearing, Hansard staff are making a transcript of the 
proceedings for the public record. If you refer to any document or documents during your evidence, 
it would assist Hansard if you could provide the full title for the record. Before we proceed to your 
submission and the questions we have for you today, I need to ask you a series of questions. Have 
you completed the “Details of Witness” form? 
Mr Smith: Yes. 
The CHAIRMAN: Do you understand the notes at the bottom of the form about giving evidence to 
a parliamentary committee? 
Mr Smith: Yes. 
The CHAIRMAN: Did you receive and read the information for witnesses briefing sheet provided 
with the “Details of Witness” form today? 
Mr Smith: Yes. 
The CHAIRMAN: Do you have any questions in relation to being a witness at today’s hearing? 
Mr Smith: No. 
The CHAIRMAN: If you would now like to make a submission, and then the committee will ask 
any questions that they have, and, hopefully, within your submission you will focus on the terms of 
reference of this inquiry, so we are particularly looking at what are the problems with alcohol and 
drug use, how it is being addressed in terms of what children are being given in schools, what are 
the problems in the community, and what programs are available and what is not available; so 
where are the gaps and how can they be filled? 
Mr Smith: If I may, what I will do is give a brief overview of what we do and, hopefully, answer 
the questions on how we are dealing with the drug and alcohol problem through that method. Teen 
Challenge has been in Western Australia for 25 years. I came from Teen Challenge in Kings Cross 
in Sydney 25 years ago after working with the prostitutes, the boy homosexuals, the runaways and 
the drug addicts there, to found Teen Challenge here. We are one of seven centres in Australia and 
one of 1 100 centres in 90 different nations of the world and have been operating for over 50 years.  
Here in Western Australia we had two prevention programs—one for schools and one for families. 
We see that the two most secure environments that a teenager should be in are the home and the 
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school, but while they are in those two safe environments, that is where they actually get trapped in 
drugs when they are in their early teens—in their two most safe environments. So we have two 
prevention programs for schools and, of course, they are teaching programs. One of them is just a 
one-hour presentation, and it is a simple “Say NO to Drugs—Stay Free”. People think that is 
simplistic, but the idea of “Say NO to Drugs—Stay Free” is the message for the young person who 
has not started using drugs. It is not a message for the person who is using drugs; it is a message to 
prevent young people using drugs. We have young people who have actually been through our Teen 
Challenge program present this program to the schools. We find that teachers say to us, after our 
young people have been through the program and do their presentation, “This is the presentation we 
have been waiting for.” When our young people go into schools, they start off generally by 
introducing themselves and then they quite often say, “Guess where I was when I got caught in the 
drugs scene? I was in high school. I had parents divorcing. A girlfriend left me”—or a boyfriend—
“My sports career was going down the drain, and my education. I was beginning to lose it. The 
user–dealer in the school came my way and said, ‘Why don’t you use this? It will make you feel 
good.’ And it did make me feel good. Before long it created problems et cetera. My life went out of 
kilter. I started crying et cetera, et cetera. I went to Teen Challenge and got my life back together 
again.” So they end up saying, “If you have not started on the drugs scene, and we hope you have 
not, please do not start. It is not going anywhere.” So it is a simple “Say NO to Drugs—Stay Free”. 
Our second presentation, and we have only just started this, is a 10-week presentation to young 
people at risk. These are young people that the schools have identified as possibly using drugs and 
have all sorts of behaviours because of that. We may take about 25 young people for a 10-week 
course of one hour and we go to the school and we do a few hours before that in the first couple of 
weeks and then the one hour. 
[10.20 am] 
We teach them about how to live. We do not talk to them so much about drugs. What actually 
happens is that when the schools generally hear our one-hour presentation, they ask us to come back 
and talk to our youth at risk. They ask our people to come and mentor them for 10 weeks. We go 
along and we teach them a lot of things that we teach at our training centre in Esperance. It is a 
values system and it is about understanding family. It is amazing that when we talk to young people 
in schools about what their mum and dad are going through and what is happening with their other 
siblings, because they are so caught up with me, me, me, drugs and my feelings et cetera, they quite 
often are not interested in the rest of the family. We bring them back to that and discuss many other 
topics. We have 50 family values that we teach to young people. I have a fridge magnet with those 
values on it. 
The CHAIRMAN: We are happy to accept that by way of supplementary information, if you 
would like to leave one. 
Mr Smith: They are our treatment programs, briefly. We also have an induction program. We are a 
one-stop shop. We do prevention, treatment, after care and we help with the family. We have the 
schools prevention program, which has two parts to it, and then we have a family program, which 
we call “Solutions for Families” for families who think that a young person in the family is using 
drugs. That is a two-hour one-off presentation. We teach parents what is happening in their family 
when a child hits 13 or 14 years of age up to 19 years of age—the teenage years. The first part of 
our two-hour seminar is on the dynamics of the family. It is about understanding that before the 
child was 12, 13 or 14 years old, the parents used to run a dictatorship. They told the children what 
to do, when to get up, when to go to bed, who to see, who not to see and when to chop the wood. 
After that, during the child’s teenage years, parents have to run a democracy and train their children 
to be good decision makers. If they are not good decision makers, they will muck up their life by 
the time they are a teenager. They will make a lot of bad decisions in their early teenage years and 
possibly get involved in drugs, or at least be tempted and mix with people who are using drugs. 
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Parents have to know how to deal with that and how to educate their children to not use drugs and 
to stay within the safe boundaries. The first part of our family solutions seminar is to teach them 
about the dynamics of family because if you do not teach your children correctly, even if you think 
your are but you are still running a dictatorship and not a democracy where you are teaching your 
children to take control of their life and to become the masters of their own destiny, you will drive 
them into the arms of the drug dealer because they will get hurt in the family, and the dealer is 
selling feelings. We point out to the parents that the dealer is there to make money. What is the user 
in the drug scene for? We teach the family and explain to them that the user uses chemicals to 
produce feelings. The drug scene is all about feelings. If someone’s wife calls her husband on the 
way home and says, “I think you’re wonderful; I have a lovely dinner cooked for you tonight”, does 
he stop in a bottle shop to buy a bottle of wine or does he stop to buy a bottle of feelings? When he 
pours the first glass, he knows that it will produce a certain feeling and that the second glass will 
also produce a certain feeling. It does not matter which valley or country it comes from or how old 
it is or how much you have paid for it; you have gone to purchase a bottle of feelings. We point out 
to the parents that when their children are 12, 13, 14 or 15 years old, they have lived under a 
dictatorship but after that they are living in a democracy. They are going to high school and making 
all sorts of friends. Parents then have to teach them how to be successful decision makers while they 
are in their teenage years. The early part of them learning to make decisions is about relationships, 
who they will run with. It is said that if you run with dogs, you will get fleas, so pick your friends 
carefully. We have found that 95 per cent of all the kids who get involved with drugs who come to 
Teen Challenge at the wrong time in their life in their early teenage years chose the wrong friends; 
they chose to run with the wrong people. 
In the second part of seminar, after understanding the family dynamics, we look at how a person 
goes from being healthy to being dead—how a teenager can go from being a healthy, great member 
of a family to being dead. We have had parents come to us and say, “My child used to be a great 
child and was doing wonderfully well at school and was a great member of the family but got into 
the drug and now my child is so changed that I do not know who this person is anymore.” They ask 
us to find the child they used to know and bring them back home again. As soon as a child starts to 
use drugs, the first casualty is the truth; they will start to lie. They will lie about everything. We 
teach the parents that it does not matter what your child is saying to you. From being healthy to 
being dead there are certain behaviour patterns, and so we teach them about the behaviour patterns. 
There are always exceptions to every rule, but mostly there are certain behaviour patterns that will 
occur on the slippery slide down to really bad news. We teach parents how to look out for those 
patterns and then how to intervene in a way that is not going to hurt the child more than the child is 
already hurting or confused, and therefore drive the child further into the arms of the dealer who 
keeps selling the child something that makes him feel good. Mum and dad may be on valium, 
cigarettes or alcohol; the kids are on sex, drugs, rock’n’roll and alcohol and all the rest of it. They 
are all trying to produce certain feelings. 
The last part of our seminar is to actually teach parents how to help someone who has lost control of 
his life. What do you actually do to help somebody who cannot help himself? Quite often what 
happens is that the parents see that the child has a problem and they try to intervene. When the child 
does not change, the parents assume that they are not dealing with the issue correctly and so the 
parents change, but the child keeps doing what he is doing. The child does not change and so the 
parents assume that they are not doing the right thing and so the parents change the strategy and the 
child keeps on doing what he is doing. Before long, the tail is wagging the dog and the family is 
falling to pieces. Parents need to know what is the right strategy and how to change someone. We 
have two prevention programs—what we do in schools and what we do with families. We also have 
an induction process into Teen Challenge where we stabilise and motivate a young person to want 
to get out of the drug scene. We have a three or four-month waiting list of young people waiting to 
get into our 40-plus bed facility in Esperance, which is our residential program. We stabilise and 
motivate them. 
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The CHAIRMAN: Does that take people from the metropolitan and regional areas? 
Mr Smith: It takes people from all over Western Australia. Our office and teaching facilities are in 
Warwick and our training centre is in Esperance where we have a 260-odd acre property. There is 
room for 45 young people and 15 staff live there. 
Mr P.B. WATSON: You talked about strategies. Are there individual strategies for individual 
people, or individual strategies for males and females, or male and female Indigenous people? 
Mr Smith: Everyone is treated as an individual. We have guys and girls in our program. When a 
young person comes to Teen Challenge, the reason for using drugs may have been rejection, rape or 
sexual abuse. There are a range of reasons why they may have started using drugs. Although one-
third to half of our program is a set program to deal with issues, we try to find out first of all what 
was hurting the children in the first place that allowed the dealer to say, “Why don’t you take this? 
It will make you feel good.” We try to find out that issue and deal with it. So, yes, we do. We do not 
treat different cultural groups; we deal with the value system and teach young people how to make 
good decisions. Basically, we are teaching young people who come to Teen Challenge to make 
good decisions. 
The CHAIRMAN: Can I ask why you are located at Esperance, and also about funding; how much 
funding do you receive from the state and federal governments? 
[10.30 am] 
Mr Smith: We have our centre down in Esperance; the idea over the past 50 years has been that 
you take the centre out of the city. When I was working at Teen Challenge in Kings Cross, our 
centre was in country New South Wales. We could say to the kids, “We can make you vanish”. We 
could say to the runaways who were getting caught up in prostitution and all sorts of other things, 
“We can make you vanish”. It is good for the centre to be a long way out of the city, so that they are 
not tempted too much to go back. It works. First of all, we had a place at Gingin, then we had a 
place at Beverley, and then we were given the property at 268 in Esperance. We were not too sure 
whether it would work. We were not too sure whether the centre was too far away. But in actual 
fact it has been excellent. It really is good.  
We have a budget of $1.2 million or thereabouts and each year the state government gives us 
$50 000. We had some funding from the federal government families’ program, but that has now 
finished, so we get only the $50 000 funding from the state government. We have a foundation that 
businessmen in Perth have set up for us. We have $3 million in that foundation. It is a perpetual 
fund that helps Teen Challenge to keep operating. Obviously, we seek donations et cetera, but 
donations can fall short. A lot of the young people we have helped through the years have come 
from wealthy homes; they have been well-educated young people. I will leave for you copies of the 
four books written by former Teen Challenge students—Golden Haze by Jade Lewis; Kids at War: 
Winning the Battle of Growing Up; and Under the Influence but they should be under your 
influence; and, finally, A Wasted Life Worth Living.  
The CHAIRMAN: Thank you; we will accept those by way of supplementary information.  
How are children referred to you if you do not go into the schools? How do people know to refer 
people to you? How do they know that you are there? 
Mr P. ABETZ: What are the networks? 
Mr Smith: We are quite well known in our field. We have the young people who have been 
through Teen Challenge. We send out 5 000 newsletters to our supporters every three months. 
Doctors know about us. The court system knows about us. We are very well known in our field. 
Mr P. ABETZ: I think that it would be fair to say, would it not Malcolm, that the success rate of 
your program is incredibly high when compared with others. Can you give us some data on that? 
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Mr Smith: We started in America 50 years ago and about every 10 years they do a survey in 
America—and other countries, but mostly in America. Dr Hest did a survey five, six or seven years 
after Teen Challenge started in America. Of course, they were talking about a 50 per cent success 
rate and many said, “No, that can’t be right”. Back in those days, the federal government put up 
$300 000, which was a lot of money, and Dr Hest and her team looked into Teen Challenge and 
measured five things for the young people who had been through the program five years earlier. 
They measured whether they had further used drugs; whether their education had improved or 
whatever; whether they had married, whether they had stayed married; whether they had had one 
job, 50 jobs or 100 jobs; and whether they were still adhering to the Christian value system that we 
teach them—that is, “don’t lie, don’t steal, don’t cheat, don’t hurt your neighbour”. They found that 
they had an 86 per cent success rate. That was on a sliding scale, measuring over the five years 
whether they had been pulled over a couple of times for speeding or whether they had been to 
prison for something or other and all that sort of thing. Through the years, different universities 
have surveyed Teen Challenge and they have found that it is pretty much the same—that is 70 or 
80-odd per cent. That is for young people who have completed the program—not somebody who 
comes in for a week. It is like antibiotics; you have to finish the course. 
The CHAIRMAN: Do you have any programs in the north west? Do you run any programs for 
children who have problems with alcohol? 
Mr Smith: All the young people that we deal with—well not all; 95 per cent—have used alcohol, 
marijuana et cetera. We take young people from 16 years and over, but the different government 
agencies send us their “uncontrollables”, who are sometimes as young as 14 or less. Our centre is 
down in Esperance, but we take people from all over the state—that is, from the northern part of the 
state as well. 
The CHAIRMAN: But you do not run any programs in the Kimberley. 
Mr Smith: Not a residential program. We may go up there to teach. Laing O’Rourke had us up 
there recently to do a “say no to drugs” program for a couple of days at their different mining and 
building sites. I am down at Mandurah tonight, doing talks for Alcoa families about solutions for 
them. We do a lot of prevention talks around the place, but our residential program is in Esperance. 
We have only 2 million people living in Western Australia and only a certain number of them are in 
the drugs scene and want to come to a place like Teen Challenge that has a reasonably disciplined 
program. A lot of people think that because of the word “challenge” it must be a tough-love 
program, but we say it is an intelligent-love program. We tell them that if they come to Teen 
Challenge we will teach them why they think the way they think, why they feel the way they feel, 
why they do the things they do, and will show them how to change if they so wish, but we cannot 
make people change. 
Mr P.B. WATSON: That is an interesting point. You were talking about Kings Cross and the 
prostitutes and rent boys. If a young homosexual person went down to your program in Esperance, 
being a church group would you try to change their homosexual ways as part of their drug rehab? 
Mr Smith: We would try to—we would possibly teach them that man and woman—well, we would 
teach them that male–female is the way to go. But we do not tell people what they—we do not try 
to change people in some sense. We have Aboriginal people come to us; they have certain 
behaviours and that is fine. But we do want to stop lying, cheating, stealing or robbing. A lot of 
young people come to Teen Challenge and the greater issue is not whether they have been a 
prostitute or a boy homosexual or whether they were raped in prison or they are not too sure who 
they are; the challenge is teaching them a value system that is going to make them whole again. It is 
very holistic.  
Mr P.B. WATSON: Would you say that a homosexual person who came to the clinic would not be 
whole if they left and were still a homosexual? 
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Mr Smith: I am not too sure—sorry? 
Mr P.B. WATSON: Not whole. You say you are trying to get them back on track — 
Mr Smith: We would probably say that that is probably not a healthy way to go because you can 
end up with certain diseases and it can create problems for you. We are trying to teach a holistic 
way of life. If a person comes to Teen Challenge with a criminal record for stealing, we want them 
to stop stealing. If they have a record of violence, we want to stop them being violent. We want to 
stop anything that may hurt them or hurt society. We want to stop them using drugs because it is 
hurting them and their health, and hurting society. A lot of young people come down to Teen 
Challenge with mental health issues these days.  
The CHAIRMAN: In relation to the mental health issues, you said before that you have a waiting 
list of several months and that you have several people on the waiting list. We are looking to find 
the gaps. You obviously have a program, but you have a waiting list for that program. It would be 
good if we could get some statistics about how many people you have seen over the past few years 
and what the waiting lists have been like—whether they have gone up or down. The committee has 
just returned from a trip to the Kimberley where I think your place in Esperance could be 
replicated—that is, there is a need to replicate it in both the east Kimberley and the west Kimberley.  
Mr Smith: We tried to set up a place in Halls Creek a few years back, but the problem came from 
the Aboriginal community and the elders and all sorts of things. We spent a fair bit of money trying 
to do that. Sorry. 
The CHAIRMAN: It would be interesting, by way of supplementary information, if you could tell 
us a little bit more about that and what the obstacles were—unless you can tell us now. When we 
were in the Kimberley, we heard about mothers who were drunk, lying in the street with small 
children, and about five and six-year-olds walking the streets to get away from abuse at home. We 
heard about children having problems with not only alcohol, but cannabis and later other drugs, so 
there is a big problem.  
[10.40 am] 
Mr Smith: Sexual abuse goes with that as well.  
The CHAIRMAN: You said that you experienced problems with the elders. Can you remember 
what those hurdles were? If not, perhaps you could let us know by way of supplementary 
information. If the committee is to make recommendations to address some of the problems in the 
Kimberley, it would be useful to know what hurdles you came across so that we can ensure that we 
recommend that those hurdles be addressed appropriately. That would make any suggestions we put 
forward more acceptable.  
Mr Smith: Ten per cent of the young people at Teen Challenge in Esperance are Aboriginal. We 
spent 18 months trying to get the program operating in Halls Creek. They did not tell us too much, 
but we heard whispers about the different tribes and this, that and the other. You really do not 
know; they just do not approve things.  
Mr P. ABETZ: What is the average length of stay of a person who goes to Esperance? How long is 
the program that they go through?  
Mr Smith: They come when we have a vacancy, because we deal with them individually. The first 
part of the residential program is an induction. We detox them on the property. Some of them use 
drugs on the way to Esperance and are off their faces when they arrive. They have to see a doctor 
before they enter our program. The doctor assesses their mental health and what medications they 
are on. Most of them are very depressed. The first part of the program is a three-month induction. 
When a young person comes to Teen Challenge, he cannot smoke, drink or take illegal drugs, but he 
may be on certain medication that is prescribed to him by a doctor. If it is really serious stuff and 
we are not able to deal with the person, the doctor will say that we cannot take that young person to 
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Esperance. The first three months involve detoxing them. They have three hours of lectures each 
day on life control principles that deal with anger, attitude, relationships et cetera. In the first three 
months they are involved in music, singing and drama. We get to know them and they begin to 
learn. Some of the programs involve compulsory work. They often ask what “compulsory” means. 
We say that it means that the work is mandatory. They then ask what “mandatory” means. We say 
just do it.  
It is a disciplined program. It is not a tough-love program; they can leave at any time. In fact, if they 
do not have the money, we buy their ticket for them. The first three months involve stabilising, 
motivating and teaching. From talking to the students through the years we have learnt that they all 
want to leave in the first fortnight. They want to get back to their mum, who has been looking after 
them, or they want to go back to their boyfriend or girlfriend. They have told us that whilst they are 
at Teen Challenge they begin to learn something about themselves that they never understood 
before. They begin to understand why they think and feel in a certain way and why they were doing 
the things that they were doing. Borderline insanity is if you believe that your life will change if you 
keep doing the same thing. A person thinks that if he keeps doing something, which he knows is 
wrong and is hurting him, somehow or other everything will change for the better. We deal with 
those initial attitudes and we stabilise those young people.  
Those who decide to stay for the three months can then go into the program proper, which is 
another five months. The first three months are significant, because they cannot smoke, drink or 
take drugs and they have to stay on the property, except when we take them out or when their 
parents come down to visit. We have purchased a house in town. Through the years we have 
purchased about $10 million worth of assets and we have $3 million in the bank, which is our 
foundation to help fund what we do. After that they go into the teaching–training program proper. 
They do a lot more study and they sit exams et cetera. They start TAFE courses. They do computer 
courses or whatever TAFE in Esperance is offering at the time and we have the numbers to go.  
During the latter part of that period, they do work experience. Fourteen companies in Esperance 
take on our young people. The end of that program brings them up to eight months. After eight 
months they become interns. Young people who get caught in the drug scene become very selfish 
and self-centred. It is all about them and their pain and their feelings. They trample all over other 
people because it is all about them. Once they have been in the program for eight months, their life 
starts to change and they begin to see things differently. Whereas they used to lie, steal, cheat and 
rip people off, including their families—they had a bad value system that saw them degenerate into 
a person whom even their parents did not know—they now learn that they can have a lot of fun by 
having a value system that does not involve them stealing, cheating or lying. They become interns 
and they start to care. They have certain responsibility—but no real authority—to look after the 
young people who come into the program for four months. They become interns. They care and 
watch over them and do things to help them. It is very interesting because they go from receiving to 
giving.  
In that last four months of the program they grow tremendously. They have to look after the new 
kids. They ask whether they were like that when they came to Teen Challenge. We tell them that 
some of them were actually worse. They ask whether they used to talk about their parents like that. 
We tell them, yes, you did. They ask whether they viewed school like that. We tell them, yes, you 
did. Jack Bendat gave us $150 000 a year or so back and set up a foundation. We have a 
scholarship. One of our young guys in Esperance was doing work experience in an old people’s 
home while he was still in the program. After a week they phoned and we wondered what he had 
done, because generally when people call it is bad news. They said that they really liked the kid and 
that he was really looking after the old people. They offered him a job and now he is doing a TAFE 
course in nursing and aged care. He will get the Jack Bendat scholarship. It is a very involved 
teacher–training program.  
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If those who finish want to stay on for another year, they are trained through TAFE. They do 
certificate 3 and 4, community youth work. They are trained in mental health, drugs and alcohol, 
suicide and all the other aspects that go with those courses so that they can get a job when they 
leave. A lot of clever young people come to Teen Challenge.  
The CHAIRMAN: Do the families contribute to the cost of the residential courses? 
Mr Smith: We try to get them to. Some do well. Some start off and sign the papers and say they 
will be supportive, but a week or two later they say that they cannot afford to pay because they have 
to pay an electricity bill. We ask them for their support. What we say to them is this: Your child is 
supported by the government and by a lot of people and companies while they are in Teen 
Challenge. When we are asked whether the parents are supportive, it is always good to say, yes, the 
parents are also being supportive. We try to put maximum pressure on, for want of a better word.  
The CHAIRMAN: Is there a set amount if the parents decide to contribute?  
[10.50 am] 
Mr Smith: No—$20 a week. Some wealthy parents put a lot of money into Teen Challenge. They 
put a lot more money in than it costs us to look after their child. So there is a balance there. With the 
programs we have started off through the years, we generally start them and try to get funding 
afterwards, because if you wait for funding, you turn the morale of a person very quickly. 
The CHAIRMAN: At Teen Challenge, are the ages of the people that you take from 14 to 19, or do 
you take the early 20s as well? 
Mr Smith: In our paperwork it says 16 to 35. The majority of our young people are 16 to early 20s. 
We have people over 35 and we have people under 16. They are generally the ones the government 
sends us, because we have to get the tick of approval for them to come in, and they are generally 
uncontrollables. They do not feel that by mixing with over 16-year-olds, they are going to make it. 
Again, as a teaching program, we say to these young people, “You are 20 years of age and behaving 
like a 16-year-old. Why do you think that is?” Young people who come to Teen Challenge want to 
blame their mum and dad for all their problems—the government, the schoolteacher, the judge, 
everybody else. We say, “Now, when you come to Teen Challenge, the blame game stops, because 
as long as you still blame people”—this is part of our teaching—“as long as you are blaming 
people, you will not grow mentally, emotionally or socially, because if you are blaming other 
people for your problems, you don’t acknowledge that I need to change; I have a challenge.” Do 
you know what I mean? “I need to do something about that, because as long as it is always my mum 
or dad’s or somebody else’s fault, I don’t have to change.” We say to them, “Look, you are coming 
on to 20. You are in your 20s behaving like a 16-year-old”, and we point out to them that when you 
start blaming other people for your problems, you actually stunt your growth and you pretty much 
stay there until you start to accept personal responsibility for the decisions you make and the 
consequences that come down. So we say, “You won’t grow mentally, because if you don’t accept 
personal responsibility, you don’t think to yourself, ‘What went wrong there? Why did it go wrong? 
What was my fault? What was somebody else’s fault? How can I avoid this?’” So we do all these 
sorts of things. We say, “You won’t grow emotionally if you think it’s everybody else’s fault that 
your life is all mucked up.” These kids who come to Teen Challenge, you would think they were 
innocent bystanders. Their life is an absolute disaster zone, but it is everybody else’s fault. So we 
say that you do not grow mentally and you do not grow emotionally. They are stunted in anger. 
They are just living in anger because everything is everybody else’s fault. We say, “You’ve got to 
experience joy and happiness, a sense of success.” That is why our program catchcry is freedom and 
success. It is easy to get a person off drugs; it is harder to make them successful; so it is mentally, 
emotionally and socially, because if you mentally do not grow and emotionally do not grow, 
socially you are going to stay down here, and we want you to mix with people who are going to 
have a good influence on you, and you could be a good influence on them. 
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Mr P. ABETZ: Given the success of the Teen Challenge program, has there been any thought 
given to perhaps setting up another centre—obviously, you do not want a centre to be too big, I 
guess—or is the waiting list such that there is not an over-burdening kind of demand for your 
services? 
Mr Smith: Again, we have 40, 45 young people we can take down in our centre. Our population 
et cetera is such that there are only a certain number. We may have 15 or 20 young people on our 
waiting list. That may sound bad, but that is three or four months. We have less girls than we have 
guys. But, really, with our centre, if we did anything, we would put something, which we tried to 
do, up the north to meet the Indigenous challenges up there. But it just did not work. We just do not 
have the funds, quite obviously, but we get a lot of support from different places—Telethon and that 
sort of thing—which are very kind to us. 
Mr P. ABETZ: If the government were to say, “Look, there’s a huge problem in the Kimberley. 
Here’s $10 million. Replicate what you do in Esperance”, would that be a possibility or not? 
Mr Smith: Yes, providing people up there would allow us to come in and do things. Again, 
sometimes I think it is almost better, because we really do quite well—we had a local police officer 
from Alice Springs come down and spend six months with us, an Aboriginal—it is sometimes better 
to take them out of where they are. You have been up there and you have seen that the kids stay out 
all night while the parents are getting drunk, and the only reason they go home is when the parents 
are sleeping it off, and they feel secure because the parents are unconscious—they have beaten 
themselves into a pulp or drunk themselves into a pulp. They go home because they feel secure, but 
as soon as the parents wake up, they leave home again. We find that by actually having them come 
down to Esperance, we do really quite well with them. 
Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: I think I have a constituent whose daughter is down with you, actually — 
Mr Smith: Right. 
Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: — because you are the only organisation like yours in Esperance. 
Mr Smith: Yes. 
Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: I have a general, more philosophical question, and that is: do you think, if the 
government was prepared to give you more money, it would help you or hinder you? 
Mr Smith: Another 50 grand would not go astray. 
Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: But it always comes with strings and conditions. 
Mr Smith: It does, yes, and this is why we have not chased the government money. You do not see 
us in the newspapers unless it is a good news story about someone doing well. We do not get on the 
bandwagon of issues and all that sort of thing. We say to the young people at Teen Challenge, 
“We’re going to teach you how to be successful and make your way in life. Nobody owes you a 
living.” So we work hard at our fundraising and doing things. The last year or two have been very 
difficult, but what we do is—our staff, we just do without, and make the sacrifices we need to make. 
We have good facilities down there. I could do with more staff, because we have reduced our staff 
numbers to live within our budget, which just puts a lot of pressure on people. So more funding 
would certainly help us, especially with the things we do. Once a young person leaves Teen 
Challenge, they have been in cotton wool for a period of time. We have a great program—again, I 
have a whole list of other things we do. When a kid leaves Teen Challenge and comes back to 
Perth, we have an alumnus—former students who financially support Team Challenge to help. We 
could really do with some more help, I can assure you, because what actually happens is that when 
we dip into the red, we have a foundation with $3 million in it at the moment, but if you are getting 
six per cent, that gives you $180 000, which is good. We just live off the interest. But when things 
get tough, our donation level is gone like that. We had some money from the federal government; 



Education and Health Wednesday, 11 August 2010 — Session Two Page 10 

 

that has gone. So it is very difficult. Just living within the budget, even using the foundation money, 
is difficult. 
The CHAIRMAN: There may not be time today because we are going to take a couple more 
questions from people, but I think, possibly by way of supplementary information, unless Ian is 
going to ask this now, we would be very interested in the post-Esperance program that you have—
the facilities that you have—because there is obviously a gap in the community, and it may well be 
that whatever programs are running need to be considered on a wider basis. 
Ms L.L. BAKER: When did you start getting government funding? 
Mr Smith: They used to give us what they called leftover money. 
Ms L.L. BAKER: From the state or the feds? 
Mr Smith: From the state. If they had something left over from the DAO budget, we would get 
some of that. In the past two years we have had up-front money; we were actually part of the 
budget, which we are very pleased about; we are very grateful for that. Whatever we get, we are 
very grateful for it. 
Ms L.L. BAKER: And have the referrals come for a long period of time as well from government? 
Mr Smith: Yes—courts, government agencies, and sometimes we refer young people back to other 
agencies as well. I have got five girls from Bandyup prison who are either in the program or waiting 
to go in. These are girls who have got serious life issues. We go in and do some teaching. Jaye, who 
is one of the young ladies in one of the books there, runs a program.   
[11.00 am] 
The CHAIRMAN: I have put that as the first one for me to read! 
Mr Smith: Yes. This brochure shows our office in Perth. I will leave this with you. 
The CHAIRMAN: We will accept that by way of supplementary information. 
Mr Smith: Yes. I can give that to you. Kevin Rudd, the former Prime Minister, came down with 
Kerry Stokes last year. He flew down to our site.  He left Perth and flew to Esperance and spent two 
hours with us, and he then got back on his plane and flew back again, with Kerry Stokes. This 
shows our centre in Perth. This is part of our fundraising. It tells you all about our program, some of 
our students, and our TAFE courses. There are different things there. I will give you that one as 
well. It tells you a bit about things. 
The CHAIRMAN: We are obviously interested to hear, over the last few years the numbers that 
you have had, the waiting lists, and also where the referrals are coming from, if you have that in 
your database. Then, maybe as a last question to you, do you believe that the social impact of 
alcohol and drugs has been getting worse or better over the past 10 years? If there was money 
available now for a new initiative to try to stop some of the problems that we see, particularly with 
our youth, where do you think that money would be best spent? What new initiatives would you 
like to see? 
Mr Smith: I think alcohol is the real issue. It is a great issue. The other issue is that illegal drugs, 
especially marijuana, contribute to mental health issues. But the alcohol and the poly–use—the 
mixing—is really bad. As I said, we find great success in going to school and telling the kids to say 
no to drugs and stay free. It seems simplistic. But most of the kids are not using drugs. The idea is 
to stop them from using drugs and show them how to be good decision makers. We say, “So you’ve 
got problems at home. Your girlfriend has left you. Your grades have gone down. Let’s work our 
way through this and make good decisions and learn the process of making good decisions for the 
rest of your life. It’s not just for this issue. It’s for the rest of your life.” I think that with alcohol and 
drugs we need good prevention. We need to say no to drugs to protect the young people so that they 
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do not get there, first of all. Obviously young people are involved. You have got glassings. You 
have got serious problems.   
The CHAIRMAN: Do you think it is getting better or worse? 
Mr Smith: I am a bit like you, so I probably only see what I see on the news. But I know our young 
people who come down. I have given you that book Kids at War. It will frighten the life out of you. 
I should not say that. All those books are very good. Tracey’s book about sexual abuse is also very 
good. But Kids at War will show you a kid from a good family who ended up in gangs, violence 
and selling heroin et cetera, who had a heroin overdose and spent seven days in a coma. If you want 
to see what is happening in the community today, read this. This guy is only in his twenties now. It 
will frighten you. That will give you a picture.  
The CHAIRMAN: Are there any new initiatives that you can think of that would be good? 
Mr Smith: I suppose you have really got to support everything that you are supporting in a sense. 
But you see, when we say “Say no”, our catchcry is “Stay free”. The thing is to stay free. It is not 
just to say no. It is to stay free. Do not start. Then we have programs for those who fall through the 
gaps, obviously. Again, there will be kids who fall through, so you have got to have rehabs and 
residential programs like Teen Challenge where the kids cannot smoke, they cannot drink, they 
cannot take drugs, they are stabilised and motivated, and they learn a value system that makes them 
a good community member. As we say to people, I can get a kid off drugs. It is not hard to get a kid 
off drugs. But I have got to make the kids successful. It is no good teaching kids how to weld, 
because if they are still bad guys, they will use that skill to break into your safe. If I teach them how 
to use computers and they are still bad people, they are going to use that to rob you of money from 
your computer. So it is that holistic approach.  
The CHAIRMAN: So you are saying it is no good just helping them with the drug addiction. You 
have got to focus on the whole person. 
Mr Smith: Yes. I have been to centres all around the world. If you go to Singapore, they have got 
them locked up. They detox them and put them behind bars and put the food in and all that sort of 
thing. I can detox somebody quite easily. It is not the detoxing that is hard. The major part is 
making the kids successful again so that they do not hurt themselves. So the dealer comes along and 
says, “Why don’t you take this; it will make you feel good?” As we point out to young people, with 
the drugs they are using, legal or illegal, they are medicating their pain and trying to make 
themselves feel good. As I said, it is like the glass of wine. It is about feelings. It is making us 
relaxed. It is making us a party animal—or blocking ourselves out because we have found out that 
we were the party animal. It is all about feelings and emotions and that sort of thing. But if we make 
good decisions, generally speaking, without getting into all the endorphins and everything that is 
released and the way we think et cetera, we will feel good most of the time. 
The CHAIRMAN: I would like to thank you for your evidence before the committee today. A 
transcript of this hearing will be forwarded to you for correction of minor errors. Any such 
corrections must be made and the transcript returned within 10 days from the date of the letter 
attached to the transcript. If the transcript is not returned within this period it will be deemed to be 
correct. New material cannot be added via these corrections and the sense of your evidence cannot 
be altered. Should you wish to provide additional information or elaborate on particular points, 
please include a supplementary submission for the committee’s consideration when you return your 
corrected transcript of evidence. Thank you once again. 
Mr Smith: Thank you. I appreciate the opportunity to be here. Do not get me wrong. We have 
absolute disasters. We really work hard with kids, and sometimes we have absolute disasters as 
well. But we do our best. 

Hearing concluded at 11.06 am 


