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About the Australian Association of Social Workers 

The Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) is the national professional body representing more 

than 16,000 social workers throughout Australia. The AASW works to promote the profession of social work 

including setting the benchmark for professional education and practice in social work, while also advocating 

on matters of human rights to advance social justice. 
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I. Response to the Terms of Reference 3(a) 

The AASW welcomes the opportunity to address the inquiry’s Terms of Reference 3(a). 

While the AASW supports more robust oversight and regulation of private health institutions, we will 

make comment on the regulatory gap which exists in relation to the individual professionals working 

with vulnerable people within these, and other settings.  

Ultimately, we recommend the implementation of a National Registration Scheme for the 

Social Work profession, and request the Western Australian (WA) government support the 

South Australian and Victorian governments to advocate to the federal government for the 

implementation of such a scheme.  

A. THE NEED FOR A REGISTRATION SCHEME 

1. A patchwork of regulatory schemes  

The accusations made against Esther Foundation epitomises the structural failure to implement a 

cohesive regulatory system which makes all professionals, including those in unregistered and self-

regulating professions accountable for misconduct. Such a framework would include accountability 

mechanisms for individual workers for their professional misconduct in all settings, including private 

health facility settings when a complaint is raised against them.  

Currently, accountability frameworks for unregistered and self-regulating professions such as social 

workers rely on a patchwork of schemes and the discretion of employment contracts in Western 

Australia (WA). These provisions include: 

a) National Code of Conduct for health care workers (Commonwealth). 

b) National Police Checks (Commonwealth, which do not capture professional misconduct or 

abuse). 

c) Working with Children Check (WA). 

d) National Code of Conduct for Unregistered Healthcare Practitioners (implementation phase in 

WA). 

e) The national quality framework for drug and alcohol treatment services (implementation 

phase in WA). 

 

Each scheme governs only a designated group of workers within the workforce and none of the 

schemes encompass the entire workforce in a mental health and rehabilitation setting. While other 

standard documents such as the Counselling guidelines 2019 (WA) and the National practice 

standards for the mental health workforce 2013 (Commonwealth) stipulate the practice standards of 

the workforce that provides mental health and rehabilitation services, the guidelines and standards do 
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not have statutory powers to investigate allegations of professional misconduct or to impose 

disciplinary actions on individual professionals. The implementation of these practice guidelines and 

standards is further weakened in a private health institution such as the Esther Foundation because 

their operation is not directly funded by the WA government. 

2. Evidence to support the need for a registration scheme  

Unlike psychologists, psychiatrist and other registered professions who are subject to an independent 

regulatory mechanism under Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency (Ahpra), social work in 

Australia is currently a self-regulated profession, by and at the expense of the AASW. Unfortunately, 

our ability to ensure professional standards of excellence in social work practice and our ability to 

enforce our Code of Ethics is limited to the AASW membership – which is voluntary and has no 

statutory power. Consequently, private health and other services can employ unqualified staff to 

undertake social work roles, including the provision of psychosocial assessments, family support, and 

psychological interventions with no guarantee relating to the quality of their work.  

The systemic failure to maintain the highest level of workforce standard in private and/or for-profit 

health settings is shared across all jurisdictions. The Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and 

Safety1, the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with 

Disability and the Royal Commission into Defence and Veteran Suicide, have all made clear there 

are: 

• Ongoing harms and injustices inflicted on vulnerable people – the very same people whom 

social workers support and care for. 

• Gaps of service provision and the appropriate workforces to support, care for and provide 

services to vulnerable people. 

• High-level and widespread systemic failures in many organisations and sectors – which calls 

for stronger regulatory oversight.  

Further to this, the recent Report to the Administration of registration and notifications by the 

Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency and related entities under the Health Practitioner 

Regulation National Law recommended: 

‘there is a substantial case for regulation of currently unregulated professions including social 

workers, aged care workers and personal care workers and recommends the Ministerial 

 

1 See specifically: recommendation 77.3: ‘National registration scheme - By 1 July 2021, AHPRA should start a process to 
examine the feasibility of a registration scheme under NRAS for the occupation of ‘personal care worker (health)’ or 
‘assistance in nursing’ to inform the National Cabinet Health Council deliberations in Recommendation 77.4’ and Rec 77.4: 
‘National registration scheme - By 1 July 2023, the Australian Government should request that the National Cabinet Health 
Council determine whether to regulate the occupation of ‘personal care worker (health’ or ‘assistant in nursing’ under NRAS, 
established and governed under the National Law’. 
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Council consider whether these professions should be included in the National Regulation 

and Accreditation Scheme’ 2  

There is surmounting evidence that there is a need for national leadership to address the issues 

relating to quality and safety standards across service systems. To this end, the implement of a 

national registration scheme to ensure only appropriately qualified and skilled social workers are 

working with our most vulnerable, and that they are accountable, adequately supported and 

maintain fitness to practice through continuing professional development is required.  

A national social worker registration scheme provides a cohesive and consistent regulatory 

framework to prevent social workers who have committed professional misconduct in one 

state from being employed in any WA health or other service.  

3. What are other states doing? 

A. The passage of Social Worker Registration Act 2021 in South Australia   

The Coroner’s Reports into the death of Chloe Lee Valentine and Ebony Simone Napier have 

illustrated the devastating impacts of recruiting unqualified staff to work with the most vulnerable 

children in the public care system. These reports cited the need for the implementation of a social 

worker registration scheme.3   

Aftering failing to secure the support from the federal government and Ahpra to register social 

workers under the National Registration and Accreditation Scheme, the SA parliament was 

prompted to develop a statewide social worker registration scheme to ensure adequate service 

safety for their most vulnerable. In line with the recommendations from the Coronor findings to 

report to the death of Chloe Lee Valentine, the final report to the Social Workers Registration Bill 

2018 (SA) notes that, 

‘In the absence of a national registration scheme, evidence to the inquiry strongly supported 

the mandatory registration of social workers at the state-level.’ 4 

In 2021, the South Australian parliament has set the precedent for protecting public safey with the 

passage of the Social Workers Registration Act 2021. The Social Worker Registration Act 2021 (SA) 

had bi-partisan support in the South Australian Parliament. The legislation enshrines title protection 

for social workers across the state by mandating all social work roles be filled by qualified social 

 

2 Commonwealth of Australia 2022, ‘Report to the Administration of registration and notifications by the Australian Health 
Practitioner Regulation Agency and related entities under the Health Practitioner Regulation National Law’, xiii 
3 See specifically: recommendation 22.21,’ I recommend that a measure be introduced which provides for registration of 
social Workers.’ 
4 Parliament of South Australia 2020, ‘REPORT OF THE JOINT COMMITTEE ON THE SOCIAL WORKERS 
REGISTRATION BILL 2018’. 
https://d15k2d11r6t6rl.cloudfront.net/public/users/Integrators/BeeProAgency/535595_516556/Report%20of%20the%20Joint
%20Committee%20on%20the%20Social%20Workers%20Registration%20Bill%202018.pdf, p.4 
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workers. We refer the Committee to Appendix 4 of the final Report of the Joint Committee on the 

Social Workers Registration Bill 2018 which sets out the best regulatory model supported by the 

AASW and the health services sector in South Australia.5 

B. The Victorian government’s commitment to advocate for a national statutory registration scheme for 

social workers.  

Following the recommendation 59 of final report to the Royal Commission into Victoria’s mental health 

system, the Victorian government has commited to ensure workforce safety and wellbeing in the 

mental health sector by implementing the Victorian Mental Health and Wellbeing Workforce Strategy 

2021–2024. The Strategy highlighted the opportunity for state and territory governments to advocate 

to the federal government directly for the implementation of a national statutory registration scheme 

for social workers under Ahpra:  

‘Absence of title protection and safeguards compromises quality and safety, and limits how this 

discipline functions within the mental health sector. The Victorian Government will advocate 

to Ahpra for a statutory registration scheme for social workers’6 

I. RECOMMENDATIONS 

a. The Western Australian government advocate to the federal government for the 

implementation of a national statutory registration scheme for social workers  

The national registration of health professions is governed by the Health Practitioner Regulation 

National Law Act 2009 which has been applied and adopted in each of the eight Australian 

jurisdictions. Social workers are currently precluded from the Act. The process to register as a 

registered profession under the Act is not clear or transparent, and requests to register the social 

work profession under this Act are denied due to ‘low risk rating’, with no clear feedback on what 

this means.  

There should be no risk appetite in ensuring the safety of our most vulnerable from those employed 

to support and/or protect them. 

With the support from South Australia and Victoria, this is the opportunity for the WA Government to 

improve the safety and quality standards of health services by advocating to the Federal government 

for a statutory registration scheme for the social work profession. 

b. Recommendation 2: Introduce a state-based social worker registration scheme  

 

5 Ibid. Appendix 4 
6 See specifically: Victoria’s mental health and wellbeing workforce strategy 2021–2024, p.31 ‘The Victorian Government will 
advocate to Ahpra for a statutory registration scheme for social workers.’ 
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Much like the South Australian example, the immediate concerns relating to professional misconduct 

in private health facilities in WA can be addressed by the introduction of a state-based social worker 

registration scheme. If WA is unwilling or unable to advocate to the federal government for a national 

registration scheme, we highly recommend the WA Government consider the introduction of 

legislation modelled on the South Australian Act.  

 

 

 

     
 

 
 




