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Hearing commenced at 10.03 am 
 

PINKERTON, MRS KATHLEEN 
Executive Officer, Yorganop Childcare Aboriginal Corporation, 
PO Box 367, 
West Perth, 6872, examined: 

 

O’DEA, MR PETER 
Placement Coordinator, Yorganop Childcare Aboriginal Corporation, 
PO Box 367, 
West Perth, 6872, examined: 

 

 

The CHAIRMAN :  Thank you for coming in today.  On behalf of the committee I welcome you.  
You will have both signed a document entitled “Information for Witnesses”.  Have you read and 
understood that document? 

Mrs Pinkerton :  Yes. 

Mr O’Dea :  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN :  These proceedings are being reported by Hansard.  A transcript of your 
evidence will be provided to you.  To assist the committee and Hansard, please quote the full title of 
any document you refer to during the course of the hearing for the record.  Please be aware of the 
microphones.  Try to talk into them and ensure that you do not cover them with papers and do not 
make noise near them.  Also, please try to speak in turn.  I remind you that your transcript will 
become a matter for the public record.  If for some reason you wish to make a confidential 
statement during today’s proceedings, you should request that the evidence be taken in closed 
session.  If the committee grants your request, any public and media in attendance will be excluded 
from the hearing.  Private evidence will generally be taken towards the end of the hearing.  During 
the public session of your hearing, you should not mention the names of or otherwise identify 
children.  You should not disclose the details of a person or a matter that is the subject of legal 
proceedings.  If you must refer to these matters, please ask the committee to take that evidence in 
private session.  Please note that until such time as the transcript of your public evidence is 
finalised, it should not be made public.  I advise you that premature publication or disclosure of 
your evidence may constitute a contempt of Parliament and may mean that the material published or 
disclosed is not subject to parliamentary privilege.  Would you like to make an opening statement?   

Mrs Pinkerton :  I will provide some background on Yorganop for the committee’s benefit.  We are 
the only Aboriginal childcare foster placement service in the metropolitan area.  We are 
metropolitan based.  We have 55 medium to long-term placements and 15 emergency placements or 
crisis care placements.  We recruit, assess and support Aboriginal carers for our children.  All the 
children who come to us are Aboriginal coming through APOs - 

Mr O’Dea :  Agency placement officers -  

Mrs Pinkerton :  - within the department.  They are referred to us.  We then we do a placement for 
those children and we support the carers. 

Mr O’Dea :  I do not have much more to add, other than that we are a very busy service.  The 
department relies on us a lot, obviously, for quality culturally appropriate placements for indigenous 
children entering care.  In a nutshell that is the service that we can provide.  We have a pretty good 
track record with regards to the safety and stability of children in care and that is something that we 
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pride ourselves on as a service; that is, the outcomes that we can provide for young indigenous 
children. 

The CHAIRMAN :  Yorganop requires its foster carers to complete minimum training requirements 
in their first two years of caring.  How effective is that mandatory training and should the 
department be imposing a similar obligation on its foster carers? 

[10.10 am] 

Mrs Pinkerton :  The compulsory training in the contracts that our carers enter into is very 
important.  Everyone completes it.  About 100 per cent complete it within the two years.  There are 
some little bits that are picked up afterwards.  We deliver that training to our carers.  We have a 
training officer who travels within the metropolitan area and delivers the training to the carers.  We 
have also moved to one-on-one training in-house for those carers who have small children or do not 
have the opportunity to go to the training venue.  We find that is very successful.  It also builds a 
relationship and provides support to the carer through that training.  Once a year we have a morning 
tea.  At the end of the two years we present a certificate to our carers.  That is really important to the 
carers, because it gives them some value in what they are doing.  We would recommend to the 
department that that model is very important and works very well for us.   

The CHAIRMAN :  What is the rate of abuse in the foster care regime that you have? 

Mr O’Dea :  I do not think we have had one substantiated allegation of abuse in care over the past 
eight years.  From my recollection we have had one unsubstantiated allegation.  It does not tend to 
be an issue that affects our organisation or the children in our care as much perhaps as those in the 
mainstream.  I think that is reflective of the assessment criteria that we apply to our potential carers, 
and the day-to-day and ongoing support that we provide to our carers.  Fortunately for the children 
in our care it is not something that they have had to experience.  

Hon GIZ WATSON :  In your submission you talk about a full, rigorous and exhaustive assessment 
of all carers.  Can you give us a bit more detail on that? 

Mr O’Dea :  Absolutely.  I think what sets us apart a bit from the mainstream organisations, and 
certainly from the department, is the nature of the communities that we work with.  The indigenous 
community in Perth is very small.  There are only around 30 000 people within the community, and 
that is the pool that we access our carers from.  Our assessment criteria in many ways run parallel 
with what the department does in its assessment.  Ours is a little more intensive in the sense that we 
spend a lot of time in the carer’s home conducting the assessment.  We would have a minimum of 
three visits to the carer’s home.  There are a number of different criteria that we work through.  
Checks and double-checks are conducted along the way.  The biggest thing for us is the community 
checks that we are able to provide.  We have many different cross checks.  Also, as I have said, the 
community is so small that almost everyone knows everyone else.  It is like a small country town in 
that sense.  The grapevine works very well.  Therefore, it is very difficult for someone with perhaps 
not the best intentions to slip through the net.  I am not sure that the mainstream agencies and the 
department have that luxury because of the size of the community that they are dealing with.   

Hon GIZ WATSON :  If people were considering offering themselves as foster carers what would 
attract them to your organisation rather than the main DCD pool of foster carers? 

Mr O’Dea :  There is a real historical context to the reason indigenous people tend to focus on our 
service and are happy with the service that we provide.  For want of a better description, we are not 
the old native welfare department.  That is a huge issue for a lot of indigenous people, because 
either directly or indirectly their experiences with the department historically may not always have 
been positive.  The role that we provide is one in which we liaise between the carer and the 
department.  The department does not necessarily have much direct involvement with our carers, 
because we provide that role in liaison with the department.  Probably the benefit that they see 
coming through our service is that we are an indigenous-managed service.  We have a mix of 
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roughly half indigenous and half non-indigenous staff.  They see us as a more appropriate service 
than the department, which to them is quite a big entity.  

Hon GIZ WATSON :  In terms of the capacity to deal with the placement of Aboriginal children, 
could you do more if you were a bigger organisation, or if there were another organisation that was 
similar to your organisation?  If you believe that your organisation is a more culturally appropriate 
model, would it be an advantage to have more organisations like Yorganop so that more cases could 
be dealt with? 

Mr O’Dea :  From my experience the answer is probably yes, and not just within the metropolitan 
area; it should be across the state as well.  We only provide a metropolitan-wide service, but we see 
the same issues in a lot of the major regional centres as well, because an indigenous person in a 
major regional centre or anywhere outside the metropolitan area who wanted to be a foster carer 
would have no choice but to be a departmental carer.  If the model that we use and the outcomes 
that we have been able to achieve could be transposed, whether that be within our organisation or a 
satellite organisation, I think the outcomes for indigenous kids would be far greater than they are 
currently within some of the departmentally managed placements.   

Hon SUE ELLERY :  What is the dollar value of your contract with DCD?  If you do not know the 
answer now, you can take the question on notice and get back to us, if that would be easier for you.  

Mr O’Dea : Thank you; we will do that. 

Hon SUE ELLERY :  In your submission you say that you offered the certificate III in child care in 
Aboriginal communities to your own carers as well as to other students in 2003-04.  Was it offered 
to other agencies that were using Aboriginal people to care for children?  For example, was it 
offered to Djooraminda?  

Mrs Pinkerton :  We have been managing that program for three years, and it is an absolutely 
brilliant training resource.  It was developed to provide extra childcare workers in the sector, 
because more and more people were putting their children into child care.  It has been really good 
for that.  However, the difficulty we have had in managing that is that we had to become an RTO.  
We had to go through that whole process to manage it.  However, we need to have other RTOs to 
manage it.  We extended ourselves to deliver it ourselves within the metropolitan area, and we have 
partnerships with RTOs across the state.  Other agencies, particularly like Djooraminda, would have 
difficulty unless they could nominate an RTO that they were prepared to have their nominated 
students go through, and we would just form a partnership with it.  It was a little difficult, 
surprisingly, within the metropolitan area to get someone to take on that package.   

Hon SUE ELLERY :  To actually deliver it? 

Mrs Pinkerton :  Yes.  We have developed it quite a bit over the three years that we have had it, but 
the model that we use is similar to our foster care training model, where it is in small groups, and it 
is in different areas throughout the metropolitan area.  Last year when we ran it we had four groups 
throughout the metropolitan area.  For training-based organisations that have a perception to make 
money, it just would not be viable.  It is too difficult for them to manage it in that way.  It was 
developed because people were not accessing the TAFE training in the formal setting.  It sort of 
does not present itself as being really strong, because the strength of it is the model in which it is 
delivered.  That is part and parcel of it.   

Hon SUE ELLERY :  So no-one else in Western Australia is delivering -  

[10.20 am]  

Mrs Pinkerton :  No.  There are people who are delivering it.  There are people in Pilbara TAFE 
who are running it through there.  Esperance is going into the third year of delivery, very 
successfully through the arm of Curtin.  They are also delivering it out at Ngaanyatjarra, where it is 
delivered in a very different way.  Different models are picked out and it is delivered in blocks 
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based on community needs.  It provides very good generic wellbeing for children.  It is being 
delivered within the state.  We are in discussion at the moment with Broome, which area we are 
very keen to involve, and with Bachelor. 

Hon SUE ELLERY :  Is your agency the only one that delivers it in metropolitan Perth?   

Mrs Pinkerton :  At the moment, yes.   

Hon SUE ELLERY :  Are you delivering it now?   

Mrs Pinkerton :  We are not delivering it at the moment, no.   

Hon SUE ELLERY :  Your submission refers to 2003-04.  Has it not been delivered since then?   

Mrs Pinkerton :  No; that is right.   

Hon SUE ELLERY :  Also, in your submission you refer to difficulties that arise when DCD is 
managing a case in which field workers look after the children, the carers and everyone who is 
attached to those, including their natural parents.  You suggest that employing different workers to 
take care of each of these three distinct entities may be better.  Other people also have put the view 
that there should be different streams to avoid a conflict of interest.  Can you provide us with your 
views about that and how you would balance the benefits out of that model versus the downside, 
which might be a lack of continuity? 

Mr O’Dea :  Under the current model, the case manager works with a child, and tries to work with 
the family of origin to address what are often a number of complex issues within that family and 
tries to meet the needs of the carer.  I see them as competing interests, given the very high number 
of caseloads some of these case managers carry.  In many respects, they struggle to meet the needs 
of the children.  Obviously, their needs are first and foremost.  The other needs perhaps of the 
family and carer might get lost along the way.  I am not sure that in consultation things would be 
lost along the way, because it would be similar in a sense to the model that we apply.  If the lines of 
communication are open, generally there should not be a problem because, in our instance, it allows 
us to focus on the carers and to provide the support they need in consultation with the department.  
To be honest, a lot of case managers that we deal with appreciate the role we play because that is 
one less thing that they really need to focus on.  It gives them more of an opportunity to meet the 
children’s needs and to help the family address any issues they need to address.  There is plenty of 
scope to look at an alternative model.  

The CHAIRMAN :  What is your experience with DCD social workers and the workers you see?   

Mr O’Dea :  On the whole, quite positive.  The very real issues we face are, as I mentioned before, 
the workloads that the case managers carry.  We do not know specific numbers but we get the sense 
that the number of cases they carry might be a little unrealistic.  In some of our experiences this 
year, approximately 10 per cent of the children we have had in placement have not had a case 
manager.  We find that totally unacceptable.  If the state presumes parental responsibility for the 
child, we expect a case manager to be assigned to that child.  At times we have had to step in to fill 
the breach.  We are restricted in the sort of supports we can provide.  We have no statutory 
authority over children in care.  That is the department’s role.  That has been a big shortfall for us.  
Through not having a case manager attached to each individual child, the children have missed out, 
I guess, on things that are very important to them.  

The CHAIRMAN :  If a child who does not have a case manager is being cared for at a foster home 
in, say, Midland and the foster carer needs something, she would no doubt ring Midland office.  
Does that mean that she would talk to anyone who is available and that person would not 
necessarily have a good handle on the case because that person was not dealing with it?   

Mr O’Dea :  Exactly.  The team leaders of the case managers will know broadly what is happening 
with a child but they may not know the specifics of a child’s case.  The alternative to a team leader 
is a duty officer.  The duty officer will not know what is coming through the door on any particular 
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day.  The duty officer will deal with a request from us but will not treat us any differently from any 
member of the public who contacts DCD over an issue.  Things can get done but no meaningful 
planning is involved in what are pretty important issues for children.  Responses to the issues at 
hand tend to be knee jerk responses rather than responses based on any informed planning.  We 
obviously like to plan for events in the children’s lives as far into the future as possible when we 
know they are going to be in long-term care.  It can be a little frustrating.  More to the point, as I 
said earlier, the kids can miss out on things that are very important to them.  

The CHAIRMAN :  Does your organisation employ social workers?   

Mr O’Dea :  Yes.   

The CHAIRMAN :  Do they fill the gap? 

Mr O’Dea :  We fill the breach but, as I say, there are limitations to what we can do because we 
have no statutory authority over the children in care.  We can help to meet their basic needs.  When 
addressing issues of reunification and levels of contact between children and their families, we can 
have input but we rely on the department to make the decisions and to drive the process.  In those 
areas I guess things can fall by the wayside in the absence of a case manager.   

The CHAIRMAN :  What is the reason for not having case managers, in your view?   

Mr O’Dea :  I would not be able to comment on that.  I am not sure.  

Hon GIZ WATSON :  In your experience, do case workers have enough specific training in the 
areas of responsiveness and cultural sensitivity to different issues that arise with indigenous 
placements, or could more be done in that regard?  

Mr O’Dea :  I think there is always scope for more training, particularly around issues that are 
specific to indigenous children.  I do not think some of the case managers understand the 
complexities of indigenous family relationships.  They often do not understand what it means for an 
indigenous child to be part of a family.  Indigenous children are not from nuclear families in a more 
mainstream sense.  They belong to very large families with a number of connections.  That perhaps 
gets back to broader cultural awareness training.  Sometimes case managers who are fairly new and 
have not been in the field for long struggle to grasp a number of issues that tend to be quite specific 
to indigenous kids.  

Hon GIZ WATSON :  I wonder about the historical context for a lot of Aboriginal people - both the 
foster carers themselves and children involved - given there is generally a broad ignorance of the 
historical impacts on them. 

Mr O’Dea :  Yes, there can be.  

Hon GIZ WATSON :  Do you know what portion of Aboriginal children placed in out-of-home 
care come via your organisation as opposed to DCD?   

Mr O’Dea :  I could not give you any accurate figures.  We are funded to provide placements for 70 
indigenous children at any one time.  Given the number of indigenous children in care compared 
with the overall number of children in care, I guess it would be a reasonably small percentage.  
However, a number of indigenous children are in relative care.   

[10.30 am] 

Hon GIZ WATSON :  Do you mean in an informal way?   

Mr O’Dea :  Both - through DCD and private arrangements, which are something that the 
community has always done.  The department certainly formalises relative care for indigenous kids.  
I know that there are a number of children in those sorts of arrangements.   

Hon GIZ WATSON :  The final question I had was in relation to the appointment of an advocate 
for children in care, which will be in the office of the director general of the department.  Do you 
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have a view on the usefulness of that role?  Is there a need for an advocate?  Do you have any 
comments about that position?   

Mrs Pinkerton :  We definitely think that there is a need, but it should be outside the department so 
that there is somebody outside the department who is looking at the whole sector.  That would be 
more ideal from our point of view.   

Hon GIZ WATSON :  So an independent advocate?   

Mrs Pinkerton :  Yes, independent.  It would also be good if there was an indigenous advocate, 
given that a lot of indigenous children are in foster care - the percentage is quite high.  Having an 
indigenous advocate would be good for our children.   

The CHAIRMAN :  You are funded for 70 placements.  Are they all with Aboriginal carers?   

Mr O’Dea :  Yes.   

The CHAIRMAN :  Do you have any trouble in getting carers?   

Mr O’Dea :  No, not at all.  The limitation with our carers is tied to the number of children who we 
have in care.  At the moment we would probably have four or five carers who do not have children 
with them.  We cannot guarantee when they may have a child in care placed with them, because at 
the moment we are operating at or around our capacity.  It is a bit of a catch-22 for us.  We cannot 
be too proactive in our recruitment of carers when we cannot guarantee placements.  People who 
want to become foster carers expect that you will place children into their care.  As I say, it is 
difficult for us because we just cannot afford to carry too many people.  They become disillusioned.  
If they have been assessed, registered and trained as a foster carer and they are not getting children 
in their care, they obviously become a bit disillusioned.  That is probably the restriction that we 
have.   

The CHAIRMAN :  Do your referrals all come from DCD?   

Mr O’Dea :  Yes, all from DCD.   

Hon GIZ WATSON :  If more funding was available, would there be any reason that your 
organisation could not have those carers take children?  Is that part of the limitation as well? 

Mr O’Dea :  Yes, that is right.  It is really tied to the number of children we are funded to provide 
placements for.  I guess increased funding and resources would mean increased placements.   

Hon SUE ELLERY :  A point of view has been put to us that the increase in the use of relative 
carers is somehow linked to an increase in allegations of abuse.  Do you have a point of view on 
that?   

Mr O’Dea :  Look, I could not comment specifically on that, but I do think there are issues around 
the assessment and training of relative carers.  We do not consider that there is a distinction or that 
there should be a distinction.  If you are a foster carer, you are a foster carer.  Just because you are a 
relative of the child does not mean that the child is not potentially at risk.  There is a real need for 
relative carers to be assessed well and trained and supported.  Perhaps the department think with 
relative carers that, because it is family, to a point the checks and balances may not need to be there.   

Hon SUE ELLERY :  Thanks.   

The CHAIRMAN :  Recommendation (3c) of your submission states - 

outsource an independent program to rehabilitate and prepare the parents or family of origin 
to resume the carer role.   

Having put that down on paper, would you like to see that as being a role of Yorganop?  Is that 
what you mean by that?  Would Yorganop do that or do you mean a completely independent 
program away from Yorganop?   
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Mr O’Dea :  The thrust is that our organisation could potentially do that, but it should possibly be 
someone outside the department.  Again, it is about working appropriately with indigenous people 
and indigenous families.  Mainstream agencies do not always get it right when working with 
indigenous families.   

The CHAIRMAN :  Is that to do with reunification?  Reunification is perhaps not being done.  Do 
you consider that to be a problem in the foster care situation?  What is your view on how it is done 
now?   

Mr O’Dea :  To be honest, I do not think it is done well at the moment.  I know that the department 
is still grappling with policies, procedures and practices around reunification.  Part of the difficulty 
is that there is no standardised model of what foster care looks like or how it operates.  Taking that 
a little further, I do not think there is anything that goes further to address the specific needs of 
indigenous families who are looking to have their children reunified.   

The CHAIRMAN :  Thank you both very much for coming in and providing that information to us.  
It has been very useful. 

Hearing concluded at 10.35 am 
__________ 


