
 
 
 
 

 

SELECT COMMITTEE ON THE ADEQUACY OF FOSTER CARE 
ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES BY THE DEPARTMENT FOR 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SESSION ONE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TRANSCRIPT OF EVIDENCE TAKEN 
AT PERTH  

FRIDAY, 9 DECEMBER 2005 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Members 
 

Hon Robyn McSweeney (Chairman) 
Hon Sue Ellery 

Hon Giz Watson 
__________



Foster Care Friday, 9 December 2005 - Session One Page 1 

 

Hearing commenced at 9.28 am 

 

ALFORD, MRS FAY 
President, Foster Care Association, examined: 

 

 

The CHAIRMAN:  On behalf of the committee I would like to welcome you to this meeting.  You 
will have signed a document titled “Information for Witnesses”.  Have you read and understood that 
document? 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  These proceedings are being recorded 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 this hearing for the record.  Please be aware of the 
microphones and try to talk into them.  Ensure that you do not cover them with papers and make 
noises near them.   

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 also not disclose any details of a person or a matter that 
is subject to 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 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 to the committee? 

Mrs Alford:  Yes.  I want to speak from my submission and talk about screening and assessment, 
support, supervision and the children’s advocate.  Do you want me to talk about each one of those 
separately? 

The CHAIRMAN:  Yes. 

Mrs Alford:  In the first question about the 42 cases of abuse in care, I said in my statement that I 
am aware of those but that I have no personal information on them.  I was not going to refer to those 
at all.  On the screening and assessment process, I made some recommendations and I was talking 
about thinking outside the square when they are doing screening and assessment and about looking 
at different ways.  I know that part of the assessment is having friends put in a letter for carers or 
people who are looking to become carers.  I just think that that needs to go from there.  I think that 
we need to look at other avenues such as people in the community, people in schools or people who 
they actually work for.  I think it is a little easy sometimes for friends to write something fairly 
positive about people.  I would be looking at other avenues there.  I also spoke about the use of 
assessors who actually go out and visit the prospective carer’s home.  I recommended that an 
experienced foster carer be included in one of those visits.  My reasons for that were that often 
foster carers have a different perspective on what it is going to be like for foster families than do 
departmental people.  I think that the inclusion of an experienced foster carer would be well 
worthwhile.  I also think that the strength-based process that is now current in the department 
should be pursued during an assessment to look at what people can offer and not what is lacking - 
look at the community, the schools and the extended family that can actually support people.  That 
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was on the screening assessment.  On the training and support, there is currently 12 hours’ induction 
training.  I have been asking for some time for that to be at least 15 hours.  I believe that is actually 
happening now.  For the next lot of foster parents it will actually be 15 hours instead of 12.  The 
increased hours I saw as reducing what we call “foster shock”.  I will just talk a little bit about 
foster shock.  I guess that people often become foster parents and have an idealised idea.  They 
think that they will get the blond haired, blue-eyed little darling walk through the door but it is 
never like that.  If we have more hours to train people on the reality of fostering, they will not suffer 
that shock.  After the initial assessment people are supported for the first 12 months, perhaps by the 
person who assessed them.  There is a real continuity.  The person who assessed the family knows 
the family, so, in the first 12 months, they continue that relationship with the foster parents. 

I talked about the adequacy of funding and training and supervision for caseworkers.  I think it is a 
time thing.  I absolutely believe there are not enough resources.  I suppose from my own 
experience, not only as the president but also as a foster carer myself, it is a time thing.  There is 
just not enough time for caseworkers to actually answer calls and get back to people.  I wonder if 
that has an impact in people being bogged down and not getting the help they need.  There are 
simply not enough resources on the ground.  I also questioned the training for caseworkers and how 
much experience is included.  By that I am talking particularly about attachment issues for children 
and reunification issues and transition for children.  I do not think that it is done well at all.  I 
wonder how much attachment training is done with caseworkers prior to actually coming into the 
field.  That disturbs me.  I would like to see more training, particularly on attachment and 
reunification programs for children in care. 

The high turnover in DCD staff results in little continuity of care except on paper.  I do not know 
what the answer to that is, to be honest.  There seems to be a constant culture of acting positions in 
the department, whereby people are acting in different positions - higher positions - which I believe 
results in middle management often being too removed from cases.  I would like to see the old 
senior casework supervisor role come back in.  We used to have what were called senior casework 
supervisors.  I would like to see that come back in to have an overall view on all the cases and be 
able to have some input into them.  I absolutely support the independent advocate for foster 
children.  It should be happening.  I wondered about setting up a child line for children that is 
specifically for young people and children in care.  It would be much like the Kids Help Line so that 
children had a phone number that they knew they could ring, apart from speaking to a foster carer 
or a departmental person, if they have concerns.  I have not done a lot of research on it but I know 
there is one in the UK; there is a UK model that I believe works fairly well.  Children do need a 
voice and sometimes there is only the foster carer to turn to and it is often a conflict of interest for 
them.  It would also ensure permanency planning for children and make sure that case plans are 
followed.  Sometimes they are not.  It could include career planning in case management as well. 

The CHAIRMAN:  That is very good and very detailed.  Thank you for that submission.  You said 
that the training was only 12 hours for foster carers.  Over what period is that? 

Mrs Alford:  They have a choice of two full Saturdays, which goes from 9.30 through to 4.30, or 
there is five consecutive nights.  That could be five Tuesday nights or five Wednesday nights over a 
five-week period.  That goes from 7.00 through to 9.30.  I do not believe that is enough. 

[9.40 am] 

The CHAIRMAN:  No, to my way of thinking, it certainly does not seem enough.  You said 
something interesting also, that an experienced foster carer should be put on the assessment panel.  I 
like that idea.  However, when they are assessing foster carers, does a potential foster carer come 
before a panel of people? 

Mrs Alford:  No.  In the non-government agencies they do. 

The CHAIRMAN:  They do, but not in DCD? 
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Mrs Alford:  Not in the department.  There are several interviews over a period of time, and 
sometimes more than several interviews, where they are interviewed by the assessor, but they do 
not appear before a panel.  There is a panel that looks at it, but they do not appear before the panel. 

The CHAIRMAN:  It would seem to make sense to me to do that. 

Mrs Alford:  I would agree. 

The CHAIRMAN:  Especially as the non-government services seem to have fewer abuse cases 
than the general foster care community.  Does the Foster Care Association keep a register of all 
foster carers? 

Mrs Alford:  No. 

The CHAIRMAN:  Or does the department? 

Mrs Alford:  The department does.  We have a register only of our members. 

The CHAIRMAN:  That is people who want to be members of Foster Care? 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  So there is no mandatory requirement to be a member of Foster Care? 

Mrs Alford:  No. 

The CHAIRMAN:  It is all voluntary.  I know that in the main you do an absolutely wonderful job. 

Mrs Alford:  Thank you. 

The CHAIRMAN:  However, the reason we are here, as you know, is to perhaps make the process 
a little better. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  We have had 42 cases of abuse in a short period of time. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes, and I would agree that we do need to make it better. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  My question follows on from what Robyn was saying about the suggestion 
to have an experienced foster carer as part of the assessing process.  Can you give me a bit more 
information about what kind of experience is needed and how you would assess somebody as being 
an experienced carer? 

Mrs Alford:  That is a good point.  I suppose a person that has had years of experience for a start, 
but a person that has been able to work well with people that they have had to work with; that has 
been able to work well with children; and that have had no allegations.  There are many foster 
carers that would be able to do that.  I think someone that would just have a very open, honest 
opinion of people and their lives and looking at them. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Another suggestion which was presented by another witness who came in 
was the idea of having a buddy system or mentoring system with an experienced carer and a less 
experienced carer. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Does that happen at all? 

Mrs Alford:  It does sometimes but, once again, it is left up to someone within that office to 
actually manage that.  That is normally the placement officer in that particular office, and they are 
so overworked making placements that often they do not have time to do that.  Sometimes it works.  
When we were actually doing the first lot of training with foster carers, we give everyone in the 
room each other’s telephone number, so they do go away with that and they may have made some 
connection on training with someone in that room, but they are all inexperienced foster carers.  So 
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to actually buddy them up with an experienced foster carer makes absolute sense.  They are able to 
contact our office as well if they are struggling. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  In your submission you suggested that there should be a strengths-based 
approach to assessment of potential foster carers.  Can you explain what that means? 

Mrs Alford:  With strengths-based, I suppose we are looking at what is around people and what 
they are able to offer, not how they actually live and whether their house is absolutely wonderful or 
whatever, but what supports they have in the community and how they fit into their community.  
Are they seen by people at the school and seen to be good parents?  Just looking at the strengths in 
that respect; what they can offer children. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  So it is a kind of positive approach, as it were? 

Mrs Alford:  Yes.  We have not had the strengths-based approach working for long.  It has only 
just recently come in and I think it is a really good model to work from.  It certainly works in the 
UK.  That is where it has come from and I think it is well worth bringing in here. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  Are your members foster carers from both DCD and non-government 
organisations? 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  What would be the approximate proportion? 

Mrs Alford:  Probably more DCD people, because they have more carers, obviously. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  Sure. 

Mrs Alford:  But quite a percentage are from non-government agencies.  We also represent a lot of 
relative carers.  We have a lot of relative carer members.  We have a lot of indigenous relative 
carers as members. 

The CHAIRMAN:  I will ask you about that.  One view that has been put to the committee is that 
the increase in use of relative carers is somehow linked to the increase of allegations of abuse.  Do 
you have a point of view about that? 

Mrs Alford:  No, not particularly.  I would not know that. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  You are funded from DCD? 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  What is the dollar value? 

Mrs Alford:  That is asking me something. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  If you do not know now, could you send it to us. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes, I could get it to you. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  That would be good.  There is also a view that has been put in one of the 
submissions that political and media attention or speculation about child protection has had an 
effect on how decisions are made, so that decisions are made not necessarily in the best interests of 
the children but on what is going to kind of look the best for political and media purposes.  Do you 
have a point of view about that? 

Mrs Alford:  I would not say that I have ever experienced that, no. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  Do you have any documentation about the association that you might be able 
to provide us with? 

Mrs Alford:  Yes, absolutely. 

Hon SUE ELLERY:  That would be good if you could. 
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Mrs Alford:  No problem. 

The CHAIRMAN:  You mentioned that the senior casework supervisor’s position has been taken 
away.  What are they left with now?  Do they have just the team leaders? 

Mrs Alford:  There are the team leaders, yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  And then underneath are the case managers. 

Mrs Alford:  The case managers, yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  So the senior casework role was an overarching quality assurance? 

Mrs Alford:  Looking at quality of care, yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  At the Foster Care Association, how often do you meet as a group with foster 
carers?  Do you have a regular meeting? 

Mrs Alford:  Yes, we have regular coffee mornings and our house in Subiaco is a drop-in house as 
well.  We have a recycling store there and all sorts of toys and that kind of thing, so people are 
constantly in there borrowing stuff and sitting just to have a cup of tea with us.  So it is a natural 
drop-in house.  We have lots of people through the door every day. 

The CHAIRMAN:  What are the main issues that are coming up, from your experience? 

Mrs Alford:  The big issue, I suppose, and because I do all the advocacy work for foster carers as 
well, would be on transitioning children. 

The CHAIRMAN:  Back to reunify - 

Mrs Alford:  Either from one foster carer to another or home, and I have to be honest and say that I 
do not think it has done well at all.  I do not think they have a handle on transitioning children well. 

The CHAIRMAN:  Would you say it is done in crisis management mode when the child needs a 
placement? 

Mrs Alford:  A lot of the time. 

The CHAIRMAN:  That gets back to the support.  You said that perhaps the assessor could take 
care of the foster carer for 12 months. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  With intensive supervision? 

Mrs Alford:  No, what I mean is that the person that does the original assessment could be a 
support to them in the first 12 months if they are struggling.  So they would make weekly phone 
calls.  Actually, we have just talked about that; they are going to start doing that.  So fostering 
services will actually start and that will be part of their role.  It is just so that they do not suffer 
foster shock and they still have someone to come back to; and it is continuity, it is the person that 
assessed them, and it is the person that knows the family well and actually keeps up the support, at 
least for the first 12 months. 

The CHAIRMAN:  If they had a separate pool of assessors, clinical psychologists and social 
workers just for assessing and supporting foster carers, would that be a better system? 

Mrs Alford:  Absolutely, yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  Because it seems to me that it is crucial for the assessment.  DCD has 
assessment protocols. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  And it could be done better. 

Mrs Alford:  I think it could always be done better. 
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The CHAIRMAN:  Anyone could say that.  The protocols are there. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  It could be done better. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  And if it was perhaps done better and that first foster carer was supported, then 
the outcomes for that child would be better. 

Mrs Alford:  Much better. 

The CHAIRMAN:  That has been well documented about the outcomes. 

Mrs Alford:  Yes. 

The CHAIRMAN:  We had somebody in here that said he had worked for many years in the field, 
that probably 40 children have been followed up, and perhaps if their first foster carer situation had 
been a good one, the outcomes probably would have been much better. 

Mrs Alford:  Absolutely, and if we had more foster carers to choose from and they were well 
supported, especially in their first 12 months.  What often happens is that a first placement can be of 
a child that is totally out of control and they absolutely cannot cope.  So the placement breaks down 
and then you have lost the foster carers.  So if we had a system where first-time foster carers just in 
emergency or respite placements only did that first up, and then moved into dealing with children 
on a longer-term basis, I think we would be much more successful.  We do not have enough foster 
carers to do that, unfortunately.  I think that would help immensely.   

[9.50 am] 

The CHAIRMAN:  Some people have talked about foster care being done differently and going 
into a more professional role.  What is your opinion of that?   

Mrs Alford:  I have to say that I am in two minds about it.  As a foster parent, although I enjoy 
being a volunteer and I do not want to be on anyone’s payroll, I do not want to be told when I can 
have holidays or what child I will take.  I like helping out in the community.  I love helping 
children.  However, in another sense, I want it made professional because I believe that we are 
professionals in what we do.  It is an extremely difficult job.  Extremely difficult children are 
coming into care nowadays.  When I started fostering 21 years ago, it was an awful lot different 
from what it is today.  The drug or domestic violence issues were not so prevalent.  It is very 
difficult for people to remain as foster carers, given the children who are coming through the system 
now.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  The association has suggested that the department’s caseworkers are 
currently not well trained in attachment and the impact of reunification on foster children, and that 
the current combination of qualifications required by a department caseworker should be examined.  
What combination of qualifications do you suggest would be more appropriate for training?  

Mrs Alford:  I spoke to someone from the university about whether they do a lot of work and 
training on attachment, and there is not.  One of the major things they should be looking at during 
their social work training is attachment and how to transition children well.  That could be part of 
their learning or it could come under attachment.  I know it is not there, and I think it should be.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Do you have a view on compulsory training modules versus voluntary 
training modules for foster carers?  

Mrs Alford:  I think it should be compulsory.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Should it be standardised?  There is a variation between the different 
organisations.   

Mrs Alford:  Yes, it should be standardised.   
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Hon SUE ELLERY:  I would like to ask a follow-up question about reunification.  A point of view 
has been put to the committee that some foster carers do not handle the reunification process very 
well and that, indeed, the Foster Care Association, by providing support and advocacy on behalf of 
foster carers, is part of the problem with reunification.  Do you have a point of view about that?  In 
particular, do you provide an advocacy service for every foster carer, regardless of what might be 
the circumstances or the merits of the issue?   

Mrs Alford:  Absolutely.  They do not have to be a member.  We provide a service for all foster 
carers.  In response to your question about reunification, we support reunification.  Our organisation 
supports reunification for children with their families.  We are very clear that children should 
remain with families when it is possible.  Although we support and advocate for a foster family, our 
advocacy and support would be because we do not believe the department is doing it well, not 
because we do not want the children to go home.  We are very clear about that.   

Hon SUE ELLERY:  To follow-up on that, if a foster carer had the point of view that reunification 
was not in the best interests of the child, how would the association handle that situation?  What 
advice would you provide to the foster carer?   

Mrs Alford:  I suppose I can think of a few examples.  I work closely with the department and we 
have a very good working relationship, so I would get information from the department about why 
the reunification was happening and what the family support would be like.  I would counsel the 
foster carer to go along with what was being done, unless I thought the same thing as the carer; that 
is, I did not think that what they were presenting was right.  We would certainly challenge it then.  
However, if I thought it was right and I had spoken to departmental people and had been assured 
that everything was in place for the child and the child would be safe, I would counsel the foster 
parent to work alongside the department in that.   

The CHAIRMAN:  I get a few complaints about reunification and DCD not turning up to pick up 
children on their birthdays or to take them on visits and children not seeing their parents.  Do you 
get much of that?  

Mrs Alford:  That is sticky.  It would depend on the individual case.  It is important that children 
who are in longer term placements and who will never go home have birthdays in the home where 
they will be living.  Although we acknowledge a parent’s role in that as well, I think that needs to 
be very clearly worked out prior.  I had a case recently in which a little girl visited her mum on her 
birthday, but it meant that she cancelled her birthday party at the foster home, and she is not leaving 
that foster home.  It is about balancing and bringing them together and trying to work it out 
together.   

The CHAIRMAN:  You will always have that tussle.   

Mrs Alford:  Absolutely, yes.   

The CHAIRMAN:  There are always two sides.  Obviously, reunification is the main goal of foster 
care.  You mentioned that the transition is not done very well.  How could it be done better?  Should 
the visits with the parents be done on a more regular basis?   

Mrs Alford:  When people have the luxury of doing a transition well, they should do it well.  
Sometimes it cannot be done that way; it has to be done quickly.  When people have the luxury of 
being able to do it well, they should do it very well.  I transitioned a child recently, and she did not 
know she had left my house in the end.  It was a perfect transition, but it was done at her pace.  I 
think that is what is lacking.  Often it is not done at the child’s pace; it is done at adult pace.  It may 
be that they want the child home quickly for one reason or another, but when it can be done slowly 
and we can work at a child’s pace, that is how it should be done.  I do not think that is often thought 
of.  I believe it is very adult focused.   

The CHAIRMAN:  Could that be the lack of experience of the staff at DCD?  One witness said 
that one in four staff would not be terribly skilled or would not have been at the department very 
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long.  There is a high turnover of staff with experience.  I am like you: I believe that the university 
courses for social work do not contain enough about child protection or enough reunification 
attachment theory.  It is not there.  There could be a 12-month dip ed in child protection alone.   

Hon SUE ELLERY:  I am not sure that we should be deliberating.   

The CHAIRMAN:  This is my view.  I am not debating.  As the Chair, I am pointing out that I 
have noted that the educational requirements are not as good as they could be.   

Mrs Alford:  I agree with that.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  I have another question about the assessment of potential carers for relative 
care versus general foster care.  Should there be different assessments or should the assessment be 
the same?   

Mrs Alford:  No, it should be the same. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  It should be the same level.   

Mrs Alford:  Absolutely.  It has to be a safe place for a child.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  With regard to the role of advocating - I am talking about a help line and 
those kinds of things - are you aware that the department has announced that it will appoint an 
advocate for children in care?   

Mrs Alford:  Yes.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  That person will work in the office of the director general of the department 
and be responsible for monitoring the quality of the services that are delivered to children and 
young people in out-of-home care.  The advocate will provide advice to the director general and the 
minister about how well the department is meeting its statutory responsibilities.  Do you have a 
view about the establishment of that position?  Do you think it will be of assistance or could it be 
done differently?  

Mrs Alford:  I think it will be of assistance, but I would have liked it to be outside the department.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Could the help line be directed to the advocate or the advocate’s office?   

Mrs Alford:  It could be.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Were you envisaging something separate?  

Mrs Alford:  I was envisaging something separate.  I think it is always good that it be outside the 
department and be totally independent.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  If it were an independent advocate, that role might be something that the 
office could also do.   

Mrs Alford:  That is right.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  I was trying to think where such a help line would finish up. 

Mrs Alford:  I think it should be outside the department, yes.   

The CHAIRMAN:  Thank you very much for coming in today. 

Mrs Alford:  Thank you for having me. 

Hearing concluded at 10.00 am 
__________ 


