
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 29 September 2011] 

 p8030b-8031a 
Mr Peter Watson; Mr Rob Johnson 

 [1] 

REDRESS WA — ABUSE VICTIMS 

Grievance 
MR P.B. WATSON (Albany) [9.46 am]: My grievance is to the Acting Attorney General. I was approached by 
three constituents a couple of months ago. The story they told me made my blood run cold. It was a story of 
calculated, systematic and sustained abuse of innocent young boys. It was also a story of remarkable courage in 
the face of unspeakable evil, that these memories have been buried for many years. But to me, as a representative 
of the Parliament of Western Australia, it was a story of abject failure by the state of Western Australia in its 
duty to care for our children. It may well turn out to be even worse than a failure. Sadly, I am increasingly being 
led to the believe that the only reason that Dennis John McKenna was able to abuse who knows how many 
young children for so long was because of a conspiracy to cover up his crimes—a conspiracy that was 
perpetrated by the offender working in cahoots with civic leaders, other employees of the state government and 
shockingly in at least one case, by a parent of one of the victims. 

Dennis John McKenna was employed by the state government during the 1970s and 1980s as the warden of the 
St Andrew’s Hostel in Katanning, a boarding house for high school students. He sought out the most vulnerable 
and innocent young boys to satisfy his evil appetite. He selected his victims at night from the dormitories, took 
them to his room, plied them with alcohol and pornography and forced himself on them. Most of his victims 
were unaware that they were not alone and kept their shameful secrets to themselves. Some were brave enough 
to speak out, but their bravery was only rewarded by further victimisation. One victim who complained about the 
abuse to the principal of his high school was expelled on trumped-up stealing charges within a day or two of 
making these allegations. One victim’s father actually found McKenna in bed with his son and was threatened by 
McKenna that if he or the child said anything to anybody, the father would lose his family farm and be run out of 
town. One very reliable and credible source reported suspicions of abuse to a senior Department of Education 
officer and was told that she would be run out of town and shortly afterwards, she was indeed gone.  

Incredibly, the Town of Katanning awarded Dennis John McKenna its Citizen of the Year Award three years in a 
row, despite at least some of the so-called civic leaders being aware of his criminal behaviour. In fact, 
McKenna’s status as Citizen of the Year was commonly cited as proof by public servants and civic leaders that 
he could not possibly be a paedophile when allegations were raised against him. One of the most poignant things 
that one of the victims said to me was, “We were just children, but our childhood was stolen.” A stolen 
childhood can never be recovered. The mental torture will last a lifetime and often those lifetimes are tragically 
cut short. Suicide, drug and alcohol abuse, broken marriages and families torn apart are just some of the 
emotional wreckage left behind by a monster like Dennis John McKenna. 

Two of the three brave men who came to see me with their shocking story did receive an apology and a few 
thousand dollars from the Redress WA scheme. Ironically, it was the fact that they received such a pittance from 
the Redress scheme that spurred them to come to see me. They also contacted John Hammond of Hammond 
Legal who, as a keen advocate of social justice, offered to represent them in a claim for an ex gratia payment 
from the state government. 

As innocent children, these men had their innate trust in authority destroyed. At every turn, authority figures 
bullied and chastised them for speaking out. It is a tremendous testament to their courage and determination to 
seek justice that they decided to approach a member of Parliament with their story, as their experience was that 
no-one in a position of influence would help them. One of the principal motivators for these men coming 
forward now is that they realise that their abuse is probably just the tip of the iceberg. McKenna has been 
convicted of a large number of offences, but there may well be hundreds of other victims who carry the scars but 
are yet to come forward. I urge them to come forward now.  

The three men who came to see me want justice. They want the state government to admit it was wrong. They 
want more compensation than the paltry amount they got from Redress WA. But most importantly, they want to 
set an example to the other victims that it is never too late to come forward. It is never too late to see this 
monster answer to his accusers. It is never too late for more and more charges to be brought against him so that 
he rots in jail for the rest of his miserable life. Would it have been different if that offending had been against 
young girls? That is a question that my constituents often wonder. It is never too late for the state government to 
admit that it failed these innocent young children miserably. All our children have the right to a safe schooling 
environment, but these three men and countless others were robbed of that right. The thief was Dennis John 
McKenna but the state government was an accessory after the fact. It is time that the state government faces its 
accusers and pays the price for its culpability. 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys — Acting Attorney General) [9.51 am]: I think that every member in this 
chamber would share the view that the member for Albany and certainly I have about any individual who abuses 
children in our state and, indeed, in this country and the world. Children are the most precious things to any 
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family and indeed to society. It is everybody’s obligation to try to protect them from somebody such as the 
particular individual who abused those boys. I saw the program on television and I was quite distressed by what I 
saw and heard. I think everybody has great sympathy for those young boys, now men, who were abused sexually 
in that way when they were at that hostel.  

Unfortunately, this is a thing that seems to go on these days and we seem to uncover from time to time cases of 
serious sexual abuse. This is a historic case, obviously, and I understand that the way those men were abused as 
boys has affected their lives without a doubt. I am fully aware that some young boys who were abused have 
since committed suicide. I am fully aware that it has affected those men who have tried to live a normal, married 
family life. It places great strain, I think, on a relationship within a family if someone has been subjected to 
continuous sexual abuse as a young child—in this case, it is these young men. I was quite distraught when I saw 
the program on television, and certainly my heart went out to them and their families who suffer along with 
them. It is not only the men who were sexually abused who have suffered; their families who try to have a 
normal family unit also suffer. If a person suffers, their family suffers and I believe that is ongoing.  

As I understand it, no claims for ex gratia payments have been put to the Attorney General at this stage. I know 
that the Attorney General will certainly look at any claims that do come to him. The process is fairly simple in a 
way. The Attorney General has to receive legal advice from the State Solicitor’s Office and he has to take into 
account all the circumstances. If the Attorney General believes there is a case that an ex gratia payment should 
be made, obviously, he would take that to cabinet and cabinet would discuss that. At the end of the day, cabinet 
would make the decision whether an ex gratia payment is to be made and how much that ex gratia payment 
should be.  

This is a very difficult one to talk to, quite obviously, because it is a distressing situation. I know that the 
member has a particular interest in this case and I acknowledge that. I thank the member for bringing it to the 
attention of the house. I know that when the Attorney General returns to Western Australia, if he gets 
applications either from the lawyer, John Hammond, or from the individuals, he will deal with them 
appropriately. Certainly, I know that the Attorney General is a person who has the same views as I, which I 
believe are the same views that the member for Albany and every member in the chamber has; that is, we find 
that those people in a position of authority who abuse young children—sustained sexual abuse obviously went 
on in this case—should be dealt with in the most appropriate way. I would probably go much further than the 
courts have gone in any sentences that they might hand down, but that is another subject for another day. In 
relation to the victims of that sexual abuse, I can tell the member that certainly the Attorney General will look at 
that case with a very clear and open mind and make any recommendations that may be necessary.  

I hope that answers the member’s grievance. I cannot really say much more than that because it is not a decision 
that I would make, obviously, acting for the Attorney General in his absence. That is a decision that the Attorney 
General would have to recommend to cabinet in the normal process. 
 


