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INTERNATIONAL CHILDHOOD CANCER DAY 
Statement 

HON MATTHEW SWINBOURN (East Metropolitan — Parliamentary Secretary) [6.49 pm]: Thank you for 
the opportunity to make a member’s statement this evening. Members may not know that today is International 
Childhood Cancer Day, a day on which, around the world, we acknowledge the struggle and journey of children and 
their families who are affected by childhood cancer. The theme for this year’s International Childhood Cancer Day 
is “Better Survival is achievable”. I have spoken many times in here about childhood cancer from my own personal 
experience and that of the people with whom I have come into contact. Broadly speaking, Australia has a significant 
survival rate of 80 per cent for children who are diagnosed with a childhood cancer. That is not where we would 
like it to be, of course—we would like a 100 per cent survival rate—but with our advanced healthcare system and 
access to resources, we are in a much more privileged position than many other people around the world. For children 
in less-developed countries with, unfortunately, less-advanced healthcare systems, the survival rate is sometimes 
20 to 30 per cent. If we were able to provide better care, better diagnoses and better medicines to all people around 
the world, the loss of children to childhood cancer around the world could be abated. If we can raise the global 
rate to 60 per cent, it is estimated that each year, one million children would not die from childhood cancer. That 
is certainly very aspirational. We focus a lot in this state on our healthcare system. There is a lot of criticism of it. 
It sits at the very apex in terms of what it delivers and it is quite right that we try to make it better, but we should 
always recognise that many people around the world do not have access to the medicines, care and technology that 
we have here, and the people who are most often affected by that are children who suffer serious diseases like 
childhood cancer.  
As I said, the theme for International Childhood Cancer Day is “Better Survival” and this is an opportunity for me 
to speak about our childhood cancer journey, which technically finished on 31 January when Mitchell became an 
adult. Technically, he is no longer a sufferer of childhood cancer, although his cancer is still classified as paediatric 
cancer. He is now a fully-fledged adult, as hard as that is for his mother and father to believe! I am not sure whether 
he cares, quite frankly, but it has meant that we have experienced what many people have experienced when they 
transition from care at Perth Children’s Hospital to the adult system. This may be an attack on my own government, 
but we could do better in what we do with those things.  
Hon Dr Steve Thomas: There are some spare seats on this side.  
Hon MATTHEW SWINBOURN: No, member; it is something that we should all aspire to.  
I have spoken about our world-class healthcare system here, but one of the things that we do not have that other 
places like the United States, United Kingdom and the east coast have is economies of scale that can sometimes 
justify the transitional care that can be provided to older teenagers and young adults between transitioning from 
a children’s hospital, which can be focused on newborn babies and very young people, to adult hospitals, particularly 
in cancer settings in which adult hospitals often deal with people who are my age or much older. For young people 
transitioning, such as Mitchell when he turned 18, they go to a cancer ward where the cohort of people are not their 
peers and that is something that we can aspire to do better over time. It is not a criticism; rather, as we move forward 
and there are more opportunities, it is something that I would like our government and future governments—long 
may they be in the future—to look at for this state. It would be a credit for us to do that. We are building the women’s 
and babies’ hospital, which is really important. I am absolutely supportive of that, but in my mind, the next step is 
a young adult hospital so that we can provide more appropriate care and an appropriate environment for those 
people. Yes, we are going through that journey at the moment. We still have the wonderful support of the kind of 
people whom Hon Tjorn Sibma referred to when he talked about his experience at Sir Charles Gairdner Hospital.  
If members are inclined to put their hands in their pockets or encourage others to do so today, International Childhood 
Cancer Day, to support children with childhood cancers, I suggest that they make a small—or large—donation to the 
Kids Cancer Support Group. It is a wonderful organisation in Western Australia that provides pragmatic assistance 
to children and their families while they are in hospital. If members are more interested in sending their hard-earned 
dollars to medical research, the Child Cancer Research Foundation, formerly the Children’s Leukaemia and Cancer 
Research Foundation, will happily take their money. One of the benefits of that particular organisation over 
supporting other national or east coast–based organisations is that the money that is raised and donated to the 
foundation is directed to Western Australian researchers. The Minister for Medical Research is here and he 
would probably know that we have world-leading childhood cancer researchers at the Telethon Kids Institute and 
Perth Children’s Hospital. The millions of dollars that the Child Cancer Research Foundation raises every year is 
funnelled to support that research. There are many benefits, not just the most obvious ones of therapies and 
treatments, but also supporting some of our brightest people in this state. As I said, it is International Childhood 
Cancer Day today.  
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