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Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People —  

Seventh Report — ―Annual Report 2010–2011‖ 

Resumed from 29 September 2011. 

Motion 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: I move — 

That the report be noted. 

I am delighted to have another opportunity to speak on the seventh report of the Joint Standing Committee on the 

Commissioner for Children and Young People. It is a rather brief report. I know that the role of this joint 

standing committee is to monitor, review and report to Parliament on the role of Commissioner for Children and 

Young People, Michelle Scott, and I would like to use this opportunity to speak a little about the role of the 

Commissioner for Children and Young People because, notwithstanding the rather brief nature of that report, as 

members of that committee and the rest of us know, the work done in the office of the Commissioner for 

Children and Young People is extremely extensive. In fact, since the appointment of the commissioner in 2007, 

the information we now have about children and young people in this state means that none of us can claim not 

to be informed about issues faced. I do not know whether members have had the opportunity to go to the website 

to use the interactive profile of children and young people in Western Australia, but this website enables users to 

pick an area—a region—and then go through the steps to find an enormous range of information about children 

and young people in that area, perhaps a region such as the Pilbara or the Kimberley. Users can find out about 

the percentage of children in the total population and the issues they face, socioeconomic or educational. This 

enables us to have a very much clearer picture of the situation of children in the state than was previously the 

case.  

In the short time I have been a member of Parliament, which is still less than two years, the Commissioner for 

Children and Young People has released a number of reports, including one on the state of mental health of 

young people in Western Australia called ―Speaking out about mental health‖. A report was also released on 

young people and alcohol, and a two-part report was released recently entitled ―The State of Western Australia’s 

Children and Young People‖. I know that the joint standing committee would be interested in these reports, and I 

understand that tomorrow Hon Nick Goiran will raise the possibility of another area that the Commissioner for 

Children and Young People could look at; I look forward to that.  

In the short time I have to speak, I will make a few comments about this most recent report tabled in February 

this year; that is, ―The State of Western Australia’s Children and Young People‖. I start with a little from the 

executive summary, as that provides us with some insights into not only the positive picture for children in 

Western Australia, but also some of the concerns. It states — 

There are several areas of wellbeing where WA children and young people compare well against 

national and international standards. 

The rate of smoking during pregnancy in WA declined in the period from 2003 to 2008, falling below 

the national average … The proportion of mothers who abstain from alcohol entirely during pregnancy 

has increased in WA … 

WA has the lowest rate of infant mortality in Australia, at 3.0 per 1,000 births. 

Over 97 per cent of eligible children are enrolled in Kindergarten, and practically 100 per cent in pre-

primary education. At the other end of the education spectrum, around 92 per cent of young people over 

15 years are engaged in education, employment or training. 

Overall, a low number of WA children and young people have contact with the justice system. 

The rates of children and young people living in low-income households and in families where parents 

are jobless are below or similar to national averages. 

That part of the picture is quite positive and for which I think a series of governments, as well as, more 

importantly, parents can take pride. There are, of course, some areas of real concern about services for children 

in this state. The Commissioner for Children and Young People has again raised them and no doubt raised those 

exact same concerns with the committee. These concerns are in the area of gaps in early childhood services and 

include the low rate of immunisation of babies and preschoolers, which is an area of particular concern because 

we rely on a certain percentage of the population being vaccinated to ensure that these preventable diseases do 

not come back into the population. I know from the experience of living—quite a few years ago—in California 

that in 1991 in that state measles was endemic because of the very low rate of immunisation. The death toll of 
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babies and infants from measles—in Western Australia we would consider it horrifying that a child would die of 

measles—was very significant. 

Another issue is the lack of child health nurses. I have spoken about that on many occasions and I notice that the 

Commissioner for Children and Young People also raises this in her most recent report. That was echoed, I think 

in the same week, by the most recent report of the Education and Health Standing Committee. Its interim report 

stated that rather than being 105 child health nurses short, which several government reports since 2009 have 

stated, as well as Professor Fiona Stanley and others, the number we are now short is 155. One of the reasons, as 

the commissioner pointed out and no doubt discusses with the committee, is that there has been a 30 per cent rise 

in births in WA in recent years. We now have a forecast of, I suppose, what we would call a mini population 

boom. That will, of course, put increasing pressure on these services. Therefore, the work of the Commissioner 

for Children and Young People, which is overseen by this committee, is extremely important. In fact, based on 

this state’s growing population, I think it will prove to be even more important.  

I look forward to continuing to follow the work of this committee that oversees the Commissioner for Children 

and Young People and to discussing what further roles the commissioner could take. As I recall, a previous 

report of the committee stated that it is looking at initiating, on its own motion possibly, inquiries into matters 

that it thought of significance and I also look forward to learning how that has proceeded. 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: I did not intend to make a contribution about the Joint Standing Committee on the 

Commissioner for Children and Young People’s ―Annual Report 2010–2011‖ because in my view it is self-

explanatory. I know members will be keenly familiar with the report and will have studied it diligently! Be that 

as it may, I am provoked to make a contribution because my learned friend opposite, Hon Linda Savage, asked a 

question to which I think she is entitled to a response. If I understood the question correctly, it inquired about the 

status of the committee’s intentions, if I may paraphrase, to fire up its own inquiries on its own motion in 

relation to matters pertinent to issues affecting children and young people in Western Australia. I regret to advise 

Hon Linda Savage that there is no progress on that matter, because the committee’s jurisdiction is exceptionally 

narrow. It does not have the right to resolve its own inquiries, which is the substance of a report from this 

committee to the Parliament. The exact report number escapes me at the moment. Nevertheless, there was a 

report from this committee to the Parliament. I cannot say that I recall it being within the reporting period in 

question—that is, 2010–11; it may be a more recent report. In any case, the report basically recommended that 

Parliament look to give the joint standing committee wider jurisdiction—even if it is not a full-blown inquiry 

jurisdiction, at least some narrow inquiry jurisdiction. 

When we considered the report, I recall the Leader of the Opposition’s useful contribution about the history and 

what Parliament was thinking at the time the Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and 

Young People was enacted. She made it clear that from her perspective it was not the intention for this 

committee to have an inquiry function. If I recall correctly, some of the rationale for that was that the 

commissioner herself has the ability to establish inquiries and the logic was that it would then be duplication for 

the committee to do likewise. The committee’s report still suggests there could be some merit in that, but as I 

understand there is not a great deal of enthusiasm around Parliament for that suggestion. 

I do not know that there is a great deal more that I can add about this report other than, in casting my eye over it 

and refreshing my memory of its contents, note that at the end of the report on page 7 the following comment is 

made — 

The Committee is also maintaining a watching brief on the statutory review of the Working with 

Children (Criminal Record Checking) Act 2004 with respect to how this review may impact upon the 

operations of the Children’s Commissioner. 

Since the tabling of that report on 29 September 2011, things have progressed somewhat in that regard. I note 

that the committee tabled in the Assembly its ―Report on the functions of the Commissioner for Children and 

Young People: Working with children checks‖ last week on 1 March 2012. I cannot recall whether that report 

has been tabled in this place as yet. I know that it was certainly intended to be laid on the table; in fact, that may 

be due to happen tomorrow. However, that report is probably the most recent update about the work of the 

committee on that issue. I commend the report to the house and recommend that it be noted. 

Question put and passed. 

 


