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EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 

Eighth Report — “Alcohol Restrictions in the Kimberley:  
A ‘Window of Opportunity’ for Improved Health, Education, Housing and Employment” — Tabling 

DR J.M. WOOLLARD (Alfred Cove) [9.58 am]: I present for tabling the eighth report of the Education and 
Health Standing Committee, entitled “Alcohol Restrictions in the Kimberley: A ‘Window of Opportunity’ for 
Improved Health, Education, Housing and Employment”. 

[See paper 3202.] 

Dr J.M. WOOLLARD: This is the first of three reports to be presented this Parliament following the 
committee’s inquiry into the prevention, treatment and social costs of alcohol and illicit drugs in Western 
Australia. Before I address the report, I want to thank the people involved. I thank the committee members: 
deputy chair Mr Peter Abetz, Lisa Baker, Ian Blayney, Peter Watson and the newly co-opted Graham Jacobs. All 
are to be congratulated for the work that has been put into this report and I thank them for their diligence. The 
committee is supported by very competent research staff. Dr David Worth, our principal research officer, has 
been with us since the committee was formed. I know there is a possibility that we may lose him at some future 
date, and he will not go without us being very disappointed. He has given wonderful advice, assistance and 
support, not just with this report, but with all reports of this committee.  

Mr P. Abetz: We could always kidnap him back!  

Dr J.M. WOOLLARD: I would like to. David has been supported by Telia Reilly and Pam Clarke from the 
Legislative Assembly committee office, who helped to plan this trip. As this inquiry has been going for quite a 
while, our research officers have also included Renee Gould, Timothy Hughes, Michael Burton, John Pollard 
and Lucy Roberts. Lucy is in the Speaker’s gallery. Thank you, Lucy. I also thank Judith Baverstock and 
Keith Jackman from Hansard who came up to the Kimberley with us and gave great assistance to the committee. 
I also thank Alice Jones, previously Murphy, from the Legislative Assembly Office. More than 100 community 
organisations and individuals presented to the committee to give their views on the alcohol abuse problems and 
offered suggestions on how we can try to fix the problems.  

I will quickly take this opportunity to mention that today is St Patrick’s Day in Ireland. It is quite relevant to the 
tabling of this report because in Ireland, over 100 years ago, they addressed the problem of alcohol by 
introducing a cap on liquor licence numbers.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: Has it worked in Ireland? I wouldn’t have thought so. That isn’t really a good case study! 

Dr J.M. WOOLLARD: But maybe if they had not introduced that cap, the problems would be much worse.  

I would also like to express the committee’s sympathy for the people who are currently affected by floods in the 
Kimberley. The report refers to liquor restrictions in the Kimberley. Everywhere we went, people said that the 
liquor restrictions were working effectively. As people have cut back on alcohol intake, they now need the 
support services to help them move on in their lives. It might be they need paediatricians up there to help with 
the children or it might be speech therapists. All the government departments need to come and help those 
people, where the restrictions have been introduced, to make sure they continue to move forward.  

We know the cost of alcohol; it is nothing new. Alcohol problems cost Western Australians between $1.5 billion 
and $5 billion a year. Often when people think about alcohol, they think that the problem lies with alcoholics. 
The problem is not with the alcoholics—it is not with the alcoholics in the Kimberley—the problem is with 
binge drinking. The binge drinking culture that has developed is causing the problems. State and commonwealth 
governments are trying to close the gap in the Kimberley for Indigenous people. One of the main causes of that 
gap, if not the main cause, has been alcohol. I will come back to the causes of alcohol abuse.  

Another issue brought to the committee’s attention was the issue of sustainability in some communities. An 
Aboriginal person who presented to the committee said that providing services to remote Aboriginal 
communities is very costly to the government. Some services are not sustainable because they do not have 
education and health services. The Aboriginal person I am referring to worked in housing. He felt that every time 
a new house was built in some remote communities, it was causing more harm to those families because there 
was no future in building that house and putting money in that area. Some remote communities are wonderful 
and are working very well, but others are not working well. We should be working with Aboriginal people to 
ensure that new houses are built in areas that will assist them to grow and ensure that their children have all the 
resources and support services that are available in the metropolitan area.  

I thank the wonderful workers of the Drug and Alcohol Office. In fact, I did not thank them, and I should have 
thanked —  

Dr G.G. Jacobs: Probably Grant!  
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Dr J.M. WOOLLARD: Grant and —  

Mr P.B. Watson: He’s easy to forget!  

Dr J.M. WOOLLARD: Stop it! I should have thanked Grant and Jim.  

The Drug and Alcohol Office and the mental health office do a wonderful job. They need support in the 
Kimberley. They have asked to extend their services. That support should be given because they are dealing with 
people who are broken, whose families have been destroyed and who want to get back on the right track.  

It was terrible hearing about the number of children born with foetal alcohol syndrome, whose parents and 
grandparents might also have had foetal alcohol syndrome. We have to do something to stop this. Alcohol abuse 
also impacts on education. Although education is provided by the government, the levels of absenteeism mean 
that educational opportunities are not being taken up by Aboriginal children. Often, it might not be taken up 
because children are too tired to go to school. Instead of getting a good night’s sleep—because there has been 
alcohol at home the night before—they may have been out on the streets, where they feel safe, and have not gone 
to school. Maybe these children are not developing emotionally and physically in the same way that other 
children do. They get behind and therefore they may lack self-esteem, and do not return to school. Often 
Aboriginal children are taken away from school because their families go to a funeral. Children may be absent 
from school for several days or weeks. When they come back, they are way behind in their learning.  

I would like to congratulate the staff of the Department for Child Protection and the police for the wonderful jobs 
they do in the Kimberley. Politicians think we have tough skins, but the issues they deal with on a daily basis 
really sometimes make the Punch and Judy show in here look very minor. More needs to be done for families in 
the Kimberley. The Department of Corrective Services needs to provide more support to focus on prevention, to 
stop Aboriginal children going into juvenile detention centres and to stop our prisons being full of Aboriginal 
people.  

I would also like to thank the non-government organisations who work in the Kimberley. I hope that with the 
government’s new agenda of putting people first, more government organisations will be able to work in the 
Kimberley. I now have the opportunity to tell the house how that trip to the Kimberley affected me. It was very 
distressing to see and hear firsthand the problems in the Kimberley, and I have mentioned some of those 
problems. The committee has recommendations for nine ministers in the government to try to address some of 
those problems. What is causing those problems? That is the thing we really need to deal with. 

This trip to the Kimberley opened my eyes to the terrible problems that the liquor industry has caused in the 
Kimberley. The liquor industry must take responsibility. It must stop the devastation, grief, misery, rapes, 
suicides and damage that it is doing through the irresponsible sale of alcohol. The liquor industry must stop 
children being sexually abused and being born deformed because of foetal alcohol syndrome. A few years ago 
we apologised to the stolen generation, but that stolen generation was caused because children were taken from 
their families. We now have another stolen generation, but this stolen generation has been caused because 
families are being taken from their children. It is not you or me, and it is not the government. It is the liquor 
industry. It is the greedy people who are exploiting vulnerable people for their own commercial gain. The liquor 
industry is selling alcohol to Aboriginal people and it is destroying families and communities. The children in 
these communities have no life and no future and they have lost their families. We must stop the people in the 
liquor industry who are profiting from other people’s misery. The liquor industry is selling alcohol to and 
making a profit from Indigenous people. The liquor industry is making a profit by destroying families. We need 
to deal with these people in the liquor industry. They have a responsibility to do no harm. If they are selling 
alcohol, it is their job to do no harm with that sale. Selling alcohol is a privilege; it is not a right. With that 
privilege comes the responsibility to do no harm. Every person selling alcohol must be held responsible. If the 
liquor industry wants to sell alcohol, it must be responsible and ensure that no-one is harmed. It is just like 
driving a car. We have no right to drive a car. We pass our test and then it is a privilege to drive a car. But if we 
drive irresponsibly, and drive when we are intoxicated or cause an accident, we will lose our licence. The same 
thing has to apply to the liquor industry. It must stop causing the harm that it is currently causing. The liquor 
industry is not just the people who sell alcohol on the ground; it is not just the publicans and the liquor outlets. It 
is the breweries, the big retailers and the big alcohol companies. These companies are very powerful. They are 
able to exploit. Look at the money that goes into advertising. The liquor industry is profiting from exploitation. 
The liquor industry can, with its power and money, change behaviour. We must put the responsibility back on 
the liquor industry. At the moment, the liquor industry is trading in misery. It is profiting in the Kimberley from 
people’s misery. It is taking welfare money and putting it into its pockets as profits. Indigenous people, children, 
families and communities are being destroyed, and the liquor industry must be held responsible. We must stop 
this stolen generation. We must prevent the liquor industry from continuing to destroy families and causing 
children in the Kimberley to have no future. There is a generation of children in the Kimberley whose lives have 
been stolen and destroyed. 
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I am very pleased that the Premier is in the chamber. My recommendation to the government is to make the 
liquor industry responsible for the damage it is doing in the Kimberley. The liquor industry knows that it is 
profiting from disadvantaged people. It can change its behaviour. It has been taking the profits for many years. It 
has the resources and the ability. I hope that the Premier will ensure that the liquor industry realises that if it 
wants to sell alcohol, it has a responsibility to do no harm, and that unless it stops causing that harm, it will have 
its licence to sell alcohol taken away from it. 

MR P. ABETZ (Southern River) [10.15 am]: Serving on the Education and Health Standing Committee during 
its drug and alcohol inquiry over the past two years has certainly been an educational journey for me and, I 
suspect, for all committee members. The one thing that stands out for me is that if someone were to start 
marketing a product today that is as dangerous as alcohol, they would never get it past the various regulatory 
authorities in this day and age. It would be a banned product. The fact is that alcohol is a drug, which, when 
ingested in anything but very small amounts, has a very significant impact on a person’s behaviour and health. It 
is estimated that the direct cost of alcohol from accidents, increased hospitalisations and so on costs Western 
Australia an extra $1.5 billion every year. If the indirect costs, such as increased absenteeism from work and so 
on, are added to that figure, it comes to a staggering $5 billion a year. That means that if we could save that 
$5 billion a year, we could build a new children’s hospital and put a railway line to Ellenbrook and Canning Vale 
and still have money left over. 

The cost of alcohol to our community is staggering. We were told, for example, by the Commissioner of Police 
that York has five police officers, while Halls Creek, which has roughly the same population, requires 25 police 
officers. That is an enormous cost that alcohol places upon our community. The police in the Kimberley told us 
that 85 per cent of their tasking is directly alcohol related. It was interesting that the member for Alfred Cove put 
a lot of emphasis in her speech on the responsibility of the alcohol industry. I certainly share that emphasis. 
However, there is also the other side of the coin, which is that people choose to buy alcohol and people choose to 
drink too much, and so the population also needs to take responsibility for their contribution to the problem. 

The report that has been tabled today is the first of several reports that we will table and relates specifically to the 
alcohol issues in the Kimberley. We have tabled a separate report on the situation in the Kimberley because the 
Kimberley has some unique issues. In the Kimberley, the alcohol consumption per head of population is double 
the state average, the level of alcohol-related hospitalisations is four and a half times the state average, and the 
level of alcohol-caused death is nearly three times the state average. Twenty per cent of the people in the 
Kimberley over the age of 14 years drank alcohol in 2004–05 at a level that was risky or had a high risk of a 
long-term harmful impact on their health, and 42 per cent drank at a level that would create short-term harm.  

Most Australians have seen intoxicated Aboriginal people in a park or some other public place, resulting in the 
stereotypical view that most Aboriginal people have an alcohol problem. That is actually not the case. In 
Australia, 72 per cent of the non-Indigenous population drink alcohol every year but only 62 per cent of the 
Indigenous population drink. In the remote communities 47 per cent of women never touch alcohol. Recent data 
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics shows that, across all age groups in the Kimberley, nearly twice the 
proportion of Indigenous people have never drunk alcohol compared with non-Indigenous Australians. Twenty 
nine per cent of Aboriginal people who live in remote communities have never drunk alcohol, whereas it is just 
15 per cent for the white community. Also, twice as many Indigenous people living in remote communities than 
those living in non-remote areas have never drunk alcohol. It emerged from our inquiry that not many Aboriginal 
people are what would normally be described as alcoholics. They are more accurately described as opportunistic 
drinkers. In other words, if drink is available, they will drink, drink, drink until it is all gone, but if there is no 
alcohol available, they manage quite well. It is not as though they go through withdrawal symptoms. This is one 
of the reasons that I believe the alcohol restrictions in the Kimberley have been so successful. An interesting fact 
committee members learnt was that Aboriginal people lack an enzyme that Caucasian people have that helps to 
break down alcohol in our system. The consequence is that alcohol actually remains in the blood of an 
Aboriginal person for approximately twice as long as it does in a white person’s blood. 

Countless words have been spoken and written about what governments could and should do to improve the lot 
of our Aboriginal brothers and sisters. Indeed, much money has been spent. Regretfully, much of it has achieved 
very little. Many witnesses told us that their community needed a drug and alcohol counsellor or a mental health 
worker or some other specialised service, but many of the small remote communities will never warrant having a 
full-time drug or alcohol counsellor or a full-time mental health worker because the cost of providing such 
specialist services to each community would simply be prohibitive. Having served as chairman of a local 
YouthCare district council for 13 years, I have seen firsthand the benefits to a school community of having a 
school chaplain. Indeed, for a very small outlay of money a community gains very significant benefits. I believe 
that every school in the Kimberley should have access to a residential chaplain and that chaplains are so valuable 
because they do not have any authority as such. They have no power to punish anyone and are often referred to 
as “safe people”. They are usually looked up to by children and their families because they demonstrate by the 
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way they live their lives that they genuinely care about the kids and their families, and this allows them to have a 
real impact on the children’s lives. The fact is that drinking habits are often established in the early years of a 
child’s life. When alcohol is abused in the home, the views on alcohol by children, often as young as eight or 10 
years old, have already been shaped.  

Our report advocates for increased pastoral care services in the Kimberley. Given the outstanding positive 
impact school chaplains are having in Western Australia and other states, I believe it is imperative that the 
government takes steps to make chaplaincy services affordable for schools in the Kimberley. It was 
disappointing to hear from the principal of a Kimberley high school that the school had procured funding for a 
school chaplain but that the position could not be filled for want of available housing. A recurring theme on our 
travels around the Kimberley was that lack of housing for support workers. That issue must be addressed as a 
matter of urgency. 

Having organised holiday programs for a remote community for more than 10 years, I would say that many 
remote communities would benefit enormously from having a long-term chaplain in their community, who could 
befriend the children and adults in the community and give guidance and encouragement to the young people to 
act on what is taught at school. It would be impossible to provide every community with an alcohol counsellor or 
mental health worker, but it certainly would be helpful to provide a jack-of-all-trades—a chaplain—who could 
deal with the simpler cases and provide early intervention and refer people who need specialist help. A chaplain 
can also help people keep their appointments for specialised care. 

Another positive recommendation in the report is recommendation 20. The committee advocates for the 
provision of funding to provide responsible parenting courses in the community. Responsible parenting is the 
key issue in bringing about generational change, and we can assist the communities to bring that about. The 
parents want to be good parents but many of them do not have the skills or they did not have an adequate role 
model on which to base their parenting. It gave me much pleasure to be part of the committee and I look forward 
to hearing the government’s response in due course to the recommendations we have put forward. 

MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [10.26 am]: As a member of the Education and Health Standing Committee, it 
was a great privilege to work with Dr David Worth and Lucy Roberts. I thank them for their incredible 
commitment and great skills at crafting probably, at times, unintelligible information and making it all seem 
terribly logical. I thank them both. 

None of what the committee saw was either new or different. I have been going to the Kimberley for 25 years 
and during that time nothing has changed. However, it is worth mentioning two things that have given me some 
hope. The first is that for the first time ever, the communities have rallied and said “No more” to the problems 
they have been experiencing. I have not seen that in all the 25 years I have been travelling to those communities. 
For the first time, the women in particular in those communities have said, “No, we will not have this impacting 
on our children and our families any more.” The second thing worth mentioning is alcohol restrictions. I cannot 
underline strongly enough that any expansion of the alcohol restrictions must come from the community. That is 
what our report says and it is profoundly important. There is no doubt that the restrictions are working. We saw 
that time and again during our hearings and when we spoke to the people in those communities. 

Other committee members have mentioned the cost of housing in the north west, which is different today from 
what it has been in the past. Over the past eight years we have heard reports about the increased cost of housing. 
People simply cannot afford to put projects or staff on the ground to run services because either there is no 
housing or it is not affordable. About six years ago a Roebourne-based family service told me that the rent for a 
property in which the chief executive officer was living had increased from about $600 a week to $2 000 a week. 
The project did not earn much income and certainly did not have the capacity to subsidise that staff member’s 
rent, so the project would have had to close down. The prohibitive cost of housing is hindering the delivery of 
well-established and well-maintained services.  

The one constant in the Kimberley—the thing that is always there—is the support from the community for 
positive change. When we hear the government saying that non-government services have the capacity to 
provide more service delivery and that the government is interested in seeing the community sector do this, the 
reality is that the rising costs of delivering these services—for instance, accommodation, fuel and transport, 
utilities and insurance as well as the regulatory costs, the cost of gaining police clearances and working with 
children checks for staff, and all those essential things—are growing astronomically.  

There are more than 60 000 employees in the state’s network of non-government community service 
organisations who deliver services, particularly in regional and remote Western Australia. Seventeen per cent of 
the workforce live in regional areas and a further eight per cent deliver specifically to the remote areas of the 
state. Workers who deliver those services earn an average 30 per cent less than their city-based colleagues, 
19 per cent of them earn less than $30 000 a year, 37 per cent earn an average of $31 000 to $40 000, 33 per cent 
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earn an average of $41 000 to $50 000 and 11 per cent earn a little over $51 000. The low retention rates and 
challenges of keeping staff in these areas heightens the stress that NGOs are facing in delivering good services, 
particularly drug and alcohol–related services. Similarly, we have to have staff on the ground in early childhood 
services. The NGOs that are trying to hire staff cannot attract or retain them. The Western Australian Council for 
Social Service has estimated that an additional 20 per cent regional indexation funding should be applied in order 
for these services to hire staff and deliver critical services in rural and regional WA. 

This is not a new issue. It goes back for at least the 10 years that I have been involved in this area, but it is now 
at crisis point. We heard of a number of NGOs that have failed in the past few years because they have run out of 
funding, including youth services in Kununurra, a men’s service that has ceased, a mother and baby’s program 
that has ceased and the Waringarri program that wanted to run rehabilitation services, which finished because it 
ran out of funding. It is essential that these NGOs are given an extra 20 per cent regional levy. That is one of the 
recommendations in our report. This is vital for delivering services. Over the years that I have been travelling 
through these areas, the one constant is the community programs and the people who live in the towns who 
volunteer or support the delivery of community services in these towns. Governments come and go. It does not 
matter which government is in, there is always a tendency to come out with the newest, shiniest, brightest, most 
different thing and not fund what the previous government was funding. Heaven help us if we were to do that! 
We have to look at what is working on the ground, get behind it, let the people tell us what should be funded and 
stick with it. It needs a long-term commitment. I cannot underline that strongly enough.  

There are many other recommendations in this report that relate to issues such as the need for strong mental 
health services. The co-morbidity that goes with drug and alcohol is often a driver or an underlying problem 
around mental health. We made some very strong recommendations to the Minister for Mental Health about 
services that are required immediately. She recently delivered some commitments relating to services in the 
Kimberley. By my assessment, they do not go far enough. There needs to be a lot more investment at the right 
level to work with suicide prevention strategies in those communities and to ensure that the people on the ground 
have the support they need to fight the very real social crises that are going on. Like my colleagues before me, I 
certainly understand that alcohol abuse is an endemic issue in these communities. I have worked in many 
developing countries around the world and I can safely say that in all those places Indigenous people have had 
the same issue when dealing with alcohol. The other interesting thing is that most of them produced their own 
alcohol before Western cultures came into town. There has been a history of alcohol but what changes when we 
come into town is that we bring a whole lot more accessible and more affordable grog. That is what starts to bite. 
I do not want to preach about this but people who are suffering from such an endemic social malaise and such a 
lack of hope end up consuming alcohol as an escape. I do not think it is at the root of the problem, as we have 
heard this morning; it is a symptom of the problem. Therefore, we need services in place to tackle the real 
problem, and not just treat the symptom. 

In closing, I want to strengthen the argument around the need for the education department to make funding 
available for schools and early years interventions. Unlike my colleague who spoke earlier, I do not think it is 
just about chaplaincy; I think schools should be permitted to make their own decisions about what works in their 
communities. I think they need to be given the funding and be allowed to make decisions about what will work 
for them within their communities. That may mean a chaplain, a youth worker or another jack-of-all-trades or 
jill-of-all-trades who can work effectively with the people in those communities.  

I absolutely commend this report to the house. It is something that we all feel very passionate about and it has 
been a pleasure to have been involved in its production.  

MR P.B. WATSON (Albany) [10.36 am]: It gave me great pleasure to be involved in the report of the 
Education and Health Standing Committee. When the Labor Party was in government a few years ago and I was 
a parliamentary secretary, I went to Fitzroy Crossing with Barry Sargeant for one of the first meetings with the 
ladies group up there. I heard of their despair and exasperation about the conditions in the community. I also 
heard that the police were concerned about the community. I applaud the government for introducing the alcohol 
restrictions. I got three main points out of this inquiry. Firstly, alcohol restrictions work but only if the support 
service is provided. They are sadly lacking in Fitzroy Crossing. Secondly, housing is needed for these support 
services, as well as proper housing for people in the community. The Department of Housing is looking at 
outside accommodation for Indigenous people up north so they can sleep and cook outside. When someone does 
get a good house, they can look after it and their family can come and go, as is the wont in those communities. 
Thirdly, we have to look after the next generation of Indigenous children.  

Carol Martin, the member for Kimberley, told me not to be a seagull. She said that we should not just go in 
there, have a look around and fly out. This committee report is probably the best report that I have been involved 
in. It is well worth everyone reading it. I disagree with the chairman about blaming the alcohol industry for the 
main problems. I think people have to take responsibility for their actions. One of our recommendations in the 
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report is that there should be a levy on hotels in the region because of the alcohol. If we do that, we would also 
have to say that people go to McDonald’s and if there are fat people in Broome, McDonald’s should be paying a 
levy for all the fat people. If accidents involving Holden cars occur up north, we should levy Holden. It is a point 
that has been raised and it will create discussion but we have to look at the other issues. Instead of blaming one 
thing, we have to look at everything.  

The committee went to Fitzroy Crossing and spoke to the headmaster of the high school. So many children at 
that high school have foetal alcohol spectrum disorder. These kids are not getting picked up early in the system. 
The high school is getting these kids with these problems. No-one is picking this up early on. We saw glasses in 
Fitzroy Crossing with the message “Don’t drink if you are pregnant”. Then again, a lot of women do not realise 
they are pregnant until they are three or four months along. We have to try to get these people off alcohol a lot 
sooner.  

The Men’s Shed in Fitzroy Crossing was great. We looked at how things had worked since the restrictions had 
come in, and we were told that more parents—more men—are going to the high school and the primary school 
to become involved after having gotten off the grog. But the biggest problem is the lack of support services. 
They are getting off the grog, but there are no services to help them afterwards, so they may drift back onto the 
grog or drugs. We have to fix that situation so that we can grab them as soon as they get off the grog.  

We visited two places in the Kimberley designed to get people off the streets, one of which was the Ngnowar–
Aerwah Sobering Up Shelter at Wyndham. People go there for a period of five or six months to be really dried 
out, and they are not allowed to leave until they have been. I am not sure what the name of the place is that we 
visited in Derby, but the staff pick up the drunks off the street, wash their clothes and feed them that night, and 
the next morning they give them their breakfast and then they leave. 

Mr P. Abetz: And they have a shower as well. 

Mr P.B. WATSON: Yes. 

But is that helping them? It is a revolving door, and the same people come through every night. I would prefer to 
see the money spent on different strategies so that these people are not lost causes who just roll through the 
system. I think, as happens at Wyndham, they need to be dried out and returned to the community. 

There should be more sporting programs. In Fitzroy Crossing the kids play football during the season, but when 
that ends there is nothing for the young kids to do; that comes back to funding. The Department of Sport and 
Recreation provides a tremendous service, but if there is no housing in the community, the people who work for 
the department cannot get out there to do the work. Sporting events will bring role models to the community, 
such as young footballers who may visit the school. I think that sport is a great leveller for all people, but I know 
it brings families together in Indigenous communities throughout the state.  

Nearly 60 per cent of Broome youth aged 12 years to 17 years have consumed alcohol. This is above the state 
average. There has been talk about imposing alcohol restrictions in Broome, but there will have to be slightly 
different arrangements there. Broome is a tourist town, and I think the Aboriginal community and the business 
community need to work together in the town. The alcoholics—not just the normal drinkers—from Fitzroy 
Crossing and Derby are going to Broome, so Broome has that additional problem. I can see why the people of 
Broome want alcohol restrictions, but the overall picture must be looked at, and I think Broome will have to be 
treated differently from Fitzroy Crossing. 

One of the recommendations in the report is that the Minister for Mental Health provide annual funding for 
compulsory rehabilitation programs for any person who has had more than one court appearance related to 
antisocial and criminal behaviour resulting from alcohol abuse. If there were rehabilitation programs, the 
problems could be picked up earlier, instead of people just going through the system and things getting worse 
and worse.  

Child protection is another issue. In the Kimberley—in Kununurra and Broome—there are no safe houses for 
young people to be taken to after the police have picked them up off the streets. The committee’s main concern 
was that the Department for Child Protection cannot be contacted at night. During the day the department can be 
contacted in Perth, someone from Perth will ring the community, and the kid will be picked up. I think child 
protection would be more valuable at night than during the day. A lot of these young kids are on the street 
because it is not safe for them to go home because of drinking or gambling parties that may be going on. These 
kids are very, very vulnerable, and I think it is very important that child protection officers work very closely 
with the police. Child protection officers should be on duty from, say, 7.00 pm or 8.00 pm, because that is when 
these young kids are roaming the streets. If we saw that happening anywhere else in the world, the Australian 
government would send money over, saying, “Oh no, we have to fix this”, but it is happening in our own 
backyard and it is an absolute disgrace.  
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Another recommendation is that the Minister for Child Protection implement measures so that the department 
can communicate with other government and non-government staff who work with children in the community. 
These measures and communications should ensure that all agencies understand the department’s protocols for 
removing at-risk children from families. The taking away of kids from their families is a huge issue, but there 
has to be a middle ground; we cannot have these children at risk.  

Another issue is that of the scheduling of agency visits to communities. When agencies go out to communities, 
they go when they are ready; they do not contact the community to ask whether there is a funeral or whether it is 
a day when people will be travelling. One agency turns up one day and another agency turns up another day. It 
would be ideal if the state and commonwealth agencies got together and decided to go out as a group on a certain 
day, after having checked that it is okay with the community. They should not just rock up there only for people 
to tell them no-one is there. That is a waste of state and federal resources. 

I would like to thank Dr David Worth; he has worked hours beyond what he should have done. He has done a 
tremendous amount of work. I also want to thank Michael Burton, Renee Gould, Tim Hughes, John Pollard, 
Lucy Roberts and Alice Jones, who flew the plane for us about for about 30 seconds! I flew a plane for 
10 seconds up in the Kimberley—I think everyone has recovered! And I also thank Grant Akesson from the 
Drug and Alcohol Office. This was a real team effort, and I recommend that all members read this report. I hope 
the government takes note of these issues; I know there are a lot of issues, but the young people of the Kimberley 
have real problems, and I hope this report fixes those issues. 

MR I.C. BLAYNEY (Geraldton) [10.46 am]: This is probably the last report I will speak on as a member of 
the Education and Health Standing Committee. I have enjoyed my time on the committee, but I am excited about 
going on to the Economics and Industry Standing Committee.  

This committee deals with education and health, which are two areas of crucial importance to state governments. 
I think the work done and report produced on the early screening of children and resources for the children of 
457 visa holders led to changes in government policies and increased expenditure. I would like to thank the 
Ministers for Health and Education for listening and taking on board our suggestions. 

I have enjoyed working with Dr David Worth, who gets through a very large amount of work with a minimum of 
fuss. He seems to have almost limitless patience and is an absolute pleasure to work with. I understand he is 
moving on to another committee, and I wish him all the best with that. 

Like a lot of Australians, I have always had something of a fascination for the Kimberley. I have visited it 
regularly—I once considered farming there—and I follow its issues quite closely. My division of the Liberal 
Party includes the Kimberley, which now gives me regular contact with the region. It is a unique corner of the 
state and has a unique landscape. It is vast area, being nearly twice the size of Victoria, and it has a relatively 
tiny population of only some 35 000 people, about 15 000 of whom live in the Shire of Broome. Across the 
Kimberley, of course, there are about 17 000 Aboriginal people.  

This vast area and small population is both a blessing and a curse. The area suffers from being regarded by the 
fly in, fly out media personalities and marketing executives from Sydney as a cause to be preserved forever as “a 
home for noble savages”, or some kind of living museum or Aboriginal theme park. However, this ignores the 
reality that the area’s Aboriginal population has huge problems. I think it can be fairly said that most of them 
struggle with the reality of Australia as it is today. 

We are not going to be able to address issues such as the cost of housing until we can build industry and skills in 
the Kimberley; the use of local skills should bring down the cost of housing. In passing, I mention the benefits 
the Aboriginal community will derive from the development of James Price Point. However, those people I have 
mentioned before—the fly in, fly out media personalities and the like—will do anything they can to stop that, 
because they are not interested in the economic development of the Kimberley; all they are interested in is 
feeling good and having something to brag about at their upper middle class dinner parties in the capital cities on 
the east coast.  

Mr P.B. Watson interjected.  

Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: The Greens, I would say.  

I think it is hard to understate the impact of alcohol on the Aboriginal community. Likewise, I found it hard to 
come back to the south without a feeling of profound depression at the state of many of the people who I saw in 
the Kimberley. The prospect, for example, is that many adults who were born with foetal alcohol syndrome will 
themselves have children with foetal alcohol syndrome; I can only see that as an absolute disaster. Like many 
visitors, I found the sight of adults standing around on street verges and drinking into the night with toddlers 
playing in the dirt so far removed from my own experience that I had a bit of trouble coming to terms with it.  
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This visit to the Kimberly also left me with an impression of the dedication and commitment of the people I met 
whose job it is to service the area. People in the medical services, the police and local government have a 
commitment that I would like to genuinely acknowledge in this house.  

I will now address a number of areas that I see as priorities for the future. Alcohol is one such area. The more 
measures that are taken to limit alcohol consumption by vulnerable people in the Kimberley, the better. Statistics 
clearly show that less alcohol means less violence, better communities, more kids going to school and some 
future. I point out that people have been asking for the system of taxation on alcohol to be changed for some 
time—both under this federal government and the previous federal government. Alcohol taxation was an issue 
mentioned quite strongly in the Henry tax review. However, I was disappointed that the federal government went 
through the review, with its 300 or so recommendations, and pulled out the mining tax but ignored the 
recommendation for a volumetric tax system for alcohol. This recommendation is probably one of the most 
simple and beneficial things we could do in the taxation system—that is, to change the system of taxation on 
alcohol so that a minimum price must be charged and we cannot buy $2 bottles of wine, for example.  

Clearly, when it comes to alcohol restrictions, Broome and, to a lesser extent, Kununurra are in a different 
situation from the rest of the Kimberley. The situation must be handled carefully, but, once again, I am afraid we 
cannot get away from it; there must be a different system of selling alcohol in the Kimberley and through other 
parts of regional WA.  

Government services are another priority. It appears that there can be benefits from small communities being set 
up out in the bush. However, it must be accepted that we cannot have an equivalent level of services at any point 
in the region. In isolated communities there is a lack of education and a lack of jobs. Inhabitants of such places 
will never become part of the mainstream Australian economy. Local government gets $30 a head to service 
isolated communities, which goes almost nowhere. I think the Shire of Broome contains 80 such communities, 
from which the shire does not collect rates. Therefore, we cannot really expect local government under the 
current system to provide any services to those areas, because at the end of the day someone has to pay for it. 
Removing government duplication is another priority. We came across a few situations in which state-funded 
programs existed side by side with similar federal programs. The logic that jointly funded, single programs will 
be more efficient is simply so obvious that I cannot believe it is not being done. Government duplication is a 
clear area in which we can improve.  

The previous speaker, the member for Albany, mentioned the need for increased funding for sports programs and 
continuity of funding over the whole season. There is no point having football six months a year, then it all goes 
and people try to pick it up again in six month’s time. I followed up with the Minister for Sport and Recreation 
on the issue of a grassed oval at Balgo. For such a community, a grassed oval could be a fantastic facility. I had a 
discussion with Hon Ernie Bridge about this issue and he said that water is there and it would not be a problem. I 
note there is a grassed oval at Noonkanbah, so it should not be too hard in this day and age, I would have 
thought, to provide a community such as Balgo with a grass football oval.  

Housing was a frequently raised issue throughout this inquiry. I am proud to say that our government has started 
to address this issue, in particular under the royalties for regions program. Housing is a long-term issue that will 
require a lot more funding in years to come.  

Clearly, we need a simplified permit for driving in remote areas. It is pointless for people to be serving prison 
terms because they do not have a driving licence when they are driving in these very isolated areas. At one point 
I heard that 30 per cent of prisoners are in prison because of driving issues. To me that is a pointless waste of 
money.  

The member for Albany and I had a briefing the other day on the Passport program, which seems to be a quite 
simple program to encourage kids to go to school. Barry Cable is the advocate for that program and he and I will 
work on trying to get more of those programs running in our electorates. The Passport program would clearly be 
useful in other regions of the state and I commend it to the members for the Kimberly, Pilbara and Kalgoorlie.  

I think income management is a fantastic initiative and it deserves support.  

There is a clear need for safe houses for children who are out on the streets at night. I find the prospect of eight-
year-olds roaming the streets at night absolutely amazing. We expect the police to do something about it. I 
understand that a safe house facility exists at Halls Creek. Obviously, safe houses are needed in the other major 
towns in the Kimberley. We need to face up to the fact that we need a greater preparedness to take children into 
care. I think we are frightened of this issue because of the stolen generation, but we have gone too far the other 
way. We need to be more prepared to take children into care.  

Finally, I would like to see more autonomy and more decision-making in these areas in the Kimberley. I would 
like to see groups of locals from across different fields making decisions without constantly having to refer to 
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Perth, which is too far away and too isolated. We need to look at this issue across Western Australia and give 
more power and skills to the regions to avoid this constant referring back to Perth all the time.  

Can we fix the problems? Frankly, I think many of the problems have gone too far. I found it hard to find much 
to be positive about in the Kimberley, but I hope that I am wrong.  

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre) [10.56 am]: I seek leave to comment on the “Alcohol Restrictions in the Kimberly: A 
‘Window of Opportunity’ for Improved Health, Education, Housing and Employment” report as a co-opted 
member of the Education and Health Standing Committee.  

Leave granted. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I am a Johnny-come-lately to the Education and Health Standing Committee, but a very 
privileged one. I commend the report and make some comments on it. During my time as the Minister for Mental 
Health when I had responsibilities for drugs and alcohol, I gained experience in the Kimberley, and elsewhere in 
Western Australia, on the very issue that this report addresses. The issue of alcohol abuse in the Kimberley 
encompasses social dysfunction, profound ill health and indeed death. Alcohol-related deaths are perhaps 
significantly underreported. A doctor made a submission to the committee that many of the death certificates in 
the Kimberley were filled out with a primary diagnosis of heart attack and showed nothing about the other 
issues. In particular, many death certificates do not mention alcohol abuse and how it impacted on ill health and 
contributed to the death. I think that, like a lot of things in the community, alcohol abuse is underrated and 
underreported. Reference has been made to this in the report.  

I will share with members my experience with Halls Creek and Fitzroy Crossing. I was in the area 12 months 
after the liquor restrictions were implemented. Essentially, the only change was a restriction on the sale of full-
strength takeaway liquor; only takeaway liquor with a 2.7 per cent or less alcohol content could be sold. Almost 
overnight, across the board there was a 33 to 35 per cent reduction in domestic violence and in attendances at 
accident and emergency departments at the hospitals at the Fitzroy Crossing and Halls Creek District Hospitals. 
If we were to speak to the doctors, they would say it is a lot quieter place. One of the doctors even admitted that 
they previously needed three doctors and that now only two doctors were needed to cope with the number of 
attendances to the hospital, due to the reduction in incidents of violence and injury. Almost overnight domestic 
violence and police call-outs were reduced by more than a third. This was the experience in Fitzroy Crossing as 
well. Essentially, those differences have been maintained. It is an important measure in reducing that social 
dysfunction, ill health and even death. As a government, and a community more particularly, we have to do 
more. Slowing down the flow of the availability of alcohol is okay, but we must do more; we cannot just say that 
that will solve everything. Across the board, agencies in these places have said that the banning of full-strength 
takeaway alcohol in Fitzroy Crossing and Halls Creek has given the agencies breathing space and the ability to 
get some traction. That was no better demonstrated than by the fact that the attendances at a sobering-up centre 
have reduced dramatically and, with that, the really positive outcome that those sobering-up centres can 
potentially be converted into rehabilitation units, so there are positives. With the reduced number of call-outs, 
police can do more proactive policing and more community policing. One of the great stories I heard in the 
Kimberley was that there was time for the police to take young Aboriginal boys and men on weekend camps for 
bonding and community input and to have fun to show people that, among all this difficulty, there is some hope 
and some success.  

I will digress for a moment to refer to an experience I have had in Boulder. The Goldfields is referred to in some 
of these tables. Again, it is about the social dysfunction reflected in graffiti, people lying in the streets, people 
street drinking, people drinking in parks, domestic violence and police call-outs—the whole spectrum of 
disorder. I believe, as the chairman of the committee has said, alcohol is often very central to these issues. But 
we are faced with two push backs: one is that it is a legal product and it can be sold. When I talk to the licensees 
in Boulder, I hear that eight out of 10 licensees will participate in a voluntary accord. When two want to stay out, 
of course, it will not work. Nonetheless, it is about addressing high-volume, high-alcohol content bought very 
cheaply as a take-away package in blue boxes. Four litres of Stanley Riesling can be bought for $9.50. I thank 
the Minister for Racing and Gaming for allowing Barry Sargeant, the Director of Liquor Licensing, to come to 
Boulder and talk to the Aboriginal people, the hoteliers and the liquor outlets. However, they must all be on the 
same page so that, inevitably, we get push back. It is important that we look at the culture of excess.  

When I go to Boulder and Kalgoorlie, I am viewed as not only someone from Esperance in the south, but also 
some sort of wowser who wants to spoil people’s fun. That is not the case. I enjoy a drink just as much as anyone 
else in here.  

Mr P.B. Watson: Hear, hear!  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: It is about drinking in moderation and about controlling the situation. We must remember 
that there are two interests here: one is the commercial interest in selling alcohol and that we will get push back, 
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but also, as a government, we have a responsibility to stand up for those people, particularly since a proportion 
of them are addicted, so they are vulnerable. In the Kimberley, there is a vulnerable community, particularly 
Indigenous people and Indigenous pregnant females who, as we have heard, are very vulnerable to foetal alcohol 
spectrum disorder being passed on to their babies. FASD is essentially about lack of maturation of the human 
brain, which is particularly vulnerable in its developing stages. We wear all the consequences of that in the 
community, particularly in education. If we talk to Paul Jefferies of the Fitzroy Valley District High School, he 
will say, “Anecdotally, I believe that 25 per cent of my students—about 70 or 80 of them—are affected by foetal 
alcohol spectrum disorder.” FASD results in an inability to learn, in poor cognitive function and in behavioural 
issues—a whole spectrum of problems that make education very difficult. We will address the criteria for that 
disorder and what assistance the Department of Education gives and what assistance teachers have in these 
communities to educate these vulnerable children. But our aim is to decrease the incidence of FASD by reducing 
the culture of excess and, of course, the issue of addiction, profound ill health, social dysfunction and death. We 
must push back as a community because of these vulnerable communities. We must look at providing services 
because it is not about only turning off the tap; we need to provide services for people to make a difference, 
particularly those in this vulnerable community. 

[Member’s time expired.] 
 


