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DISABILITY SERVICES, TRANSFER TO SOUTH WEST 
Grievance 

DR S.C. THOMAS (Capel) [9.38 am]:  My grievance today is to the Minister for Disability Services.  I 
appreciate that the Minister for Health is in the chamber as well, because obviously what I say will impact on 
both ministers.  I am sorry; I am told that the grievance has been transferred and will be to the Minister for 
Health. 
Mr J.A. McGinty:  I was happy to do a handpass. 
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  Okay.  I am glad that both ministers are in the chamber.  I appreciate that we can discuss 
the issue while both ministers are in the chamber. 
Mr R.C. Kucera:  I was going to give a hospital handpass. 
Dr S.C. THOMAS:  Yes, it would have been.   

I would like to address the issue of disability services and the transfer of certain services from the Disability 
Services Commission to the South West Area Health Service.  In approximately midyear 2004 a number of 
services were transferred from the Disability Services Commission to the South West Area Health Service.  
Specifically, I want to talk about the occupational therapy, physiotherapy and speech therapy services that were 
provided by the DSC to disabled children across the south west.  The question that needs to be asked initially is: 
why did that transfer happen?  It is my understanding that the transfer occurred because it was felt that the South 
West Area Health Service was better able, given its size and the number of its employees, to provide those 
services to a number of patients.  I believe the initial number of patients being serviced by the Disability Services 
Commission in the area was 84.  I ask both ministers how the process is going.  We are all aware that the process 
has been rather disastrous.  We can address this in a number of ways.  As an example I will use the Chorley 
family, who moved from Manjimup to Bunbury at approximately the same time the decision was taken.  The 
family has an autistic daughter.  Prior to the move they were receiving reasonable service from the Disability 
Services Commission in Manjimup.  They moved to Bunbury in approximately October 2004 and were looking 
for the same sort of services. 
Mr R.C. Kucera:  It is better not to use the names of families. 

Dr S.C. THOMAS:  Mr Chorley is happy about it.  I will use them as a general example. 
During that time of transfer the daughter was being seen once or twice a week for a number of issues.  The 
ministers will be aware that autistic children require a large degree of care and constant attention, particularly 
speech therapy.  The children have great difficulty in communicating.  There is nothing more frustrating than the 
inability to communicate and get one’s opinions across.  The children cannot even say when they are frustrated; 
they display outbursts of anger and hostility because of the frustration of communicating.  Unfortunately, upon 
moving to Bunbury, the family discovered there were no services for six months.  A six-month period with no 
provision for an autistic child is a terrible shame. 
Someone far more intelligent than I am once said that a society would be judged on how it treated and respected 
its most vulnerable members.  I suggest that what is occurring in the south west with vulnerable and disabled 
children means we will be judged rather harshly. 
During the transfer of the services there has obviously been a period of uncertainty in which the services were 
not provided.  Unfortunately, that continues to be the case.  We need to address two issues.  Firstly, during the 
transfer process the inability to keep and retain staff meant that services were not provided.  Secondly, services 
to 84 patients were transferred.  Owing to the activities of a number of members of Parliament, the number of 
patients who are able to receive services has increased to 111.  They will be serviced in the south west area by 
the South West Area Health Service.  We know that the immediate demand for the services is approximately 400 
patients.  That does not include the potential and uninvestigated demand that would double that figure.  It is my 
opinion that the Minister for Health has been sold a pup.  The Disability Services Commission is providing a 
chronically underfunded service.  The Minister for Health has happily washed his hands of the service.  It will be 
left to the South West Area Health Service to pick up the pieces.  Without adequate funding, those people will 
never be picked up.  Disabled children throughout the south west fall through the cracks as they become adults.  
The area is dramatically underfunded.  When they fall through the cracks, they just disappear off the radar.  I 
mentioned the additional 400 patients in the south west who are not receiving services.  They have given up on 
the process.  They feel that the government and the department do not care because they have not been able to 
access the services they need.  If they were living in Perth, they would have access to a vast number of services 
that they do not receive in the south west.  Unfortunately, we are in competition with Perth to try to get adequate 
services for disabled children and adults.  If those people were living in Perth, the odds are that they would 
receive visits twice a week from a number of service providers such as occupational therapists, physiotherapists 
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and speech therapists.  Because they live in Bunbury and because the service is underfunded, it is only political 
agitation that has managed to get them some services.  There are hundreds of other disabled people in the south 
west, especially children, who are not receiving the services.  I understand that it will be a difficult job for the 
Department of Health.  Unfortunately, they were sold a pup by the Disability Services Commission.  From the 
two ministers sitting opposite I would like to see some coordination, compassion and the ability to provide some 
of the services that are needed dramatically across the south west. 
MR J.A. McGINTY (Fremantle - Minister for Health) [9.45 am]:  I thank the member for Capel for raising 
this very important issue.  By way of background, a memorandum of understanding was signed in June 2002 
between the Disability Services Commission and the South West Area Health Service, whereby the two agencies 
agreed to work together to improve therapy services for people with a disability.  The next significant 
development was in mid-2003 when agreement was reached by the two agencies on a more detailed 
collaborative arrangement.  A joint team with members from both the Disability Services Commission and the 
South West Area Health Service, supported by the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research, developed a 
project throughout 2003-04.  One element of the collaboration was an agreement between the Disability Services 
Commission and the Department of Health in mid-2004 that the South West Area Health Service would become 
the provider of physiotherapy, speech therapy and speech pathology services for the Disability Services 
Commission.  
Mr R.C. Kucera:  By way of interjection may I point out that the therapists we are talking about are one and the 
same therapists.  The therapists used by the Department of Health are the same as those used by the Disability 
Services Commission.  All we are simply doing is combining the funding for both of them.  For the member to 
say that he has been sold a pup is a nonsense.  In fact, it allows the funding to be used far more adequately.  The 
provision applies in every region of Western Australia other than the south west.  It works very well.  It was 
done by agreement with the Department of Health and the Disability Services Commission.  The issue is not 
about funding; it is about the availability of the therapists generally throughout Australia. 
Dr S.C. Thomas:  Would the minister accept that some of the therapists who were providing services are no 
longer providing services and have gone to other areas because of the uncertainty?  They were on rolling 
contracts of one to three months and had no job security.  They were unsure where they were going.  As I 
understand it and as the minister would probably know, the South West Area Health Service has four to five of 
the therapists back on deck.  There were far more than that.  A total of 10 is needed to provide all the services. 
Mr R.C. Kucera:  I agree with the member - sorry minister!  I say by way of interjection that I agree with the 
member that this is one occasion on which bureaucracy has got in the way of commonsense.  The first occasion I 
have had to address this was last week when I had discussions with the health minister.  I assure the member that 
the situation will be sorted out.  As the minister said, the proposal was put up two years ago.  It has been 
properly negotiated.  The original concept is good sense; that is, that the therapists be used more sensibly.  It 
works in every other part of Western Australia.  Why it should not work in the south west is beyond me.  Now 
that the issue has been raised with the Minister for Health and me, I have no doubt that whatever bureaucratic 
process is getting in the way will be removed. 

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  This is the most unusual grievance, I must say! 

The South West Area Health Service assumed responsibility for the Disability Services Commission clients on 1 
April this year.  It is, and has been for some months, in a state of transition.  It is the point that needs to be made.  
The transition has not been as smooth as it should have been.  I share the observations made by the Minister for 
Disability Services.  That there has been some dislocation at the staff and service delivery level is something that 
I will personally follow up. 

Concerning funding, a total of $564 000 of annual value was transferred from the Disability Services 
Commission to the South West Area Health Service in order to take over the responsibility for the provision of 
those services.   

Dr S.C. Thomas:  Was that sufficient?  

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  The honest answer is I do not know, because I have not had a chance to look at exactly 
what has occurred.  The transition took place only this month.  I now want to find out whether it is simply a 
transitional hiccup, or whether it is a structural problem of inadequate funding, inadequate staff numbers and the 
like, so that I can make sure the appropriate services are provided.   

The member mentioned the Chorleys and their daughter.  The South West Area Health Service took over on 1 
April, three weeks ago.  Their daughter was assessed on 21 April, which was only this week.  This is, as I have 
indicated, during a period of transition.  The family moved to Bunbury in November.  I presume that was related 
directly to the provision of care.  I am advised that the Disability Services Commission was not in a position to 
provide the same services between November and April that had been provided under the old arrangements.  
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That was probably due to staff shortages.  That adds some weight to the view of the Minister for Disability 
Services that this is a general staff shortage issue.  That is not unlike the situation with regard to the grievance 
that was raised by the member for Kingsley about the shortage of general practitioners.  I am advised that there is 
a general shortage of therapists in the community, but it is particularly noticeable in the south west area, and I 
will be seeking more detailed information on that matter.  As a result of this matter being raised, I will get a 
more detailed briefing from the South West Area Health Service about the staffing issues involved, and about the 
level of demand, which, as the member has said, is far greater than the resources that are currently being applied, 
so that I can pursue all these matters and, to the extent that is possible, identify a way forward.  I will not sit back 
and allow a situation in which families that have a member with a disability cannot access the appropriate 
services.  We must make sure the appropriate services are provided.  Now that these matters have been raised in 
this forum today, and particularly with the intervention of the Minister for Disability Services, this is a matter 
that I will now pursue.  However, it is not a matter on which I have been fully briefed up until now, because the 
transitional arrangements came into effect only this month.   
 


