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JOINT STANDING COMMITTEE ON THE COMMISSIONER  
FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

Third Report — “Review of the 2008–2009 Annual Report  
of the Commissioner for Children and Young People” — Tabling 

MS A.R. MITCHELL (Kingsley) [10.28 am]: I present for tabling the third report of the Joint Standing 
Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People, titled “Review of the 2008–2009 Annual 
Report of the Commissioner for Children and Young People”.  

[See paper 2026.]  

Ms A.R. MITCHELL: I am pleased to present the third report of the Joint Standing Committee on the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People. It is done in accordance with the committee’s terms of reference. 
It is the second review of the annual report of the commissioner. The commissioner took up the position in 2007. 
The committee’s first report was limited because of the short time in which she had been operating. This report 
is, obviously, more extensive and expansive as we have been able to investigate and analyse the commissioner’s 
work in accordance with the legislation. The commissioner has a very important role, because she is an 
independent advocate for children and young people in Western Australia. It is a unique position. The committee 
commends the commissioner on her very proactive approach in this area. 

Just as a bit of background, the committee has an oversight role of the Commissioner for Children and Young 
People. This is important as well because the commissioner does not report to a minister, but reports to the 
Parliament through our committee, and our committee’s responsibility is to ensure that the commissioner 
complies with the legislation. 

In the review of the commissioner’s 2007–08 annual report, the committee identified a number of matters that 
needed to be followed up, which I will outline; however, that was only because they had been commenced but 
had not had much time to progress and be reported on. They were the commissioner’s strategic plan; the progress 
of various public policy initiatives; the development of a legislative tool to assess legislation; the development of 
complaint guidelines; and the development of participation guidelines. As I said, many of these needed follow-
up, but only because the commissioner had not been in place long enough to put these initiatives in place. I am 
very pleased to inform the house that much progress has been made in all those areas. However, I wish to 
highlight a number of initiatives. 

Firstly, the strategic plan 2009–12 was completed in May 2009 and has been structured around four areas. The 
first is consulting directly with children and young people; the second is giving a voice to children and young 
people; the third is influencing policy; and the fourth is providing a professional environment that values staff, 
sound research, evaluation and collaboration. Obviously, the first three areas are much more involved with 
children and young people, the fourth being the operational component of the commissioner’s work. The 
committee is satisfied that the strategic plan is adequately informing the work of the commissioner moving 
forward, and that it establishes a sufficient framework for measuring her performance. We could not really 
measure the performance against the strategic plan last year, but it is anticipated that the measure of the 
commissioner’s performance will be further enhanced against the key performance indicators when they are 
fully reported on in the 2009–10 annual report. Every time the commissioner reports to the committee, the 
reports come through the areas of consulting directly with children and young people; giving voice to children 
and young people; and influencing policy. 

I will talk briefly on the public policy initiatives, as a number of components fit in with that, but it has been very 
well documented and many people are well aware that the commissioner has been a strong advocate for the early 
years’ component of children and young people. She has a very firm belief that the early years of every child is 
vitally important and that we as a government must do everything we possibly can to ensure that children and 
young people have the best resources and opportunities available to them in these very important and formative 
years. 

The wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people is also a focus of the 
commissioner through the act with which she now complies. This year the commissioner has advocated for 
alcohol restrictions and, particularly in the Kimberley, has noted the lack of a number of support services in 
communities and the lack of activities for children in remote and regional communities. Last year the committee 
took the opportunity to travel to the Kimberley and to see firsthand the issues and the work that has been done in 
those communities. For me, it was very pleasing, as I had not been to Fitzroy Crossing for about three years. To 
see the difference between Fitzroy Crossing now compared with Fitzroy Crossing when I was last there was 
absolutely amazing. The change in the town is quite incredible. But it is still only scratching the surface because 
that visit has now identified a great number of other issues that did not even come to the surface before. The 
positive thing is that there are people trying to do things, and I believe that many more achievements will be 
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made. I certainly commend the people of Fitzroy Crossing and the other communities we visited, and I 
congratulate the Minister for Racing and Gaming for being prepared to take on those initiatives and also for 
giving support to the people in the towns and communities to continue with those initiatives. As I said, the 
wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children is very much a focus of the commissioner and she 
will continue to advocate on their behalf. 

The commissioner was required to develop complaint guidelines for agencies because it was discovered that 
most agencies had probably quite effective complaint guidelines which were attuned to adults and quite easy for 
adults to follow, but very difficult for children and young people to access for making complaints. The 
commissioner has informed the committee that she has already received a favourable response to the guidelines, 
and that she will now commence monitoring how those government agencies are handling complaints and what 
the responses have been. 

The committee is satisfied that the commissioner is meeting the requirements of section 19(d) of the act. The 
commissioner was also required to instigate participation guidelines that are designed to assist government and 
non-government agencies to involve children and young people in their work. The committee is satisfied that the 
commissioner has complied with sections 19(b) and 20(1)(d) of the act. We have heard of examples of the 
involvement of children in planning in some government agencies—certainly in the Western Australian Museum 
and the Public Transport Authority. When I attend a meeting of the board of Constable Care and we are 
redesigning a website, my first question now is always, “Have we had children actually talk to us about how they 
would use the website and what they would like in it?” This is to ensure it is not always adults designing things 
for children and not only adults who think they know best about what is best for young people. I am very 
convinced now that there are some very articulate young people and that many of us are a little behind on some 
of the things that they believe are important at this stage. 

Another requirement for the commissioner under the act is to establish advisory committees consisting of 
children and young people. During 2008–09 the commissioner advised the committee that she would establish 
two advisory committees, as she had not done previously. She has decided this year to have one committee that 
is regionally based and one committee that is metropolitan based. The commissioner has called for nominations 
from committees that were already in existence and has made a selection from those committees that have 
nominated. The committee members were a little unsure about this approach, but we have been reassured by the 
commissioner that that decision will be reviewed within 12 months; and as such the committee is happy to 
continue with this process, but it is certainly one matter that the committee will be monitoring very closely 
because, as I said, within the act there is a requirement for the commissioner to establish advisory committees 
comprising children and young people. 

A further requirement for the commissioner under section 19(g) of the act is to monitor written laws, draft laws, 
policies, practices and services which affect the wellbeing of children and young people. During the year under 
review the commissioner reviewed and commented on six pieces of draft legislation and also provided advice to 
agencies and departments at the state and federal levels to ensure that children and young people were 
appropriately considered in the development of policies and legislation. Within that process as well the 
commissioner reported that an assessment tool to assist with the evaluation of legislation was being developed 
but had not been finalised. Within her office a tool is in use for reviewing legislation but the work going out to 
other agencies is still ongoing. It is certainly expected that within the following 12 months that will be finalised 
and also the ability to analyse that legislative tool will be available. The commissioner is also working very hard 
with the directors general of government agencies in advance of legislation being prepared to minimise changes 
that might occur later. 

It was reported in the 2007–08 annual report that schedule 1, clause 3 of the act, which pertains to the working 
with children checks, was not proclaimed by 30 June 2009. The Attorney General has informed the committee 
that at this stage the working with children checks will continue to be the responsibility of the Department for 
Child Protection in the short term. Once again, that is not in compliance with the act. However, the Attorney 
General has made this decision based on the fact that this matter will be further considered as part of the 
statutory review of the Working with Children (Criminal Record Checking) Act 2004. That review is due to 
occur in 2010. As a result of that, the committee will await the outcome of that review and we will await 
information from the Attorney General. But as this is a key part of the legislation, the committee will continue to 
monitor this aspect. 

In 2009, the commissioner implemented a wellbeing research project to gain an understanding of how children 
and young people perceive their wellbeing. Over 900 children across Western Australia have been involved in 
this data collection project through a variety of methods. The project is not quite finalised. The committee 
certainly looks forward to receiving the results of that project and revising them over the next couple of years. At 
the same time, the commissioner has regularly called for an integrated, formal approach to data collection on the 
wellbeing of children and young people, so that government funding can be targeted effectively. There is no 
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doubt that there is a fair bit of data around, but it has not been put together in a collective way and it probably 
has not been used as effectively as it could be. The commissioner is working through that project. The results of 
the project will hopefully be available to all government agencies in the near future.  

Overall, the committee is satisfied that in 2008–09 the Commissioner for Children and Young People exercised 
the functions required under the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 2006. The committee has 
identified a number of issues to be followed up over the next 12 months. Progress and initiatives in public policy 
are important. The committee wishes to see considerable progress in the development of assessment tools to 
evaluate legislation, the outcomes of monitoring on the complaints guidelines and the effectiveness of the 
participation guidelines for government and non-government agencies. The committee will be watching the 
establishment of the advisory committees and how the two that are in place this year are working, and how the 
proposal for a wellbeing indicator framework progresses. The committee will also be keeping an eye on what 
came through in the annual report.  

I thank the commissioner and her staff for their cooperation during the review and in all consultations with the 
committee throughout this year. I also take this opportunity to thank my fellow committee members for their 
contributions: Deputy Chairman Martin Whitely, the member for Bassendean; Hon Helen Bullock, MLC, 
member for Mining and Pastoral Region; and Hon Nick Goiran, MLC, member for South Metropolitan Region. 
In particular, I also acknowledge the valuable assistance of the committee’s principal research officer, Ms Dawn 
Dickinson.  
 


