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ADDRESS-IN-REPLY 
Motion 

Resumed from 25 September. 
HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [12.51 pm]:  It is with great pleasure that I speak on the 
motion moved by Hon Sue Ellery in the Address-in-Reply to His Excellency Lieutenant General John Sanderson 
AC, Governor, in and over the State of Western Australia and its dependencies in the Commonwealth of 
Australia, which reads - 

May it please Your Excellency - 

We, the members of the Legislative Council of the Parliament of Western Australia, in Parliament 
assembled, beg to express our loyalty to our Most Gracious Sovereign, and to thank Your Excellency 
for the speech you have been pleased to deliver to Parliament. 

The debate on the Address-in-Reply gives members the opportunity to look at a number of issues in their 
electorates or areas of interest.  That is what I would like to do today.  I want to begin with a couple of major 
issues that are happening in my electorate, the South West Metropolitan Region, and to briefly express some 
concern that I have with the Government of the day that has promised much to the people but perhaps has 
delivered not quite so much.   
I will first refer to the southern rail link, which is probably the major infrastructure project of this century.  I 
want to limit my remarks to the fact that there is major concern in the community and communities along the rail 
route that after the coalition Government put three years of extensive planning into developing a master plan, 
this Government has taken only one year to do a rapid turnaround and alter the route, which will affect many 
people and have long-term impacts on a number of established and developing communities in the South West 
Metropolitan Region.  I have a copy of the Perth Urban Rail Development supplementary master plan that was 
published in August 2002.  I will refer to a speech the minister made when she launched the plan.  She said - 

When the State Government announced the fast, Direct Route for the South West Metropolitan Railway 
in July 2001 the preparation of a Supplementary Master Plan commenced. 

The inside cover of the supplementary master plan shows a route that is referred to as the fast route.  I want to 
make sure that my parliamentary colleagues are fully aware that this Government has taken it into its own hands 
to redetermine a route for the rail on the premise the it is a fast route that will get people from Mandurah to Perth 
in under an hour.  There seems to be something magical about this time factor.  In brief, it will be a fast, direct 
route, but I note the fact that although from the Mandurah terminus nine stations will be built, eight will not be 
built immediately.  Of course, it is a fast route because the trains will be stopping at only half the number of 
stations that the people of Western Australia had hoped for and were looking forward to using.  The station at 
Gordon Road, Mandurah, will be built but the Lakelands station and the Karnup station at Stakehill will not be 
built.  The Waikiki station and the Rockingham station will be built.  There will not be a station at Kwinana-
Leda.  The Thomas Road station will be built.  The Thomsons Lake station, the South Street, Murdoch, station, 
and the Leach Highway, Canning Bridge and Perth central stations will be built.   

We do not know at this stage what the south west metropolitan rail line will cost this Government.  The expected 
blow-out of the budget is mind-boggling.  Money needs to be spent on other things.  I am a firm believer in a 
good rail system, but I question the wisdom of this Government’s altering a major infrastructure project to cause 
enormous disruption in the city centre, as shown in the modelling continually presented for the use of the train.  
The Government talks about a fast, direct route.  When I chaired the task force for the previous Government that 
looked at the rail link to Rockingham, the then Ministry for Planning presented a lot of modelling.  At that time, 
3 000 people a day travelled from Mandurah to work in Rockingham and 1 000 people travelled from 
Rockingham to work in Mandurah.  We now see the dilution of the link to Rockingham City.  The major 
modelling done for that region showed that people from that area worked in the industrial area around 
Rockingham-Kwinana and not in the Perth central business district.   

A huge amount of money will be spent on upgrading the Mount Henry Bridge, the Canning Bridge and the 
Narrows Bridge to take people quickly and directly to the Perth city centre.  However, we know that with 
modern work trends of working at home and people travelling to industrial areas to work, it will not achieve 
anything.  I feel very sorry for the people of Rockingham, because 100 years ago the first item on the agenda of 
their council meeting was that they wanted the Government to build a railway into Rockingham.  It has been 
continually on the council’s agenda.  What has this Government done?  It has ripped out of Rockingham at least 
$106 million, which was to be used for tunnelling and connecting Murdoch University, Kolbe Catholic College 
and the city centre.  It would have allowed people to travel from Mandurah to Rockingham and then from 
Rockingham to Kewdale or wherever to work.  What is the point of a railway line if people will not use the 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 26 September 2002] 

 p1644b-1650a 
Hon Barbara Scott 

 [2] 

trains?  What is the point of boasting about a fast train if nobody will use it?  There will be at least three years of 
disruption on the Kwinana Freeway, which is working very well with buses.   

Members referred this morning to how transport issues are connected sensitively to members of the Labor Party 
and major players in the game.  The route will not now of course run through East Victoria Park, which is in the 
Premier’s electorate.  A major player in the planning initiative stood at public meetings when it was suggested 
that the route might go down the Kwinana Freeway and along the river frontage.  Peter Martinovich would say 
that a train needs to go where there are people; fish do not catch trains.   

Sitting suspended from 1.00 to 2.00 pm 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I was interrupted by the suspension for lunch at the point of talking about the 
modelling of the figures for the south west metropolitan rail line.  I am puzzled why one set of government 
advisers can change so rapidly to a contrary view.  For the benefit of Hon Tom Stephens, I was citing an 
occasion on which Peter Martinovich, who was in charge of the project, said, when asked why the rail line did 
not go down the freeway, that trains were not run alongside rivers because fish do not catch trains.  Now he has 
done a total turnaround.  When the House broke for lunch I was suggesting that there was some agitation in one 
part of my region, Victoria Park, about the extensive road changes needed for the rail routing, and that may have 
influenced the member for Victoria Park to ease the problems for himself in that electorate by getting the 
planners to alter the route.   

The re-routing of the south west metropolitan line is an enormously costly shift of mindset by a Government 
intent on retaining its AAA credit rating.  The Government produced yesterday a very good report on its 
financial management so far, for which I congratulate it.  That does not mean to say that there are not other 
things on which money needs to be spent.  A number of major issues in the community need funding.  This rail 
re-routing is a total waste of taxpayers’ money and a serious dereliction of duty by the Government.  

Hon Tom Stephens:  I have come to the conclusion that the previous Government was only ever going to talk 
about the train line and never intended to build it.  

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  That is not the case, because the member may remember when the enabling Bill was 
put through this Parliament and Cabinet was committed to the $105 million for the route through Rockingham.  
That is the part that upsets me most, because the people of Rockingham have been let down.  I will conclude my 
comments on the rail by saying that the people of Rockingham have been let down by not only this Government 
but also their two members.  As a way of keeping those members quiet, the Government sent them off to Paris 
and around Europe to look at some light rail so that they would then go back and tell the people of Rockingham 
that they do not need a train to go into the city.  In area, Rockingham is the biggest city in Western Australia.  
The potential growth there is enormous.  To bypass a major city is a major error, and a dereliction of duty by a 
Government that is meant to be committed to the regions and the outlying areas.   

Hon Norman Moore:  They are Perth city-centric.  

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Absolutely.  As I said earlier, the modelling and the planners tell us that people in 
that region work in the region.  It has one of the highest employment rates of any region.  It is a node of 
industrial development where people actually live and work.  The train will be a fast train with nobody on it, 
because the Government will not build half the stations; therefore, it will service only half of the areas in which 
people live.  I am very disappointed, and so are the people of Rockingham.  I am disappointed in Mark 
McGowan, the member for Rockingham, and Norm Marlborough, the member for Peel, because they took their 
little trips to Europe and have since been silenced in the community.  They may have thought that in looking at 
some options to connect with the train they were being genuinely shown some alternatives to a rapid rail 
connection to their city centre.  They may well have looked at some acceptable alternative options to connect 
with the rail.  However, there is no funding.  The Minister for Planning and Infrastructure has made no 
allowance, other than about $8 million or $10 million, for the connection.  Anyone knows that to put rail tracks 
through from the city centre of Rockingham to the beach and to service the university and colleges would cost no 
less than $80 million or $90 million.  That is a major disappointment.  So much for the south west metropolitan 
rail.  I am sure there will be another opportunity to come back to that subject at another time.  

The other issue of importance in my electorate is the location of the hi-smelt iron project in Kwinana.  People 
have come to see me about this.  The Liberal leader has made a statement on the new plant, which has the 
support of many people in this State.  The announcement that Rio Tinto would develop a commercial hi-smelt 
plant in Western Australia is very welcome.  It should not, however, be in the Kwinana-Rockingham area.  That 
area has become increasingly urbanised, and I question the long-term wisdom of the State Government choosing 
to add such a large industrial complex to that region.  I am surprised that Labor members in that area have not 
raised any objections on behalf of the people who have put up with one industrial development after another 
down there.  That is why yesterday I stood to support the connection that this Government has proposed with the 
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American Navy, because that is a very good initiative.  It is not one that will involve huge waste products that 
will impact on the residents of that region.  We need to encourage industry in that area, but it needs to be clean 
industry.  I am sure I will have another opportunity to speak on that issue in more detail.   

I will raise a couple of issues that relate to my shadow portfolio before I devote the rest of my time to issues 
surrounding children in this State.  Today is a significant and important day for Western Australia because an 
auction of important papers of one of the first French explorers of Western Australia - Louis-Claude de Freycinet 
- will be held at Christie’s.  I strongly believe that these papers need to be in the possession of this State.  They 
should not be in a private collection.  Leslie Marchant, whom I have known for quite some time, published a 
book called France Australe a couple of years ago.  He has been researching the French connection with 
Western Australia for some 50 years.  Christie’s has used his book as the reference for its documentation on 
today’s sale.  It has been mentioned in this House that this collection is rare; it is an original collection of maps 
and drawings of this State that date back to the Freycinet trip with Baudin and other French explorers.   

This is an important cultural and heritage issue; this sort of collection should be based in Western Australia.  I 
am disappointed in the Government and Dr Gallop.  The Premier did not consider it fit and proper to at least 
attach his name to a bid for this collection or to make a strong move as a leader to obtain this collection for 
Western Australia.  A number of private entrepreneurs, some of whom I know personally, have put up their 
hands to make a contribution to a bid.  The value of this collection will not be known until the hammer comes 
down in Christie’s this afternoon.  The more it is talked about prior to the auction, the higher the price will be.  A 
number of private collectors will be bidding for it - some French and Canadian collectors will probably want the 
collection.  It should not go into a private collection.   

This collection came from Freycinet’s original diaries, which were left to his family.  Those diaries, which 
should have been retained with the ship’s history, were passed through Freycinet’s family and then sold.  That is 
how they came to be in private ownership in Western Australia, and eventually became part of the Bond 
collection.  The sale in London today forms part of the items that Bond has had to give up because of his 
financial situation.  It is a significant collection.  It should be in Western Australia.  It should be part of a larger 
collection of scholarly work on France.   

The Nicolas Baudin expedition of 1800 has strong and significant links with Western Australia.  I am 
disappointed that after showing itself to be in a sound financial position, the Government did not deem it to be 
part of its responsibility to bid for this collection.  It would have been possible for Dr Gallop to put his name as 
Premier to something that was of significance to Western Australia. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  The problem is that the Leader of the Opposition spends most of his time telling us to stop 
spending, and now you are telling us to spend.  You cannot have it both ways.  

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Governments have the responsibility to recognise when leadership is needed.  Some 
generous entrepreneurs and other people have put up money for public purposes.  If this collection is purchased 
for Western Australia, it will not be thanks to the Government.  I know the negotiations that have occurred in the 
background.  The Library Board of Western Australia has now been given permission to make a bid, but that bid 
is backed by a large amount of private money. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  If we don’t win the collection for Western Australia, will it be the fault of the Government 
or the private sector?  
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  How could it be the fault of the private sector?  Members of the private sector have, 
as usual, dipped into their pockets to fund this bid. 
Hon Tom Stephens:  If we win it, we will not get any credit; if we lose it, we will still get the blame.  
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  What I am saying is very simple -  
Hon Peter Foss:  Unfortunately, so is he.  
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The Premier of Western Australia, Dr Gallop, has lost an opportunity to put a mark 
on history by having this Government acknowledge that this collection is important to Western Australia, that it 
should not go into private ownership, and that it should be owned by the State and put aside for scholarly work.  
Professor Leslie Marchant has spent 50 years researching the French connection with Western Australia.  I am 
not sure how old he is; he is a very learned man.  Professor Marchant has been honoured by the French 
Government in the highest way in recognition of the work he has done in documenting the French connection 
with Western Australia.  It would be great for university or other students of history to be able to access this 
collection.  It should not go into private ownership.   
Another issue that relates to the area of culture and the arts, for which I am shadow spokesperson, is my firm 
belief that this State has a golden opportunity to capture a larger part of the tourism market if we think a little 
laterally and look at cultural tourism.  For that reason, I am developing some scenarios.  We also need to look at 
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some things that already happen in Western Australia.  The annual York Jazz Festival will be held this weekend.  
That festival has been held over the Queen’s Birthday weekend for some 20 years.  I am a lover of jazz and have 
been to the York Jazz Festival a number of times.  This initiative enables that regional town to attract visitors at 
this time of the year.  It is a beautiful time of the year to be in some parts of the country.  For those city dwellers 
who do not get to the country very often, it might be worthwhile for them to take a trip to that part of the country 
to see how dry are places that are as close to Perth as York.  Initiatives such as the York Jazz Festival should be 
fully supported by the Government to give regional towns such as York the opportunity to build on festivals that 
they have established.   
Another festival of note - the Blessing of the Fleet in Fremantle, which will be held on 20 October - also has 
links with culture and tourism.  The small book that has been put out by the Fishing Fleet Festival Association 
for this year’s festival states -  

The annual Blessing of the Fleet is the most colourful and significant festival held in Fremantle.   

It has powerful cultural, historical, economic and spiritual messages which speak to all elements of the 
community in Fremantle and beyond to all parts of the State.  Built largely by migrant families, the 
fishing industry and its associated boat-building and other marine activities have become significant 
contributors to the Western Australian economy and society.   

The day itself is a spectacularly colourful expression of the hopes and joy of the fishing community.  
I am sure you would be well aware, Mr Deputy President (Hon George Cash), of the history and origin of the 
blessing of the fleet in Fremantle; but other members may not be aware.  Many Western Australian Italians have 
their origins in a small place called Capo d’Orlando.  During the procession for the blessing of the fleet, two 
small statues are carried down the streets of Fremantle to Fishing Boat Harbour.  There are photos of those 
statues in the book if any member would like to look at them.  The statues are then loaded onto fishing boats and 
there is a wonderful celebration and blessing of the fleet.  Prior to the blessing of the fleet, there will be a 
debutante ball, and this weekend there will be an Italian concert.  This festival, which has developed around the 
beginning of the crayfishing season, has cultural and historical ties to the origin of Capo d’Orlando and to the 
Italian and other communities that are established in Fremantle.  
Hon Peter Foss:  Do not forget the Portuguese. 
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I recognise the contribution made by the Portuguese to the fishing industry in 
Fremantle.  However, this is an Italian festival.  I do not have any connection with the Italian community.  I am 
just pointing out to members that this is the type of festival that begins in a small way but can grow and should 
be supported.  Last year was the fifty-third year of this festival.  However, at one stage it looked as though the 
festival would have to be cancelled because the City of Fremantle could not obtain public liability insurance 
because of the increased cost of that insurance.  We have heard a bit about that issue in this House.  The blessing 
of the fleet is the sort of public festival that brings thousands of people to Fremantle for the day.  I have taken 
part in that festival for the past 10 years, and I enjoy it every year.  I believe Governments have a responsibility 
to the community to support our heritage, culture and history.  Sadly, last year, the festival did not proceed as 
normal due to the strong winds and heavy rain.  The Bishop of Patti in Sicily and the Parish Priest of Capo 
d’Orlando had come to Fremantle for the occasion.  However, it was thought unwise to take those two small 
statues out of the basilica because of the risk that they would be damaged.   
I have a strong commitment to the development of cultural tourism.  We have many opportunities to do that in 
this State.  I do not have time today to go into all those opportunities.  However, I call on the Government to 
make sure that the public liability insurance issue does not prevent these sorts of public festivals and processions 
from taking place.  I also remind the Government that I hope it is working on finding a replacement for the Perth 
Entertainment Centre, which we know will be demolished as soon as the developers can get the approvals that 
they need. 

I turn now to a few issues of concern in my shadow portfolio of children.  Child abuse and neglect is a huge 
issue.  The State should be putting away some money for a rainy day, with the prospect that in the future it will 
have to defend some serious child protection cases.  In America, two major class actions are being taken on 
behalf of children in care; and in Australia, a number of issues are bubbling below the surface.  I hope that is 
sending a warning signal to the Minister for Community Development, Women’s Interests, Seniors and Youth.  
The Gordon Inquiry into Response by Government Agencies to Complaints of Family Violence and Child Abuse 
in Aboriginal Communities highlighted the vulnerability of children in a particular community.  The 
Government should be commended for conducting that inquiry.  However, I am concerned about what will 
happen as a result of the inquiry.  The abuse of children and the findings of the Gordon inquiry have been 
described as a national disaster.  I would not want that to turn into not only a national disaster but also a national 
disgrace.  We in this State need to look seriously at the child protection and intervention issue.  I am very 
concerned about the understaffing of child protection units and about whether the Government will be able to 
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find the money that it needs to put into these units without cutting back the already established and important 
early intervention programs for children.   

We can talk about the Gordon inquiry for days, but I will confine my remarks to a few of the issues that are 
highlighted in the report.  Earlier this year, I called on the Government to consider introducing the mandatory 
reporting of child abuse.  I understand that most other States in Australia have mandatory reporting of child 
abuse.  However, this State does not have legislation on that matter.  Some people in some agencies are reluctant 
to move towards mandatory reporting.  It is a resources issue to some degree.  However, it is time that Western 
Australia looked seriously at placing the care and protection of children at the top of the agenda.  All agencies 
should put in place protocols for mandatory reporting.  The issue of child abuse, which has been called a national 
disaster, calls for a national response as well as a state response.  All of the States need to unite on protocols for 
the major agencies such as health and education, because people like nurses and teachers move around a lot 
between the States.   

The Gordon report highlighted a number of issues.  I had raised some of those issues in the public arena before 
the Gordon report came out.  What disturbed me the most was the response that was reported in The Weekend 
Australian of 8-9 June 2002.  An article on child abuse and reporting stated that Western Australia had a very 
low response rate because the agencies were understaffed.  That puts enormous pressure on agencies, and makes 
it difficult for people working in those agencies to respond.  I call on the Government to make sure that the issue 
of child protection is one into which it puts a large amount of money.  If children are not protected when they are 
young and if investigations are not carried out, there will be long-term consequences.  That article in The 
Weekend Australian of 8-9 June this year, which was well before the Gordon inquiry reported, states -  

In Western Australia, case workers say the system is at breaking point.  Staff numbers are lower than 
they were 16 years ago, while child abuse notifications are at a historic high.  In one Perth office, where 
about 40 cases are waiting to be investigated staff have been told to write off any matters not involving 
physical abuse. 

After that was reported, I endeavoured to get specific figures from the minister.  I asked the minister on 18 June -  

(1) Can the minister inform the Parliament of the number of child abuse notifications in Western 
Australia in the year 2000-01? 

The answer was 2 828.  My second question was -  

(2) Can the minister verify that figures quoted in The Weekend Australian of 8 June 2002 for child 
abuse notifications for Western Australia were 3 746 in 1992 and 6 557 in 2001? 

The answer was -  

(2) The total number of child maltreatment allegations in 1991-92 was 3 746.  In 1996-97 the 
department changed its practice, based on contemporary research, to distinguish between 
allegations of abuse . . . and reports of concern for children not requiring a child protection 
response . . . The figure of 6 557 reported in The Weekend Australian on 8 June 2002 is a 
combination of child maltreatment allegations and child concern reports, and is therefore not 
comparable with the 1991-92 figure.   

My next question was how many case workers were employed.  The answer was -  

(3) In the metropolitan area there are 30 child protection workers in four teams, plus 17 in the 
crisis care unit for after-hours investigations.  In the country, 110 field officers . . . can 
undertake child protection investigations.  

I will not go further into that question.  The point I am making is that the Gordon inquiry has highlighted issues 
that are of serious concern to the Western Australian community - namely, child protection, case workers being 
overloaded and agencies resisting the move by Governments to legislate for mandatory reporting because the 
agencies do not know how they would be able to deal with the case load.  In my view, it is a responsibility of 
government to make sure that if cases of child abuse are reported or allegations are made, they are investigated 
to protect the child; and, if necessary, the agencies need to be better resourced.   

I am also concerned about some of the information that is being fed back to me about the Government cutting 
the number of workers in other areas in the Department for Community Development in anticipation of the 
increased reporting of cases, whether or not mandatory reporting is introduced.  Of course, when mandatory 
reporting was introduced in other States, there was a huge increase in the number of cases reported.  I guess that 
is natural.  In addition, in the past 10, 15 or 20 years, the community has become far more aware of the fact that 
abuse will not be accepted or put up with and that people will report it.   
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Resourcing is a problem, and I will make specific reference to that later.  The early intervention programs in this 
State are being neglected to a degree.  If we want to develop a community of children with competencies, good 
programs must be in place, and they must be run by people who understand how competencies can be developed.  
I have said in this Chamber before, and I say again, that Governments and policy makers should look at 
competent families and the reason that some families produce competent children and others do not.  Mostly, it 
goes back to the children’s early years.  If children have good experiences in their early years - that is, zero to 
eight years of age - they will develop competencies that will stand them in good stead in the future.   

One of the things about which I have been concerned this year is the changes in the Department of Education 
and the removal of a position of director of early childhood education.  I am not, and will not be, convinced that 
the raft of high school teachers who are now managing the education bureaucracy in this State have the expertise 
or understanding to make sure that the early childhood programs, which have been extended so that every four 
and five-year-old has access to a program, are quality programs.  As I have said a number of times, the quality of 
the programs, not the quantity, is important. It is a retrograde step to take a director of early childhood education 
from the bureaucracy of the department.  The foundations of learning must be established and built upon. 
The areas of child-care licensing and out-of-school care need people with expertise in considering what is 
appropriate for children; that is, the facilities, the physical environment, the inside and outside spaces, the 
personnel and the staff.  To be kind, I will say that we have an unusual situation in this State in that out-of-school 
care - the acronym I grew up with was OSCAR - has not been regulated.  The minister, to her credit, has 
conducted a public consultation, and regulations were gazetted on 28 August.  I notice that any reference to 
children and families has been taken out of the name of the portfolio.  Some Labor members should say 
something to their cabinet colleagues about that.  The previous Government valued the inclusion of children and 
families in the name of the portfolio.  However, this Government just calls the portfolio community 
development, with no emphasis on children or families.  I was astounded when the Minister for Community 
Development said that she was surprised to learn that out-of-school care was not regulated.  I did not expect a 
minister who had held her portfolio for almost two years to say in June this year that she was surprised to know 
that out-of-school care was not regulated.  Out-of-school care is run by groups of parents in the main and is 
attached to schools, or the children can be cared for in school halls.  In some cases, the children are cared for 
under family day-care schemes, which are managed by local governments.  People can look after up to seven 
children in their own home.  If they have their own children, those children must be counted in that number.  It is 
a good thing that out-of-school care regulations have been gazetted.  I asked questions in Parliament last year 
about the issue.  I have reminded the Government that out-of-school care is not regulated and is open to 
litigation.  Children are placed in care arrangements by their parents, who expect that their children will be safe, 
that the staff are appropriately trained and that appropriate programs are in place.  Parents have told me that their 
five-year-olds are placed in an out-of-school care program that is run by one untrained person and a couple of 
15-year-old assistants.  The children are in their care until six o’clock in the evening.  That is not appropriate.  I 
am pleased that the regulations have been gazetted.  I have gone through them thoroughly; there are some issues 
and problems.  I urge the Government to look beyond the minimum standards for out-of-school care and child 
care in this State.  I will refer to that later.  The regulations will come into effect in one year.  That will give 
parents some time to adjust services so that they comply.   
For a number of years I have promoted the establishment of an office of a commissioner for children in Western 
Australia.  To give that effect, I have a motion on the Notice Paper.  I am staggered by the Minister for 
Community Development’s ignorance of the history of children’s services in this State and the position of a 
commissioner for children.   
Hon Tom Stephens:  Why were you unsuccessful in getting an office established under your Government? 
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  It is an interesting interjection.  Ministers of all colours and political flavours like to 
think they have control of their portfolios.  They like things to be specific.  They do not always want a watchdog 
looking over their shoulder.  The role of an office of a commissioner for children is that of a watchdog that is 
proactive and asks questions.  The interjection leads me to something I have been promoting for some time.  If 
we looked at children’s development as a whole, had a pot of money to spend, and made children a priority, we 
would be better off, rather than splitting responsibilities between the portfolios of health, education and 
community development.  However, the jury is still out among people who think along the same lines as I about 
what are the best structures for government to serve and protect children.  I have promoted the concept that 
Governments should be brave enough to take leadership and make boundaries the same between all areas and 
departments that deal with children.  If we do that, we will have taken one step forward.  I have called on the 
Government to do that.  In the South Metropolitan Region, for example, areas of responsibility for police, health, 
education and so on are all different.  The boundaries of all the agencies should be the same.  That would allow 
far better coordination between agencies.  A commissioner for children would have the role of coordinating 
government agencies that deliver services to children.  That is one reason that ministers are reluctant to have 
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someone acting as a watchdog over their departments.  I warn the Government that it should take heed of what is 
happening in the United States with class actions and what has happened in New South Wales.  I suggest that the 
Government put away a large pot of money, because serious issues are affecting our children in this State.  
Successful class actions will cost the Government a lot of money.   

Before the interjection, I was about to say that I am astounded by the ignorance of the Minister for Community 
Development.  She announced the formation of an office of children and policy development.  She thinks that 
equates with establishing an office of a commissioner for children.  She is talking about a policy development 
office within the Department for Community Development.  That is not what the world sees as a commissioner 
for children.  Her ignorance continues to astound me.  A commissioner for children is a position we should strive 
to establish in Western Australia.  Tasmania, Queensland and New South Wales now have commissioners for 
children.  We should move quickly to establish such an office.  Through a press release earlier in the year I again 
called on the Government to give children priority by establishing such an office.  The minister responded by 
saying that the Opposition should be more alert.  She has established a policy office within the Department for 
Community Development.  That is not the concept of an independent watchdog that can oversee ministers, the 
Government and agencies.  In my press release I stated that interagency cooperation was imperative at the state 
level to ensure abused children did not fall through the net and that child abuse was only one important matter 
that a commissioner for children could oversee.  I said that all matters concerning children should be high on the 
agenda of Governments and there should be bipartisan support to put children first.   

At the time, I used an example that has become far more topical.  I referred to the introduction of a child card in 
this State.  This suggestion came from the children’s commissioner in Queensland.  It was picked up by 
Anglican Archbishop Carnley and others, who have taken the view that we ought to protect children who attend 
scout meetings, Sunday school, or wherever children are in groups and are looked after by, for example, teachers 
or adults.  The issuing of child cards would require very thorough police checks to investigate for any criminal or 
paedophilic behaviour.  A child card would give some guarantee to parents that people caring for their children 
had been vetted.  That is one role that a commissioner for children could play.  I will leave further comments 
about a commissioner for children until my motion on the Notice Paper comes before this House. 

I will finish today on an issue that I find very alarming.  This Government boasted prior to the election that one 
major thing it would do in government would be to reduce school class sizes, especially in the early years.  It 
promised that by 2003 class sizes for school years 1 to 3 would not exceed 24 children.  By putting a number of 
questions to the minister I have finally determined what is the Government’s policy.  I asked how many 
government primary schools have class sizes in excess of 24 children.  In 2001, of 859 preprimary classes, 442 
had 24 or fewer children.  In year 1, only 360 classes out of 818 had 24 or fewer students.  In years 2 and 3, 266 
classes out of 804 and 208 out of 784 respectively had 24 or fewer students.  That is an immense let-down for 
parents.  Parents voted for the Government thinking that it would keep its commitment to lower class sizes for 
years 1, 2 and 3.  However, the minister has now stated that, although he has made an allocation for extra 
teachers in 2003, the schools must be flexible.  Here again, the Government is not brave enough to show the 
leadership it promised before the election to reduce class sizes.  We know that reduced class sizes are good for 
children because teachers have the opportunity to get more out of their pupils.  However, the minister is 
collapsing under the pressure of his Cabinet to back down because it would be too expensive to employ all the 
teachers that are needed to implement such a measure.  He stated that he would provide the schools with extra 
teachers for their literacy programs and the like, but that schools would have some flexibility.  What guarantee 
does that give to the parents of children in years 1 to 3 - the early and critical schooling years - that their children 
will attend a government school and be taught in a classroom that has fewer than 24 children?  The Government 
has clearly broken its promise and has let down Western Australian children and parents.  I challenge the 
Government to keep its promise to lower class sizes for years 1 to 3 in 2003.  The minister’s usual statement that 
the schools will have flexibility is no guarantee for parents that their children will be in a class that has 24 or 
fewer children.  That is a disappointment and a disgrace.  

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Bruce Donaldson.   
 


