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WHOOPING COUGH — IMMUNISATION 
Statement 

HON DONNA FARAGHER (East Metropolitan — Parliamentary Secretary) [5.29 pm]: I am sure that 
everyone in this house, like all Western Australians who saw the front page of The West Australian this morning, 
would have felt heartfelt sympathy for the family of four-week-old Riley Hughes, who tragically lost his tiny life 
earlier this week due to complications after contracting whooping cough. As a member of this house and, more 
importantly, as the mother of two young children, I have been thinking all day about the immense grief that his 
family must be going through right now. I would not normally do a member’s statement on an issue such as this 
so soon after a tragedy such as this, but his mother has made a public call, through the paper and social media, 
for people to be immunised. This is a call that should be heeded by everyone in the community. 

We have had motions in this place before today aimed at highlighting the importance of vaccination. It is my 
very strong belief that it is incumbent upon all of us, not just some, to support the comprehensive immunisation 
program that is in place in this country. It is here for a very good reason. From my perspective, and I think it is 
a perspective shared by the vast majority of the community, the benefits of being immunised far outweigh the 
very small risk of not being immunised. Although I recognise that a small percentage of people cannot be 
vaccinated for medical reasons, and I know that some will have an unforeseen adverse reaction that can 
sometimes lead to an equally tragic outcome, the overwhelming evidence continues to show that a strong, 
universal vaccination program works very successfully to reduce the spread of serious and potentially life-
threatening diseases. 

Not taking the important step of immunising a child, or having a booster dose when suggested to maintain 
resistance, not only increases a child’s risk of contracting a disease but also puts others at risk, particularly those 
too young to be protected. As we have seen today, whooping cough, or pertussis as it is known, is an example of 
that. We know that whooping cough is a highly contagious disease. We know also that it is a preventable 
disease. Doses of vaccine are given at two, four and six months of age, with booster doses at four years of age 
and again at around 10 to 15 years of age. There is that critical period, though, in those first early weeks of life, 
when a little baby is particularly vulnerable as their mother’s antibodies do not, as I understand, provide reliable 
protection. 

I know that there has been a great deal of discussion today about the Australian Technical Advisory Group on 
Immunisation and its work to finalise new recommendations for whooping cough vaccinations during 
pregnancy. It is my hope that this work will be completed sooner rather than later. In my various discussions 
with the Minister for Health today, I understand that that work is now expected to be completed in the next 
couple of weeks, rather than June, which is the date mentioned in today’s paper, and that is very welcome news. 

I am aware that in other parts of the world, including the United Kingdom, the United States and New Zealand, 
pregnant mothers are routinely advised to have the whooping cough vaccine. The advice of the 
United Kingdom’s National Health Service is as follows — 

Published research from the UK vaccination programme shows that vaccinating pregnant women 
against whooping cough has been highly effective in protecting young babies until they can have their 
first vaccination when they are two months old. 

Babies born to women vaccinated at least a week before birth had a 91% reduced risk of becoming ill 
with whooping cough in their first weeks of life, compared to babies whose mothers had not been 
vaccinated. 

An additional benefit is that the protection the mother receives from the vaccination will lower her own 
risk of infection and of passing whooping cough on to her baby. 

Very importantly, on the question of safety, research also shows that there is no evidence to suggest that the 
whooping cough, or pertussis, vaccine is unsafe for either the expectant mother or their unborn child. Indeed, 
research by the United Kingdom’s Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency, which involved just 
over 20 000 pregnant women who received the pertussis vaccine, and a matched historical unvaccinated control 
group, showed that women given the vaccination in the third trimester showed no evidence of an increased risk 
of serious events such as stillbirth, haemorrhage, foetal distress or neonatal renal failure. The National Health 
Service’s website also states — 

To date, around 60% of eligible pregnant women (over half a million) have received the 
whooping cough vaccine with no safely concerns being identified in the baby or mother. 

Although in no way do I profess to be an expert in this area, I sincerely hope that should the Australian advisory 
group to which I have referred recommend changes to vaccination during pregnancy, in much the same way that 
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the United Kingdom and other countries have done, this is supported very quickly by all states and territories. It 
should not only be supported and acted upon, but we should make sure that it is a publicly funded program. 
In this regard, I am very heartened that our health minister has said both publicly and in discussions with me 
today that should the advisory group’s final report identify that the pertussis vaccination during pregnancy, 
particularly during the third trimester, is, indeed, safe, and should the new recommendations reflect this, the 
Western Australian government will be funding a program in line with those recommendations. I thank the 
minister for that commitment. 
I conclude by urging people to ensure that they vaccinate their children. I know that these views are not 
universally endorsed by everyone in the community, but to my mind they should be, not only for their child’s 
health, but for others. If it is confirmed that it is safe to be vaccinated during pregnancy, let us ensure that 
women are given every opportunity to be so. Let us do all we can to ensure we do not see preventable diseases 
like whooping cough lead to another loss of a little life. 
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