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SELECT COMMITTEE ON ADVOCACY FOR CHILDREN (APPOINTMENT OF A 
COMMISSIONER FOR CHILDREN) - ESTABLISHMENT 

Motion 

HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [2.10 pm]:  I move - 

That a select committee of three members be appointed to inquire into and report on - 

(1) The appointment of a commissioner for children or the establishment of an 
independent office for children as the most appropriate means of establishing an 
advocate for children to enable better government for children and to ensure 
government and Parliament are aware of the needs of children. 

(2) The responsibilities and duties of such a commission or office.  This investigation 
should include but need not be limited to an examination of - 

•  developing an appropriate advocate for children in the heart of government; 

•  legislative and policy impact statements for children; 

•  an advocacy function for children; 

•  coordination across government agencies affecting children; 

•  ensuring that child participation is basic to the functioning of the 
commission/office and to the development of public policy; 

•  developing and benchmarking a strategy for children; 

•  investigating complaints and reporting on maladministration of government; 

•  the physical and mental health of children, including the importance of sport and 
play in child development and litigious and industrial issues restricting these, the 
role of television, videos and computers, time spent in childcare, immunisation 
rates, services for disabled children; 

•  research relevant to children and its relevance to the development of public 
policy; 

•  the impact of the justice system on children; 

•  the transport system and its relevance to children’s needs; 

•  the staffing and budget for this commission/office; and 

•  any other matters that impact on the good growth and development of young 
children. 

(3) The committee has power to send for persons, papers and records and to travel from 
place to place. 

(4) The committee report to the House not later than 30 June 2004 and if the House do 
then stand adjourned, the committee to deliver its report to the President, who shall 
cause the same to be printed by authority of this order. 

I will devote some time this afternoon to putting before this Chamber the notion that it is time that the Western 
Australian Parliament took our children and their future seriously.  We should seriously consider that it is time 
Western Australia played catch-up with three other States in Australia - namely, Queensland, New South Wales 
and Tasmania - by appointing a commissioner for children.  Western Australia would follow the example of 19 
other countries if it were to appoint a commissioner for children.  I believe that a select committee should 
consider this very serious matter that confronts the community.  Time has moved on and we should not be 
playing politics with children.   

I will devote my time this afternoon to discussing four areas.  Firstly, I will comment on the changing nature of 
Australian society and the impact of this on children, and why we should look at the needs of children.  
Secondly, I will focus on why children are vulnerable, why we need to focus on them, and the crisis some of 
them are in.  Thirdly, I will comment on the role and function of children’s commissioners in other jurisdictions, 
and why we need an independent commissioner outside of government as an advocate for children.  Fourthly, I 
will comment on why I believe a select committee is the proper way in which to conduct such an investigation.   
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The status, safety and welfare of children in Western Australia and Australia have never been under greater 
threat than at present, yet comprehensive initiatives to address the concerns of children and ensure the protection 
of their interests are still to be initiated in this State.  It is for this reason that I have proposed the establishment 
of a children’s commissioner for Western Australia, so that children can at least receive the same level of 
attention as seniors, youth and women, all of whom, as members know, have successful offices dedicated to their 
interests.  As I said in my opening remarks, it is worth noting that at least 19 countries and three other States in 
Australia have dealt successfully with the importance of children’s wellbeing by establishing a specific office for 
commissioners along the lines I am proposing.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Are you still proposing that a select committee be set up?   

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Yes.  At the outset I proposed that a select committee of three be established and that 
it report by 30 June 2004.  That is what I intend to promote during my address this afternoon.   

The theme of the special session of the UN General Assembly on Children, held in May 2002, was “A world fit 
for children”.  The final outcome document of that session states -  

A world fit for children is one in which all children get the best possible start in life . . . We will 
promote the physical, psychological, spiritual, social, emotional, cognitive and cultural development of 
children - 

Although Western Australia performs extremely well in most areas involving the care of children, it does not 
perform as well as it should in every area.  For that reason I organised a summit during Children’s Week in 
October 2002; it was held in Fremantle at the University of Notre Dame Australia and was attended by 300 
people.  The Commissioner for Children of New Zealand flew in as my guest, as did other guest speakers.  The 
summit placed on record evidence that put into context the state of Western Australia’s children.  That was the 
theme of the conference.  This afternoon I will dwell on the state of Western Australia’s children in some detail 
to encourage members of this Chamber to realise that it is time that this Parliament took our children seriously.  I 
will argue that members should support the establishment of a select committee to consider the role of 
commissioners for children in Australia and other countries to see whether Western Australia could benefit from 
that initiative.  Such a committee could, in a bipartisan way, reach agreement on a model or framework for the 
establishment of a commissioner for children in Western Australia.   

I will dwell for a short time on the changes in Australian society that have led to our children becoming more 
vulnerable.  I hardly need remind members of this Chamber of the vulnerability of many of our children.  I am 
sure most members would agree that children need a stable environment.  Monumental sociological changes to 
the fabric of our society now confront many children in Western Australia, and indeed most children.  I will 
enumerate those changes, which were outlined in a service prepared by Reverend Father Gerald Brennan SJ, 
who drew on the ideas of sociologist Hugh Mackay.  Father Brennan states -  

The last few decades have witnesses profound changes in Australian society. 

The first was the marriage revolution -  

A few decades ago, the majority of the population got married.   

Today, just over half will formally marry.   

The age that people are when they first wed has changed from about 20 yrs old to about 30 yrs old 

The Australian birthrate is declining sharply: it is now 1.7 children per woman, our lowest ever.   

It is estimated that, sadly, almost half of contemporary marriages (40%, 45%) will end in divorce.  

Nowadays, people tend to think of marriage less in terms of family and children, and more in terms of 
the relationship between the spouses. 

First, there is the marriage revolution and second, the gender revolution.  The service notes continue - 

Although many of them chose to work part-time, women now constitute 45% of the work force.  Their 
increased participation in paid employment has reshaped family life and caused men to reassess their 
own roles. 

At universities, female students now outnumber male students; and the proportion of academics who are 
women is increasing.  It is currently about 33%.   

The third major shift is the economic revolution.  It reads  - 
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Economic rationalism with its emphasis on profits, the fast receding concept of a job-for-life, 
downsizing and workplace agreements are all parts of this new reality.  Two decades ago (in 1984), 
tertiary students worked 5 hours a week in paid employment, nowadays they average 15 hours a week. 

The fourth change for Australian children is the multicultural revolution.  It continues - 

Today, about 40% of Australians are migrants or first generation children of migrants.  The pattern of 
immigration is moving from Europe to Asia.  Currently, about 30% of new settlers come from Asia. 

Under the fifth revolution in information technology it states - 

Colour television sets and video recorders are well entrenched in our homes.  Australians average 3 hrs 
a day watching TV.  The internet and emails, mobile phones and text messages have changed the ways 
in which we access information and communicate.   

Considerable adjustment is required to cope with any one of these changes.  The fact that we are living through 
all of the revolutions at once has increased the levels of anxiety, stress, uncertainty and insecurity within society.  
The current generation of children is reluctant to commit itself because of this instability.  It wants to keep its 
options open.  The sixth revolution is in religion.  As we all know, there has been a sharp fall in religious 
practice - 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  So what? 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I am quoting from a service written by Gerald Brennan, who has referred to 
comments by Hugh Mackay, a sociologist, on the changed social environment in which children live.  If the 
member was in the Chamber at the outset, she would have heard me say that I am outlining, first of all, the 
changed environment in which our children live and why that has led to a crisis for some children.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Why is the fact that people don’t go to church as often as they - 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Why do 50 per cent of marriages that break down have an effect on children?  It is 
just highlighting a change in society.  I am not making a judgment on it, even though the member may wish to.  I 
am quoting from a paper and I am not making any comment on it. 

A research body under the national agenda for early childhood has put out a paper entitled “Australia’s Children: 
Current state of play for children and families”.  It states - 

In 2001 there were around 4.9 million children aged 0-17 years of age in Australia.  Of these: 

•  1.3 million were 0-4 years 

•  2.2 million were 5-12 years 

•  1.4 million were 13-17 years 

In general terms, these children are doing well and do receive a good start in life.  However, the 
experiences of many children growing up today are very different to those of previous generations.  
Children are more likely to be from sole parent families, have a step-parent or have step-brothers or 
sisters.  Children are also more likely to be cared for outside the home in formal child care 
arrangements.  Their parents are likely to be older and their families smaller.   

The story for Indigenous children is very different from that for the average Australian child in a great 
many respects.  For a start, Indigenous children are more representative of the total Indigenous 
population than is the case for the general population.   

•  In 2000 there were 163,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children aged 0-14 years, 
constituting 39% of the total Indigenous population.   

Hon Derrick Tomlinson interjected.   

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  It is zero to 14 years; therefore, it is the highest population in that age group.   

The changes are then reflected in the sorts of families in which these children live.  The paper continues - 

Most children in Australia are born to couples who are married.  In 2001: 

•  69% of children were born into married families. 

•  31% were born outside marriage.   

Most children live in two parent families.  At June 2000: 

•  80% of children under 15 were in two parent families. 
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•  78% of families with children were two parent families. 

However, many children are affected by divorce and many children now have a step-parent or live in 
blended families. 

•  As many as 2 in 5 marriages will end in divorce. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  That is not necessarily a bad thing.   

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I am not making a judgment.  I am reading some research to allow the member and 
others in the Chamber to appreciate that the fabric of our society - 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  You are setting a scene based on some assumptions or statistics whereas it may have 
been beneficial for those children not to live in a hostile environment -  

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  If the member cares to take the time to listen, I am reading from a paper put out under 
the national agenda for early childhood that the federal Government launched this year.  This federal 
Government, under Mr Howard, is the first and only Government to have ever appointed a Minister for Children 
and Youth Affairs, Larry Anthony.  It has set up an agenda for early childhood.  I am reading from that paper 
because at the outset we must consider what experiences children are facing, which is a valid point.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Why didn’t you guys do something about this in the eight years you had in office? 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The parliamentary secretary must be either deaf, dumb or blind to suggest that I have 
not raised this matter earlier.  I raised it in my maiden speech.  I moved a motion in this House in 1997 and I am 
now moving it in this Parliament, when we have a Labor Government that has had it in its platform policy from 
1985 through to the last state policy paper that it published.   

Hon Derrick Tomlinson interjected.   

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Yes, I moved it in this House.  The figures I have just provided indicate that children 
live in changing times in which the concept of families has shifted markedly.  It is a myth for us to think that all 
children are resilient to those sorts of changes and fluxes that are caused not by them, but by adults.  That shift 
and change and the vulnerability of children is reflected in the general health and wellbeing of this State’s and 
this nation’s children.   

In 2002 I organised a summit and one of my keynote speakers was Professor Fiona Stanley.  She is the Director 
for the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research, she has been named the 2003 Australian of the Year and she 
also chairs the federal Government’s Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth, a group of research 
and policymakers.  They have created an early childhood agenda with the idea that if we can get the first five 
years right for as many children as possible, they will have better outcomes.  I will reflect now on some of the 
evidence.  I do not wish to repeat all of Fiona Stanley’s speech, but I will highlight her reflection on the state of 
Western Australian children and her view of the crisis in the developmental health and wellbeing of children in 
this State.  In part of her speech - which she presented extremely well, of course, as she always does - she dealt 
with the crisis in developmental health and wellbeing.  She itemised the factors in this way: mental health 
problems; behavioural problems; complex diseases; literacy, retention rates and truancy; learning difficulties; 
juvenile crime; and drug and substance abuse.  I have great faith in Fiona Stanley’s ability as a researcher and a 
scientist and in her ability to put before the community the crises that we are facing.  In addition, she has the 
ability to influence policy makers and challenge them to do something about the situation.  This afternoon I am 
challenging this Chamber to do that.  The second part of her address states - 

How “Healthy” are WA Children? 

The bad news: 
Unacceptably high rates of or increases over time in: 
- Preterm births (and low birthweight) (particularly indigenous) 
- Mental health problems 
- Youth Suicide (indigenous and non-indigenous) 
- Behavioural problems 
- Child abuse/ neglect 
- Asthma, diabetes, complex diseases  

And obesity - 

- Birth defects 
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- Cerebral palsies 
- Educational problems 
- Drug and substance abuse 
- Juvenile crime 
- Youth unemployment. 

As we know, Fiona Stanley has a whole team of scientists working in a number of areas.  I do not have time in 
this debate to give credit to all those people.  However, the mental health survey that was conducted some two 
years ago, I think, highlighted the children with mental health problems.  The paper I am holding highlights the 
mental health changes in children.  Thirty males per thousand suffer mental health problems - an increase of 20 
per cent.  In females, the figure is 23.5 per thousand, which represents 15.4 per cent.  I am talking about mental 
health problems.  In four to 11-year-olds, the figure is 30.8 per thousand, or 16 per cent.  In 12 to 16-year-olds, 
the figure is 22.7 per thousand, which represents 20.6 per cent.  For all children under 18, the figure is 53.5 per 
thousand, or 17.7 per cent.  That is a shameful table of the mental health problems suffered by children in 
Western Australia.  We know that suicide rates have increased.  Male suicide rates have increased fourfold since 
1960. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  What about female suicide rates? 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The female rate has increased, but not as much as the male rate. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  What about self-harm among females?  Do you have that information? 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  No, I do not think that was presented at the conference.  However, I am aware that 
there has been a distinct and disturbing rise in the incidence of self-harm by young female students, particularly 
around year 9. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Some argue that the incidence of self-harm among females shows that they attempt 
suicide in ways that are redeemable, whereas young males tend to use brutal methods that are much more 
successful.  Therefore, although it appears that more males than females commit suicide, the attempted suicides 
may be greater than the figures indicate. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The comments made by my colleague Hon Derrick Tomlinson are very valid.  
Therein lies a huge debate about whether boys, because of their sexuality and manliness, will use more violent 
means to destroy their lives, whereas young girls may perhaps be not as brave.  From my knowledge, they also 
engage in a lot of attention seeking.  Sadly, cutting is very common at the moment - not necessarily cutting the 
wrists, but cutting arms with scissors or razor blades. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Why do they say they do that? 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I have just said that I believe it is attention seeking.  I am not sure that it is an attempt 
at suicide, but it is certainly indicative of a high level of stress, worry or mental disease. 

As children move from years 3 to 5, the disparity among those who meet literacy standards grows.  The table 
that I have with me to table in the Parliament shows that in year 3 a good proportion of students reach an 
appropriate standard of literacy for their age; that is, 60 per cent.  When they reach year 5, it drops to below 50 
per cent in some cases.  That is of concern.  It is okay if we all have successful children.  However, this 
afternoon I am saying that there is a crisis in some areas for a number of children.  In a resource-rich State and 
nation, in which we should be proud of our children and our children should get first consideration, some of the 
figures that have been presented by Fiona Stanley are a national disgrace.   

The shift in juvenile crime and violent assaults - we have heard about a couple of those in the past few days - is 
very interesting.  In 1973-74 there were 2.1 adult male arrests to one juvenile male arrest for violent assaults.  By 
1993-94 the figure had shifted and was 1.2 adult arrests to one juvenile arrest for violent assaults.  There was a 
rise in juvenile arrests for males.  The female figure is most interesting.  In 1973-74 there were 3.4 adult arrests 
to one juvenile arrest.  In 1993-94 the figures had turned upside down, and there was one adult arrest to 1.9 
juvenile arrests.  That is a big increase in juvenile female arrests.  For boys and girls arrested in 1973-74, the 
figure is 24 boys to one girl.  By 1993-94 the figure was 4.4 boys to one girl.  Sadly, the girls were catching up.   

In this brief time I will not do Fiona Stanley justice.  However, I will just summarise what she said about how 
best to intervene.  She said - 

•  Multiple opportunities exist for effective interventions at key developmental transition points 

•  What happens in early life is very important but not the only effective intervention point 
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•  Human development shaped by many factors leading to vulnerability or resilience 

•  We need more integrated and longitudinal research to clarify pathways and interventions 

What I am saying and presenting here this afternoon is evidence that we need somebody sitting outside 
government - a watchdog or an advocate who is an independent person.  That person needs to ask whether our 
government agencies are putting in place programs that are effective for children who are in most need.  Fiona 
Stanley asked what would make a difference for Australia’s and Western Australia’s children and said - 

•  Bipartisan whole of community commitment to children and youth 

•  . . . collaboration between research policy and practice  

She has been appointed the chairman of an alliance of policy and research people at the federal level - 

•  A Children’s Commissioner - independent monitoring and a voice for children  

In respect of that point, the evidence presented by Professor Fiona Stanley is that the health and wellbeing of our 
children in Western Australia is at crisis point and something desperately needs to be done.  I do not suggest that 
a children’s commissioner would have all the answers.  We need someone who will advocate for children and 
who will remind policymakers, the Government, parliamentarians and the community that we need to implement 
massive changes.  Strategies needed to be looked at to effect better outcomes for our children. 

As I mentioned earlier, the Howard Government has launched the national agenda for early childhood.  It has 
agreed to look at the first five years of children’s lives so that we can at least stabilise the early years.  I 
commend Larry Anthony, the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, for being part of this.  At the launch of 
the national agenda for early childhood, Professor Fiona Stanley stated - 

Many things we need can wait, the child cannot.  Now is the time his bones are being formed, his blood 
is being made, his mind is being developed.  To him we cannot say tomorrow, his name is today. 

That is a quote from Gabriel Mistral. 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Who is he? 
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  He is a male philosopher. 
The background and context to the national agenda for early childhood outlines why we need to focus on 
children.  It states - 

All children deserve a good start in life. 

Children’s early experiences set the stage for their later development in many ways.  Nurturing 
relationships with their caregivers and a warm, happy home life will be their best instruction in how to 
form enduring relationships and, in time, become effective parents themselves.  An active early learning 
environment, good nutrition and opportunities to play with other children all contribute in interrelated 
ways to their early physical and psychosocial development and their emerging competence.   

A difficult beginning, in contrast, poses multiple risks for children’s health and wellbeing.  It can have 
lasting impacts on their chance of reaching their full potential over the course of their life.   

There are clear indications that concerted action in the early years can make a big difference, 
provided the response is well designed and executed.  There is also a basis for thinking of this in 
investment terms.  For example, US studies have suggested that there are substantial savings to be made 
over the longer term from prevention and early intervention programs in early childhood.   

I have quoted in this House before that there is sound research on costings that indicates $1 invested in early 
years saves $7 later. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Hang on.  I will pick you up on that point.  Over the past decade there have been 
increases in investments in children.  One could argue that there have not really been any savings because we 
continue to put in additional funds over and above that. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The parliamentary secretary needs a simple explanation.  If $1 is invested in the early 
years it might lead to a saving of $7.  I will give a simple example.  If we immunise all the children in Western 
Australia for age-appropriate diseases such as smallpox and whooping cough and that results in fewer cases, we 
will save on hospitalisation, as well as the drama and trauma that may occur for children and their parents.  We 
will make huge cost savings in health in this State.  Does that make it clearer? 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  It does when the member makes a specific case. 
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Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I am sorry I had to be so specific.  I assumed most members would know what I 
meant when I said $1 invested in early years would save $7 later.  If a child is ready and well-balanced for 
school entry at five years of age, he is more likely by year 5 to be a happy, successful student without a need for 
additional or remedial help. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  The point is that we could put in the money but also put in additional funds for extra 
remediation and assistance. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I think the member does not understand that there is a general agreement among 
researchers that if we can identify the children in crisis who need help and make their lives better in the first five 
years, we will save the community a lot of money. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  I understand the theory. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  We did the same with the early childhood programs in Western Australia when we 
spent $300 million employing an additional 700 teachers and aides to give every Western Australian child the 
benefit of early education.  That is one of the planks of intervention that is considered a worthwhile exercise.  I 
will say again and again that the person responsible for those programs and the radical move to alter the entry 
age in Western Australia was Hon Norman Moore when he was the Minister for Education.  He had the courage 
to convince his cabinet colleagues that a good educational start for children will result in better outcomes. 

The national early childhood agenda has nominated key areas to watch.  Members may find it alarming that 
approximately one in five Australian children aged between five and 18 years are overweight or obese.  In 1995, 
almost 20 per cent of school-age children were reported to have asthma as a long-term condition.  
Approximately 14 per cent of children were reported to have mental health problems.  The outcomes for 
indigenous children are unacceptable.  The infant mortality rate for indigenous babies is three times higher than 
that of non-indigenous babies.  For the benefit of the parliamentary secretary, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich, who seems 
to have difficulty understanding that early intervention is a saving, if we can get young mothers to have healthy 
babies through intervention it will save a lot of money in the health system.  In 1999 and 2000 the hospitalisation 
rate for asthma was higher for indigenous children than for other children.  Indigenous children are over-
represented in out-of-home care.  In 2002, nearly 19 000 children were in some form of out-of-home care 
placement.  Over one-quarter were indigenous children.  The federal coalition Government has identified early 
childhood as a priority for its third term of government. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Has it appointed a commissioner for children? 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  It has appointed a Minister for Children and Youth Affairs. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  No.  I asked whether the federal Government has given its commitment to early 
childhood by appointing a commissioner for children. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The member should know that it has not.  Why does she ask a nonsense question 
when she knows the answer? 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Because the member is relying on its research. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I am not; I am talking about a state responsibility for the establishment of a 
commissioner for children.  The federal Government has moved towards improving early childhood conditions.  
At the launch of the alliance, Professor Stanley said that research needed to be better directed and evaluated to 
tackle social epidemics such as the number of drug-addicted mothers and youth suicides.  In the climate of this 
debate I would like the parliamentary secretary to make a mental note of the huge increase in drug-addicted 
mothers giving birth to babies who then have to come out of drug addiction.  That is a sad reflection on society, 
and it is part of the scene I was setting in the first place by showing the changed nature of the society in which 
children are growing up in 2003.  It is vastly different.  I have pointed out shifts and revolutions, but the number 
of drug-addicted mothers giving birth to babies, teenage mothers giving birth to underweight babies and the 
increase in youth suicides is unacceptable.  In an article in The West Australian Fiona Stanley states -  

“We are seeing epidemics of things we have never seen before,”  . . .  

“There’s a huge amount of research in Australia, there’s a lot of interventions and it’s not making a 
difference.”  . . .  

The Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth will bring together experts from a number of 
fields across the nation to develop research strategies related to creating policies.   

I am presenting this data this afternoon to convince the parliamentary secretary and other members that the 
scenario in 2003 is different from that which we had 10, 20 or 30 years ago, and somebody in the community or 
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in the Parliament needs to stand up and say that our children are important, they are our future, and they do not 
get a second chance - once their childhood is over they cannot revisit it. 

I have previously raised in this Parliament the incidence of obesity, but it is tied to a number of factors.  I refer to 
an article in The West Australian of 4 June 2002 -  

TV obesity risk seen in pre-schoolers   

THE documented rise in obesity as schoolchildren watch more TV appears also to be true for pre-
school youngsters and it is worse if they have a set in the bedroom, researchers say.   

“Our findings suggest that the previously observed association between TV viewing and increased risk 
of overweight extends to an even younger age group, from one through to four-year-old children,” a 
report from Columbia University and Bassett Healthcare in Cooperstown, New York, said. 

The study, published by the American Academy of Pediatrics, involved 2761 low-income adults with 
pre-school children. 

Other factors contributing to obesity include increased television watching and the use of computers.  However, 
one of the issues raised by members in this Parliament - and I was one of those members - is the decreasing 
amount of play engaged in by children; that is, the opportunity to go outside and play, the freedom to play in 
parks and the physical exercise that they get in schools. 

My third point is that we have the data; we have a crisis; why do we need a children’s commissioner?  An 
independent commissioner for children will ensure that the Government of Western Australia, the Parliament 
and the community are made aware of the needs of children in our State.  An advocate for children will 
coordinate government agencies and ask the important questions.  We need to look at all the legislation going 
through the Parliament and question whether that will have a negative impact on our children.  Most of the 
children’s commissioners around the world prepare a child impact statement that is attached to legislation when 
it goes through Parliament.  Some countries also have a requirement for an environmental impact statement.  The 
countries with children’s commissioners insist on having impact statements attached to Bills that affect children. 

Another speaker at my conference was Prue Walsh, a play expert from Queensland.  She spoke about the 
changed nature of children’s play and the lack of challenges and risks for children, particularly for boys, in the 
playground, where a lot of the risks seem to have been removed. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Can you expand on that bit about children’s play?  When I was little we had nothing to 
play with, and we actually had a great time. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  It was probably a good thing if the member as a child played with the empty boxes 
from her mother’s shopping or in the backyard sand patch or climbed a tree that she could not climb at four years 
of age but was brave enough to climb at six.  That is the very essence of Prue Walsh’s delivery. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  I used to climb on the roof of the house and jump off. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  We are taking the risk and the challenge away from playing.  Part of that is to do with 
public liability insurance problems and the duty of care for teachers in schools.  I was at a school some weeks 
ago that had three wonderful big cement cylinders that had been in the yard for 20 years.  It was a rite of passage 
for the year 6 boys to jump from one to the other.  The headmaster said he would have to get rid of them.  The 
little kids would take blankets and make cubbies in them, whereas the bigger ones would walk around or jump 
over them.  The three pipes were a metre or so apart.  I asked the headmaster whether there had been any 
accidents.  He said there had not been, but there might be an accident.  People have the attitude that something 
might happen.  Monkey bars have been pulled out.  We are seeing a huge proliferation of plastic play stations in 
playgrounds in Western Australia that are costing parents and citizens groups up to $30 000 or $40 000.  Parents 
think that they have paid all that money, so they must be good, but somebody like Prue Walsh would go out 
there with the principal and say, “Have you ever timed how long the kids actually enjoy playing with those 
pieces of equipment, or for how long they use them?”  The children are far better off and far more amused with a 
bat and a ball, a sand patch or hoops and things that can be moved or packed away at night.  A level of constraint 
in the playground is influencing the way children play at school and at home.  There is also the thought of 
stranger danger for many parents.  A lot of parents go out to work.  They may have babysitters in the house or 
children at child care, and the carers do not want to expose the children to risks because they do not want them to 
be hurt while their mothers are away.  When most of us were young we probably just knocked on our friend’s 
door down the street, or the door may have been open and someone was home, and we would go in and play or 
go down to the river and come home when the bell was rung at six o’clock at night.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  They were the good old days. 
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Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Yes.  That used to happen when I came to Perth from the farm.  The changes in 
society have had an impact.  Today we are looking at a shift in society.  We are now looking at the establishment 
of an office for children and a commissioner for children.  I am proposing that a select committee be appointed 
to inquire into and report on -  

• Developing an appropriate Advocate for children in the heart of Government; 

• Legislative and policy impact statements for children; 

• An advocacy function for children; 

• Coordination across Government agencies affecting children; 

• Ensuring that child participation is basic to the functioning of the Commission/Office 
and to the development of public policy; 

• Developing and benchmarking a strategy for children; 

• Investigating complaints and reporting on maladministration of Government;  

•  The physical and mental health of children, including the importance of sport and 
play in child development and litigious and industrial issues restricting these, the role 
of television, videos and computers, time spent in childcare, immunisation rates, 
services for disabled children;  

•  Research relevant to children and its relevance to the development of public policy;  

•  The impact of the justice system on children;  

•  The transport system and its relevance to children’s needs;  

•  The staffing and budget for this Commission/Office; and  

•  Any other matters that impact on the good growth development of young children.  

(3) The Committee has power to send for persons, papers and records and to travel from place to 
place.  

The best description of a children’s commission is something that I wrote some time ago, and it is something 
about which I still feel strongly.  It is my belief that implemented with vision and conviction, an autonomous 
free-standing body independent of any current government agency could, in the interests of the wellbeing of 
children, place Western Australia ahead of those States that have yet to establish a children’s commission.  The 
role of the office should be a proactive one that promotes the best interests of children.   

Hon Roger McClay, the New Zealand Commissioner for Children, was the keynote speaker at the 2002 
Children’s Summit, The State of Western Australian Children.  In his presentation he talked about the 
importance of valuing children in the community as signposts to the future and stated that -  

It was an Australian who, in 1999 said “Our children are like sign posts to the future of our society; they 
tell us what we are becoming.  But they are also our most precious resource for shaping the future, so 
we had better make sure we are nurturing them and support them to the limit of our capacity”.   

The Office of the Commissioner for Children was established in 1989 (prior to New Zealand ratifying 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in March 1993).   

Basically my job is to monitor and review the Act and the Department administering it.  In doing that, I 
promote the welfare and the interests of children and young persons.   

In the Office of the Commissioner for Children we investigate complaints and act on issues which are 
identified as significant.   

I advocate loudly and long to benefit children collectively.  We push the boundaries of public 
knowledge.  We train people to advocate.  We tell the public about children’s rights.  We promote 
processes, structures and policies which will enhance the lot of children.   

Ours is a co-ordination and consulting role, particularly with the state.  But we network with a wide 
range of private and non-government groups.   

We’re a small team, in the general run of government agencies.  But we make a big noise and we are 
driven by passion, for children.   
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My passion for children has brought me here today to urge this Parliament to seriously consider establishing a 
select committee to again review the needs of our children and to place them at a significant and important level.   

Roger McClay continues -  

Sadly, some New Zealand children have many hurdles to clear on their way to adulthood.  Many of 
their most difficult heights are placed before them by adults who can’t, don’t or won’t take their 
responsibilities seriously.  

If our children are our signposts to the future of our society . . . we have been on a rocky road, and I 
don’t like the likely destination.   

Our legislation provides for protection of our children.   

Protection is the word I want to emphasise in my address this afternoon, because we are talking about the 
protection of our young children.  Roger McClay also states that we as adults are the only ones who can protect 
children because many children cannot protect themselves.   

Most of the Commissioner for Children’s offices have been established, particularly in Australia and New 
Zealand, as a result of an alarming disclosure of child abuse.  I relay to members a story told by Roger McClay 
of a little boy called James who was involved in the incident that brought about the establishment of the 
commissioner in New Zealand.  It reads -  

James was born in June 1994 . . . nearly 5 years after the promises Parliament made in the form of our 
Children Young Persons and Their Families Act . . . nearly one year after New Zealand made so many 
wonderful promises in the form of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.   

On the 4th April 1999, James (not quite yet 5) died from one or more physical assaults perpetrated by 
his mother’s partner, who had previously been convicted of assault on James in 1996.   

My Office investigated the life and death of James.  His killer is currently serving a sentence of 12 
years in jail.   

We wanted to examine how this little boy came to die in spite of the many agencies involved with him 
and his family.   

I wanted to find out what needed to change in the way we do things.   

This investigation is undoubtedly the biggest, most significant piece of work by my Office in its 13 
years.   

James, probably by giving his life, has brought about the most significant realisation by New Zealand 
society that much needed to be done for the protection of our most vulnerable children.   

We found that poor inter-agency communication characterised the professional work with James and 
his family.   

Agencies worked without reference to each other.   

Agencies ended their involvement assuming that others were protecting James - but they weren’t.   

Some officials seem not to understand the basic signs of a young boy at risk; or the role they needed to 
play to ensure his safety and well-being.   

James’ mother conceived him when she was 14.   

James visited doctors and hospitals nearly 40 times in his short life.   

James’ eventual killer inflicted facial injuries upon him when he was just 15 months old.   

When he was 2 he went to hospital with serious injuries.   

He continued to be kicked, punched, bashed and abused until his death.   

The New Zealand commissioner found that James’ perpetrator had been put in prison.  When he came out of 
prison two years later, he returned to the same home at which James lived.  James died at the hands of abuse and 
neglect.   

Mr McClay continues -  

Yes James made a difference.  But there continues to be more James’ in our society.  Perhaps you have 
them too.   
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I suggest that Susan Taylor, the young girl from the Aboriginal community in the Swan Valley, ought to have 
been the reason that this Government seriously viewed the inquiry by Sue Gordon.  The extensive inquiry into 
Susan Taylor’s death ought to be the signpost for this Government to implement not only its promise that it 
would establish a children’s commission on coming to government, but also the recommendation made by Sue 
Gordon that this Government establish a children’s commissioner and a deputy commissioner whose role would 
be to care for indigenous children.  Roger McClay said - 

Such a voice needs an absolute freedom to speak  . . .  
Those who wantonly trample on the sanctity and rights of our children are not large in number. 
Some neglect through ignorance. 
Some abuse with stealth and deliberation. 
Paedophiles care nothing for the dignity of our children. 
There are those who operate in the very shadows of our society, so that they can transgress the rights of 
our children. 
Like the children of New Zealand, the children of Western Australia are the signposts to a future 
society. 

Those were snippets from Roger McClay’s recommendation and speech presented at the summit in Perth.   

A children’s commissioner would have a number of roles, mainly as an advocate for children.  Some newer 
members of this Parliament and other members may be unaware that the Parliament has a system of 
parliamentary internships.  I took the opportunity last year to nominate as a topic the appointment of a children’s 
commissioner for Western Australia.  That topic was taken up by an honours student at Murdoch University who 
is studying law.  With my help as her supervisor, she has put together in her assignment an extremely well-
researched document on the appointment of a children’s commissioner for Western Australia.  She looked 
closely at the legislation of New South Wales, Queensland and Tasmania and at other countries that have 
established a children’s commissioner, such as Norway, Canada, Denmark and Sweden.  I was pleased to note 
that the newly formed Scottish Parliament recently established a children’s commissioner.  A committee of that 
Parliament reported on the proposal and a year later the Parliament passed legislation to establish a 
commissioner for children and young people.  There is, therefore, enormous support for the concept of a 
children’s commissioner.   

I want to place on record a few of the organisations that I have come across that support the establishment of a 
children’s commissioner.  One of the first was the Australian Association of Paediatric Teaching Centres.  
Others are the Red Cross, the National Association for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect - NAPCAN - 
the Save the Children Fund and the Meerilinga Young Children’s Foundation.  There are many others but these 
are the more interesting ones.  I remind members opposite that the Labor Party’s platform at its thirty-eighth 
state conference stated that Labor would establish a new agency to coordinate the provision of children’s 
services in Western Australia to be known as the “Office of Children”.  It stated that it would appoint a 
children’s advocate that would be independent of government and would act as an ombudsman for children and 
monitor the effects of government legislation and policy on children. 
This Government has failed to implement that promise, although back in January this year its minister, Hon 
Sheila McHale, talked about suspicious deaths that were being reviewed.  This Government has moved away 
from its policy platform to establish a commission and in a piecemeal way is selecting bits and pieces of the role 
of the commissioner for children and adding them to the Department for Community Development.  That 
department is overstretched and has just had to put in place 25 extra child protection workers.  In January 2003, 
the coroner was informed that 62 unexplained deaths of small children in Western Australia had to be 
investigated and that 33 of those children and their families were known to the DCD.  The Minister for 
Community Development, Sheila McHale, said that she had confidence in her department but external scrutiny 
of government welfare officers was accountable and necessary to protect vulnerable children.  Madam Deputy 
President (Hon Adele Farina), that was the very minister who has been unable to get support from Cabinet for 
what she believes in; that is, external scrutiny by an independent person, such as a children’s commissioner, to 
scrutinise what government welfare officers are doing and to protect vulnerable children.  Instead of appointing a 
commissioner, the Government has appointed a child death review committee under the chair of Hon Kay 
Hallahan.  It has now set up a register for a child card in anticipation of this debate today.  Back in January, the 
minister said that the initiative of a child deaths review committee, which is a separate committee, establishes 
external scrutiny of department-level operations.  That was the Government’s own minister supporting the policy 
on which the Labor Party went to the polls saying that it would establish a children’s commissioner, which 
would be an independent, external and autonomous body outside of government.   
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Further in January, a plea was made by child abuse staff for more child protection workers to avert a disaster.  Jo 
Gaines, the Assistant Secretary of the WA branch of the Community and Public Sector Union and Civil Service 
Association said that the State Government’s recent commitment of 25 new child protection workers over two 
years could not solve a decade of staffing shortages.  Therefore, an already overworked and understaffed child 
protection unit in DCD will now pick up the extra responsibilities of the child card. 
Further in January, The West Australian, in response to a national report by Create Foundation, said that children 
must be a top priority.  That foundation found that more than 100 Western Australian children continued to be 
subjected to abuse, despite their cases having been investigated by the Department for Community Development, 
and that a further 86 children, whose cases were not considered to be in need of investigation, were harmed 
within a year.   

In 2000-01 Western Australia spent the least per child - $21.74 - compared with other States.  Queensland, in 
contrast, spent the most per child - $76.48.  Spending on children in Western Australia compared with other 
States indicates that WA is not giving children the priority they need.  That is why I have called on the 
Parliament to establish a commissioner for children to protect vulnerable children. 

Hon Graham Giffard interjected. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The parliamentary secretary may come up with the excuse of budgets; however, I 
challenge him and the minister to tell the Parliament how much a child register will cost.  I read a figure 
yesterday that indicated it would cost $2.46 million.  I understand the annual cost of the Children’s 
Commissioner of Queensland’s office is $3.75 million.  That office does all the work involved in the registration 
of workers and produces the child card.  Queensland has separate cards for volunteers and paid employees and 
paid employees must pay $40 for a card.  Queensland thoroughly scrutinises those people to ensure at least some 
safety for children from people who work with children.  A thorough check is made of the bona fides of people 
applying to work with children and they must produce identity documents such as a drivers licence, a birth 
certificate or a current passport; and, from another list, a Medicare card, a pension card, a current credit card, 
telephone, gas, electricity, rates or water bills or an electoral card.  The commissioner must sight at least one 
item from both of those lists. 

The Children’s Commission of Queensland has done some enormously valuable work.  It was established in 
1996 after the Ford inquiry into children found a high level of child abuse.  It is time Western Australia seriously 
considered the establishment of an office of a children’s commissioner to protect our children.  I challenge the 
current minister to stop making policy on the run and having a knee-jerk reaction to the work the Opposition has 
done.  That was evident when I organised the children’s summit and called for the appointment of a 
commissioner, with the full support of the community.  A much wider group in the community now supports 
something for which I and others have been fighting for some time.  I respect the fact that previous Governments 
have not done that, but this Government has it in its platform.  It made a commitment to the people that, when it 
came into office, it would establish a children’s commissioner.  All it is doing now is picking out some of the 
bits a children’s commissioner should be doing. 

The implementation and overseeing of the child card and the register were certainly not mentioned in the budget.  
The Minister for Community Development, Women’s Interests and Youth is talking about a cost of 
$2.634 million.  I have asked where the money was coming from and she said it would come from the current 
budget.  Are child protection workers to be pulled off the essential work they are meant to be doing?  We already 
know that they are hard pressed.  Some childcare issues are not thoroughly checked because there are not enough 
officers to check on conformity with licences.  When we put children in other people’s care we should make sure 
that regulations are abided by.  This Government is making policy for children on the run, and it is extremely 
disappointing that that is happening.  As I said earlier, the children’s commissioner will not achieve all that is 
necessary, and this afternoon I have tried to lay out for the Parliament the crisis some of our children face.  It 
will promote good outcomes for children and provide an important framework for changing practices and 
attitudes in the community, and the responsibilities owed to children by parents, the Government and the 
Parliament. 

I urge members opposite to consider whether, in the words of Hon Nick Griffiths, a discrete inquiry is needed by 
this Parliament.  If so, a select committee should be appointed.  I would be very disappointed if the Government 
considers this to be a job for a standing committee.  I do not agree that this inquiry should be given to a current 
standing committee.  Most of them are overworked and could not give this inquiry the priority it needs.  I have 
identified Hon Nick Griffiths because he said in response to a previous motion for the establishment of a select 
committee that there are standing committees in place to deal with these issues.  Standing committees have been 
in place in this Parliament for a long time.  Four years ago I established a select committee to inquire into 
immunisation rates for children in Western Australia.  At that time, the immunisation rate Australia-wide was 52 
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per cent age-appropriate.  The work we did here in Western Australia was recognised nationally.  The health 
minister for the Northern Territory and some others sat down with me and looked at the report of that committee. 
The research work done by a small group of people in this Parliament who had a discrete subject to look at was 
considered to be extremely high-level.   

I challenge the Government to support the motion for a select committee to inquire into the establishment of a 
children’s commissioner for Western Australia.  If it does not, it will be sending a message to its supporters in 
the community that it does not really care about our most vulnerable children.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  You obviously did not care, because you did not do anything in eight years in 
government.  

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  We did not have it in our policy.  The Liberal Party has now made a public 
commitment to establish an office of commissioner for children once it is returned to government.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  That is because they know they will never be in government again! 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The parliamentary secretary is joking; she is dreaming.  

This Government has taken a piecemeal approach to our most vulnerable children and it will cost the State an 
enormous amount of money.  It should establish an office of commissioner for children that is dedicated to the 
most vulnerable children in our society.  This afternoon, I have laid out for all members to see the crisis depicted 
by Fiona Stanley and others.  The trigger for the establishment of this office are Susan Taylor’s death and the 
Gordon inquiry.  The response to the Gordon inquiry by this Government has been outrageous.  Sue Gordon 
recommended the appointment of a children’s commissioner and a deputy commissioner and she would be 
totally offended by nothing happening.  I urge everybody in this Parliament to support the establishment of a 
select committee, with a short term of sitting so that it does not cost a lot of money.  We can report by June next 
year.  As members can see, a lot of the work has been done.  I have worked on this for 10 years.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Let me put this question to you.  You have worked on this for 10 years and the Liberal 
Party has had two terms in office.  Why could you not manage to get your Government or your minister to 
implement this policy that you want so much?  

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  The parliamentary secretary is becoming the proverbial knocker.  There have been 
other people in this place - 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  It is because you did not support it, and you could not get any unanimity.  What a load of 
nonsense.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN (Hon Adele Farina):  Order, members! 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  There is clearly no unanimity in the present Government and the Cabinet, because the 
minister said in one press release that she believes in the external scrutiny of government agencies to protect 
children, and she has set up the child death review committee.  Now will another committee be set up to consider 
the effect of prostitution on children, and another for cannabis.  How many of these little committees will we 
have to fund in this State, instead of getting real and taking a holistic approach to child protection, in an 
appropriate, proper and orderly manner, based on the policy work done and the research work we now have 
available to us?  I urge members in this Chamber to support the proposal I have put for a select committee to 
investigate and come up with a model for a children’s commissioner for Western Australia.  

HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [3.29 pm]:  I support the motion of Hon Barbara Scott for a select 
committee to investigate and recommend the appointment of a commissioner for children.  I am quite frankly 
horrified at the party political point-scoring on such a subject.  There may be a time or a place for political point 
scoring.  

Hon Nick Griffiths:  What are you doing now?   

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  I am not point scoring.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Yes, you are.  

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  I am concerned about children.  The welfare of children is far too important a subject to 
be prostituted by this inter-party friction.  It is absolutely disgusting.  Members who do it should be ashamed of 
themselves.   

Hon Barbara Scott’s cause is just and long overdue.  She has reported to the House on how long she has worked 
on this matter.  It is well overdue for consideration.  It is certainly not a commendation of previous 
Administrations that they did not act on it.  There is no excuse for the children-in-the-playground-type attitude 
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that we have witnessed in the past few minutes.  Hon Barbara Scott said that she has raised this issue for about 
10 years.  Something must be done now.  There is no point in trying to score points by saying that it was not 
done two, four or six years ago.  

I am not for a moment suggesting that children in our society do not have some access to justice and some 
protection within the current system.  Unquestionably, our system has huge gaps and failures that must be filled 
in and addressed.  The need for a commissioner has been recognised in some States in Australia and by many 
countries overseas.  Hon Barbara Scott spoke at length about the Commissioner for Children in New Zealand.  I 
place some confidence in the idea that the film Once Were Warriors was instrumental in helping to establish the 
position of Commissioner for Children in New Zealand.  I am sure most members have seen that film.  I saw it 
within a couple of weeks of its release.  I was in New Zealand at the time.  Anybody with any heart, even 
someone with a small, tight heart like mine, could not help but be affected by much of that film.   

Parents are not always aware of the many facets of a child’s life that need attention.  The fact that so many 
mothers work part time or even full time has helped bring this about.  How many children in our society return 
from school to an empty house?  It is a condemnation of our society that in a country that is supposed to be one 
of the wealthiest in the world, both parents feel they must have a job, and so leave their children semi-deserted in 
their homes after school.  It is not a joking matter.  It is a serious matter.  It is something that deserves immediate 
attention.   

I will outline an example.  I suppose many members, if not every member, of this House has been approached by 
the organisation Grandpower for Grandkids.  It is a wonderful example of the sort of role that a commissioner 
could play.  I hope that members have all read information from and have been approached by Grandpower for 
Grandkids.  I will go through a case that is not necessarily factual but which was reported to me.  These days an 
ever-increasing number of children have one or both parents who are substance dependent.  In other words, they 
are drug addicts.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Is this the grandparents?   

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  I am speaking about the parents.  Am I not speaking loud enough for Hon Ljiljanna 
Ravlich?   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  No, that is not it. 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  I did not think that would be the problem.  Many grandparents take on the complete 
child-caring role and upbringing of their grandchildren or grandchild.  Many of these people have reached the 
stage of their lives when they have been there and done that.  They were looking forward to enjoying their 
retirement with a little travel or whatever.  One of the good aspects of life that I missed out on as a child was 
having grandparents.  None of my grandparents was either alive or well when I was young.  It was marvellous 
for me to see my nephews and nieces growing up with grandparents.  It brought home to me how lucky children 
are if they have grandparents.  Nevertheless, society is today taking advantage of grandparents’ love of their 
grandchildren and of their feeling of duty towards their families and the support they feel they should give them.   

Some grandparents pay for the upbringing, food or whatever of their grandchildren.  In so doing, some dip into 
their savings.  Some even dip into their superannuation.  They are happy to do that.  Eventually, a larger bill 
comes along.  Depending on the grandparents, it could be for a pair of shoes, school fees, a school trip, or repairs 
to a car.  When a major bill comes along, these grandparents find that they have dipped into their savings for too 
long, and do not have the wherewithal to cover the requisites that a grandchild needs.  What do they do?  They 
go to Centrelink or the appropriate government agency and explain their position.  Of course, agency staff say 
that if they are caring for a child or children, money is available.  In some cases the money is handed over the 
counter immediately.  That is fine until a drug dependent parent tries to cash his or her social security cheque and 
finds that it has been reduced, because, very sensibly, the Government has deducted the money given to the 
grandparents from the allowance due to the parent.  The parent does not then have the money to pay for his or 
her drug habit.  What does the parent do?  He or she reclaims the child or children.  I am not suggesting that 
these parents are evil people.  They become so dependent on their drugs that little else seems important.  Their 
priorities go out the window.  They collect their children and get their full reimbursement from Centrelink or 
another appropriate agency.  Unfortunately, they then spend the increased money on servicing their habit.  So the 
merry-go-round starts again.  The child or children are neglected.  A few weeks go by and they are either 
dumped or the grandparents collect them again.  Our court system strangely seems to believe that children are 
better off with their parents than with someone else in almost every case.  This is utter nonsense.  We need a 
system that provides that if a parent wishes to reclaim a child, the case should be thoroughly examined by a 
qualified person to determine with whom the child would be better off.  Would they be better off with their drug 
dependent mother or with their loving, but somewhat aged, grandparents?  This is one of the roles that a 
commissioner would examine.   
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I could quote many examples but I will not.  However, I remind members that many years ago women in society 
were disadvantaged under the law.  Eventually something was done about it.  Most Governments in our type of 
society have a minister for women’s affairs or women’s interests.  It is fair to say that since those appointments, 
a woman’s position in society is more substantial than it used to be.  We now have a fairer system.  In fact, a lot 
of men think that perhaps the pendulum has swung so far that we need a minister for men’s affairs - a little bit of 
levity does not hurt, even on a serious subject such as this.  However, there is nothing for children.  With all due 
respects, a mature woman is able to make a decision for herself - she is able to leave home or do something else.  
The sort of children we are talking about have not reached that stage of life and are totally dependent.  Surely, as 
legislators, it is our role to ensure that those who are most dependent in society are catered for and looked after 
adequately and even generously.  A section of our community is obviously not being looked after, and that is 
something that I and most members feel ashamed about if we really look into our hearts.   

Some people talk about the cost factor.  In fact, it was mentioned by a member today.  What cost do we put on a 
child’s life?  I suggest that some benefit will be gained in the short term, but we must really consider the long-
term benefits.  I know it is difficult for Governments to consider a longer period than four years, but this is the 
sort of subject on which Governments must do that.  If the Government went ahead and dealt with this matter 
sensibly, I would be very surprised if it did not get commendations and support from the Opposition.  It would 
certainly get them from me.   
Just imagine an old set of balance scales.  A young child starts off in life and makes a choice as to which path he 
or she will follow.  If a child starts off on the wrong path, it is very difficult for that child to come back.  The 
wrong path is a slippery path.  The good path is more solid and probably has handrails - 
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  What makes a child go down the slippery, bad path?  
Hon PADDY EMBRY:  A multitude of reasons, and if the honourable member had children, she would be aware 
of some of them.   
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 
Hon PADDY EMBRY:  I do not mean that in a nasty way at all. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  I do not take that as an offence, so it is okay -   

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  It is not meant as an offence, but the member would not have asked the question -   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  But you have children, so it is a fair enough question to ask.  It is not just a case of kids 
going down the bad path or the good path; that is a bit simplistic, and there must be reasons -   

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  Okay, let us say that there are half a dozen paths.  It might be like the palm of one’s 
hand and there are five paths to go down. 

Sitting suspended from 3.45 to 4.00 pm 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  Just before the break I was asked a question by the parliamentary secretary about 
whether I was being too simplistic in suggesting that there are only two paths for a child to take.  She is right, of 
course.  I suppose I was being deliberately simplistic.  A child can take many paths, and that makes it more 
difficult.  If there were only two paths, I suppose we could block one.  I was suggesting that perhaps we should 
consider that there may be five paths.  Therefore, we should look at the palm of our hand.  I suppose one could 
go on the extreme left-hand path, which is the one I described.  I guess as one moves to the other fingers of one’s 
hand, the paths are not so bad, until eventually one gets to the other side of one’s hand where the paths get better 
and better, and one ends up at the thumb, whereby children have a charmed life - the lucky ones.  I am 
suggesting that once a child goes a sufficient distance down a path in life, it is very difficult for him to come 
back and start all over again.  In our society, we need to help the child who, through no fault of his own, has 
been born into circumstances that are not as kind as the circumstances that most of us experienced.   

I was certainly one of the very lucky ones, and I appreciate that.  However, I have sharefarmed and lived with 
other families and seen how they live.  Some of the children in those families were not as lucky as I was.  
Members will probably find this strange: I was 22, sharefarming and living with a family, and it was the first 
time in my life that I had heard a mother and father argue.  I had never heard that before.  I thought it was 
something that one read about in books.  Sure, that is simplistic.  However, I was extraordinarily lucky with the 
family into which I was born, and I appreciate that.   

As legislators, we have a responsibility to try to rectify the disadvantages suffered by children who were born 
into families that are not so lucky.  I do not believe that we are anywhere near doing enough about that.  I cited 
the case of the substance-dependent family in which the child had to suffer weeks, or maybe months, of neglect 
before the child ended up with the grandparents.  That is the system we have.  The grandparent must prove in 
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court that the child is neglected and needs better care than he has been receiving.  Many grandparents are old and 
are not used to these sorts of circumstances.  They were brought up at a time when grandparents were a much 
respected part of the family unit.  They were included more and looked up to.  Drugs, as we know them today, 
were not around then.  As a young fellow growing up, I was very lucky that they did not exist.  Otherwise, I 
might have ended up going down the wrong path.  I believe that for children today the slippery path is steeper 
than it was, and there are many little sidetracks off it.  We need to give children every assistance that we 
reasonably can. 

The parliamentary secretary mentioned cost.  I may have misheard her.  However, as I said just before the break, 
I suggest that we should take a set of old balance scales and balance the cost of not doing anything with the 
benefits of success.  I said that there will be some short-term gains.  I am now talking about dollars and cents, not 
about what is morally right or wrong, or the result of people being slack and not doing their duty.  Of those 
children who start off on the uneasy path, not many make it back on their own.  Some do, and all credit to them.  
However, most of them do not.  Their lives deteriorate and, sadly, they end up in jail.  That is a huge cost to 
society.  Whatever cost one puts on that side of the scales, it is a huge cost.  I suggest members should then look 
at the cost to society in the context of what that child might have done if he had been looked after, catered for 
and put on the right track.  Perhaps that child would have become an inventor, a scientist, a skilled surgeon or 
whatever.  One must add the cost to society because it did not benefit from that child being on the right path, 
becoming well qualified and contributing to society; and that cost must be added on the deficit side.  I suggest to 
honourable members that the scales will just about tip off the planet.  It is largely a long-term benefit.   

I am aware - perhaps not as aware as are members who have been in this place a lot longer than I - that it is 
difficult for Governments, as I said earlier, to look at a period longer than their term in office.  However, as 
legislators, we have a responsibility to Western Australians to look beyond that to the long-term future of the 
people we are elected to represent and to look after the interests of those who are as yet too young to vote.   

Drugs are on the increase in our society.  There are more and more disjointed homes.  I see children under the 
Narrows Bridge when I drive home at night after leaving this place.  I see some people fishing there; yes, that is 
true.  I guess ever since the Narrows Bridge was built people have been fishing under it; but not all the people 
there are fishing.  It is well known that the number of homeless children in this State is increasing.  What about 
the ones who are in homes and are being abused, neglected and bashed?  Hon Barbara Scott cited a case in New 
Zealand in which the child died.  I would suggest that every member of this House has a heart.  Deep down, 
every member is very reasonable.  Some members may think that some other members are not.  In reality, they 
must be to have been elected to this place.  Members must have appealed to people to win preselection and be 
elected to this place.  Members need to look into their hearts for the decency they have and be ashamed, as I am, 
about the very little being done for children and to rectify the situation as soon as possible. 

I have a problem referring this subject to a standing committee.  I will tell the House why.  I know I am 
inexperienced as a member of Parliament, but all members tell me that whatever committee they are on they 
seem to be overworked.  They have a number of issues to look at.  They have to prioritise which issue or issues 
they look at first.  They do not have time for some issues.  This subject is so important that it needs to go to a 
select committee that will not look at anything else.  It could get on with the job immediately and start the 
research to see what is necessary.  It is no reflection on standing committees but, if this subject were referred to a 
standing committee, it would, in practice, not receive the number of hours of attention it deserves.  There is no 
doubt about that.  I am sure reasonable people will agree with me.  As I have said, all members of this House 
have a fair amount of reasonableness about them.  The fact that so many other countries and States have adopted 
and established the role of a commissioner for children encourages us to do the same.  A commissioner who is 
independent of government can look at something in an independent way and make his or her recommendations 
without fear or favour.  He or she could look at a whole range of activities; I have spoken on only a couple.  Hon 
Barbara Scott touched on more.  I do not need to repeat them.  I ask members, once again, to be honest with 
themselves and support the motion that Hon Barbara Scott has put to the House. 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [4.13 pm]:  The Greens (WA) will support this motion.  I give 
notice that we will move an amendment that will enhance the motion; it will in no way detract from it.  I have 
already spoken briefly with Hon Barbara Scott on this. 

Child welfare in the Mining and the Pastoral Region is an issue about which I have a great deal of concern.  
After many years, having lived and worked in the Pilbara and having been on the local council, it has become 
apparent that children in the north west are specifically disadvantaged by many of the directions, platforms and 
policies of industry in the region.  I will allude to a number of reports.  The Tasmanian report “The Struggle For 
Time” researches 12-hour shifts and their impacts on children and families.  It also refers to the lack of extended 
families in mining communities.   
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Before going into some of the aspects of various reports I have before me, like Hon Paddy Embry, I wish to tell 
the House a story that brought home to me some of the problems faced by children.  In order to preserve 
anonymity, I will not mention any names.  Close to where I used to live was a family.  The husband and wife 
both worked for a major mining company.  Over time, the workload of the couple got greater.  Certain 
inducement was provided to the couple to go onto a shift system.  Their child, a young boy, was about 12 or 13 
years old at the time.  As the shift system evolved the parents got home later and later.  In this case the child 
would leave school about 3.30 pm, go home, watch television and make himself some dinner.  He would be 
joined by his parents at about 10 o’clock at night.  Even when representation was made by a union to try to 
address the antisocial problems of the work-related system, the corporation did nothing about it.  Rightly or 
wrongly, the parents should have deliberated whether they both wanted to work the excessive hours.  Their 
decision was to work the hours.  Unfortunately, it meant that the child had no supervision for an extended part of 
the day.  His peers were in the same situation.  They developed some games.  One of the games involved stealing 
cars and torching them.  I do not think it was the child’s fault; the parents had some responsibility in determining 
their work hours.  To a large degree, it was the fault of the corporation for not having interceded in the wellbeing 
of the people it employed in that community.  It is interesting that in the Tasmanian report, the issue is 
recognised to a significant degree.  At the end of my deliberation I will move an amendment to add the words 
“and the impacts of government and industry policy on the wellbeing of children.” 

Recently a lot of work has been done in the Murchison on the social problems growing in that community as a 
result of a considerable amount of fly in, fly out activity.  Unfortunately, the moment parents are stressed with 
wage restraint or the inability to earn an income through whatever the industry might be, it is invariably their 
children who suffer.  Ninety per cent of Australia’s fly in, fly out arrangements occur in Western Australia.  I 
will repeat that: 90 per cent.  What has fly in, fly out to do with the wellbeing of children?  There is a very good 
recent report written by Anne M. Sibbel, which was submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the 
award of Bachelor of Arts.  It deals with the psychological wellbeing of children in fly in, fly out families.  The 
report is quite extensive and makes some discoveries.  It found it difficult to identify differences in children.  The 
report identified that the impacts on children in families within the military and within fly in, fly out mining 
activities were significant, firstly, because of the high rate of divorce associated with those families.  Many of the 
women who participated in that survey lived almost two distinct lifestyles and their children had to suffer the 
consequences.  The father was away for two or four weeks and the mother developed a relationship with the 
child; that relationship evolved and became really homogeneous.  Father then returned home and wanted to be 
loved by the child, and suddenly imposed himself between the mother and the child, wanting the child’s attention 
and affection.  For the first two or three weeks the child is in a quandary.  It has had this relationship with its 
mother and suddenly this other bloke is in the way.  The other bloke also wants some attention from the wife.  
For that four weeks, the wife has been the breadwinner, the controller of the family.  She has handled all the 
administrative functions of the family, but then suddenly finds herself in a totally different role.  The problem is 
that it is very confusing for the child to know exactly how to relate to these two different parents.  Fly in, fly out 
employment also means there is a very high rate of divorce, which leads to this social problem associated with 
single families.  When the various parents were spoken to during the study, it was found - 

The results of this study provide evidence that although children from FIFO families had higher levels 
of depressive symptomatology and anxiety, and perceived higher levels of family dysfunction than 
children from non-FIFO families, these differences were not statistically significant. 

As part of understanding the perceptions of the parents of those children, the study identified a significant 
difference in those children from time to time.  My amendment brings home what is in many ways covered by 
the further seven dot points, but it is structured so that we in Western Australia can start looking at the effects of 
the policy on the development of society to ensure that the impacts on children in these remote communities 
without extended family and without basic recourse should at least be covered by the committee of inquiry.   

Amendment to Motion 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE:  I move - 

After the final dot point add the words - 

; and 

•  the impacts of government and industry policy on the wellbeing of children. 

HON DERRICK TOMLINSON (East Metropolitan) [4.24 pm]:  I support the amendment, and in doing so I 
signify my support for the original motion.  I was reminded when Hon Robin Chapple moved his amendment of 
a service I attended recently at St George’s Cathedral to celebrate the hundredth anniversary of the establishment 
of Parkerville Children’s Home by Sister Kate and her small group of Anglican sisters.  The address on that 
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occasion was given by the Anglican Archbishop of Perth, Dr Peter Carnley.  His address had as its theme the 
disappearing child.  The first proposition put to the congregation by Dr Carnley was that the notion of the child 
was a creation of the nineteenth century.  He argued that before the industrial revolution, as soon as what we 
now call a child reached the stage of physical independence, it became part of the family unit to support and 
maintain the family.  In a hunting and gathering community, a child as young as three or four was hunting and 
gathering, probably gathering more than hunting - playing at hunting and learning hunting, but gathering food to 
sustain the family and taking on responsibilities as part of the family unit.  In an agricultural society, the child 
became part of the work unit of either the family or the community.  In a feudal society the child was as much a 
part of the agricultural work force as were adults.  The industrial revolution changed all that.  When the 
industrial revolution occurred, first in Britain and later in other parts of Europe, the child was seen to be nothing 
more than part of an economic unit to contribute not merely to the upkeep of the family, but also as an essential 
economic unit for the industrial society.  Children worked in mines.  I remind members of that memorable 
comment by a child aged 10 interviewed I think by William Wilberforce.  The child was asked when he started 
working in the mines, to which he replied, “When I was about three or four.”  He was asked about his task.  The 
child said, “Well, I open and close the doors what ventilate the mine, like.”  He was asked whether it was dark in 
the mine.  The child said, “Yes, it’s dark in here.”  He was asked what he did to pass his time and amuse himself 
while he opened and closed the doors to ventilate the mine.  The child said, “Oh, I just sits and smokes me pipe.”  
He was 10 years of age and had the responsibility to ventilate the mine! 

Of course, we then moved from coal extraction into the steam age during which time children worked in 
factories.  That was the case until the collective conscience of Britain legislated the concept of the child by 
passing child labour laws that prohibited children from working in factories and mines.  That created something 
of a dilemma in the 1840s because the large group of young people aged 14 years or below who used to work in 
the fields, factories and mines became idle.  Those idle children got up to mischief because both parents, 
particularly those from the working class, usually worked.  The solution to idle and mischievous children was to 
put them into custodial care, and, as a result, schools were invented.  Schools were about keeping kids off the 
streets and out of mischief.  They were also designed to provide children with a good Christian foundation.  
Indeed, schools first began as Sunday schools.  In 1870 Britain passed its compulsory Education Act.  Since then 
there has been not only a post-industrial revolution concept of the child, but also an awareness that the economic 
changes in society that were caused by the mechanisation of production and exchange demanded the need for the 
legislative recognition and protection of the child.  Therefore, children were put into school custody for their 
own protection.  It was not about high-flung educational ideals; it was about keeping children off the streets and 
out of mischief.   

I recall Archbishop Carnley saying something to the effect that the concept of the child before the industrial 
revolution is best illustrated in the paintings of Bruegel, because all the children depicted in his paintings are 
little adults.  He argued that that conceptualisation demonstrated that the child was nothing more than a little 
adult.  It is my understanding that Breugel’s children look like little adults because that is the way he painted 
them.  He used adults as his models, not children.  When he wanted to depict a child, he painted a small adult.  
Although we might quibble with what Archbishop Carnley said, children were considered little adults.  As a 
result of the industrial revolution, the concept of the child evolved into legal enactments that stated that children 
who worked in the mines or industry should be protected from exploitation.  Further, children could be protected 
by being placed in school custody and orphaned children could be protected by adoption laws.  At the same time 
that the concept of the child was being legally enacted, the concept of childhood continued to grow.  If members 
want to see some of the great conceptualisations of childhood, they should read Mark Twain’s the Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, both of which depict a magical time of discovery.  Hon 
Frank Hough must remember Huckleberry Finn in his childhood -  

Hon Frank Hough:  My childhood included Enid Blyton.   

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  In that case, Noddy, I understand.   

A government member interjected.   

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  Is he Big Ears?  I thought he might have been Mr Plod.   

The evolving notion of the child sought to protect the child from adulthood.  It was odd, but children were 
protected from some of the ugliness of adulthood.  There was no talk about financial responsibilities for children.  
Children were not told about the ugly side of life and death.  Children were protected from the concept of death.  
If a child asked his mother where daddy has gone, our usual response would have been to say that daddy has 
gone to heaven.  We would not have told the child that daddy is dead, because we sought to protect and cocoon 
the child.  The family assumed responsibility for children at the same time that society assumed responsibility 
for the protection of that period of development we call childhood, which ended at 14 years of age when a child 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Wednesday, 14 May 2003] 

 p7623b-7642a 
Hon Barbara Scott; Deputy Chairman; Hon Paddy Embry; Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Derrick Tomlinson; Hon 

Giz Watson 

 [19] 

could go to work and no longer had to be within the protective custody of school.  We then extended the period 
of childhood to 15 years of age and then to 16 years of age.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  It is now 25 or 28.   

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  Darling, in my case it is 62 years.   

Now, of course, the Minister for Education, Hon Alan Carpenter, proposes to raise the concept of childhood to 
18 years of age.  An interesting conundrum exists.  In some respects, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich is correct: the age at 
which young people enter the work force has been raised because society demands that we receive more and 
more education.  In the United States the average age of entry into the work force is 24.  In Australia it is 
probably about 17 years of age.  However, I can envisage a time when it will be 24 years of age.  In one sense, 
we are extending the concept of childhood, the time during which children are not an economic unit.  In the post-
industrial revolution era, children ceased to be a unit of production and exchange.  Rather, they became protected 
and coddled commodities of society.  Archbishop Carnley’s point was this: the period of childhood is 
disappearing.  For example, we used to protect children from information.  One did not talk about certain topics 
in front of children.  Information from which we protected children in the past is now available to them as soon 
as they turn on their television sets or the Internet.  It is no longer possible to protect a child from the ugliness of 
the world.  Children confront the ugliness of the world.  I wonder how many six-year-olds sat and watched the 
invasion and destruction of Iraq.  I wonder how many six-year-olds and 10-year-olds watched graves being 
opened and the remains of bodies being exhumed.  I wonder how many children watch the television show that 
depicts life in the raw, literally.  Those are things that we protected children from.  The argument was that they 
would learn about those things when they were ready.  That was part of the concept of protecting the child.  We 
have lost all that.   

I was laughed at when I talked about Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn.  I note that there is snow on the roof of 
some members and if there is snow on their roof, they are probably as old as I am.  I am sure that those who have 
snow on their roof, like Hon Nick Griffiths, will remember the hours they spent in the freedom of play.  They got 
home from school, they changed their clothes and they went out to play.  They probably walked or rode their 
bike to school.  They went out to play, as Hon Barbara Scott said, until they heard the bell ring or they knew it 
was time to go home.  If they came home from swimming in the Swan River at eight o’clock, there was dad 
waiting for them - or in my case, dad waiting for me.  I never came home from school ever again at eight 
o’clock.  They were wonderful times of discovery and wonderful times of adventure.  We deliberately took risks.  
We climbed a tree and challenged one another to climb the highest tree.  We jumped off the “Bunna Bridge” and 
challenged each other to jump off the “Bunna Bridge”.  We swam across the river and challenged one another to 
swim across the river.  In the monastery, above where we swam, we were surrounded by all sorts of intrigue and 
mystery because it was a big secret place.  Because it was a secret place we, as children, invented all sorts of 
stories about it.  There was a certain fear associated with that place in our childhood imagination, to which we 
attributed mystery and mystique.  The challenge was to go into the monastery and pinch the fruit.  Wow!  That 
was part of growing up.  That was when we used play to explore the limits of our own being and our own self.  

Hon Murray Criddle:  Were you punished? 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  I did not get caught.  However, I was punished the day I climbed over the fence, 
pinched the grapes and got caught climbing back over the fence. 

Hon John Fischer:  Corporal punishment? 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  Corporal punishment!  We went to school next day and compared the scars on 
our legs where we had been corporally punished by our parents.  However, that was part of the risk of childhood.  
Fortunately, as much as my father was a firm disciplinarian, he was not the sort of father of the New Zealand 
child described by Hon Barbara Scott.  The saddest case of physical child abuse that I am aware of was not a 
child who was killed by his father but a child who was so severely beaten that he was left permanently brain 
damaged.  I recall meeting the child in an institution for severely disabled children in Sydney.  With him was a 
hydrocephalic child aged 10, who had lain on his bed for 10 years and was rolled over every so often.  Every 
weekend the child’s parents visited him.  The little boy who had been abused and who for all intents and 
purposes was physically robust, was a vegetable because his father had beaten him.  The child who died, in some 
respects, might be described as the fortunate child.  

For a while, therefore, the period of childhood is when we test the limits of our endurance and it is also a time 
that tests the endurance of parents.  It is a time when much adult energy is spent protecting children at law and in 
the mores of the family tradition.  Unfortunately, if we accept Dr Carnley’s argument, that concept is 
disappearing; hence my considerable sympathy with the argument put to us by Hon Barbara Scott that industrial 
laws and working conditions that we now have are putting impositions on children.  Hon Robin Chapple used the 
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example of fly in, fly out arrangements; that is only one example.  How many members have confronted the 
problem of what to do with their children in out-of-school hours?  How many have had to search for a child-care 
placement?  I can see the mothers responding.   

Hon Louise Pratt interjected. 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  Unfortunately, it is not something that Hon Louise Pratt would know about. 

Hon Louise Pratt:  I was one of those children. 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  I thank Hon Louise Pratt for that and I apologise for misinterpreting her 
interjection.   

I think the figure used by Hon Robin Chapple was 45 per cent.  That figure will grow because women in our 
society are essential to the economic growth of the nation.  No matter what position members take on working 
women, that is a fact of life.  There will be an increasing demand for child care and Governments will confront 
the reality of the need for child care.  The movement towards 16 weeks maternity leave will be a reality at some 
time because the economy will demand women in the work force.  That will require a whole new set of 
conditions to protect the child.  Go back to the child labour laws and the compulsory education, and recognise 
that they were about protecting children.  We must move forward and project what the situation will be as the 
economic and technological revolution of which we are a part gathers momentum.  Where is the child in that?  
We must start thinking now about what we will do about the protection of children.  Will we abandon them?  
Will we say that the family unit is gone and simply institutionalise our children more as we institutionalise them 
in schools?  The purpose of schooling, when it was established, was not to improve the child’s occupational and 
educational opportunities; it was protective custody.  We must confront the changing realities and we are the 
agents of change.  Hence, my support for the amendment proposed by Hon Robin Chapple.  

If we are to confront the future intelligently, there is no better way to do so, as far as children are concerned, than 
to appoint somebody whose responsibility is to develop an appropriate advocate for children in the heart of 
government and to consider the legislative and policy impacts on children.  We must rethink the place of the 
child in our society.  Who will do that?  Not us.  How many times in this place have we asked the question, what 
is the impact on children of this piece of legislation?  When we debated the School Education Bill 1999, we 
talked about the responsibilities of teachers and principals, the registration of non-government schools, home 
schooling, the responsibility of the State, the division of the metropolitan area into zones, and buildings.  We 
talked about all those things, but never once did we talk about the child in the School Education Bill, for God’s 
sake!  We make the laws, but we did not consider the child in that case. 

Now, more than ever, there is a need for a children’s advocate.  I do not want to hear the response “Why did you 
not do it when you were in government?”  Well, we did not, but the fact that we did not is not a reason for not 
considering it.  The motion is to establish a select committee.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Why did you not do it?   Was it a lack of resources, a lack of will, or a lack of policy?   

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  It was quite simply a lack of political commitment.  I spoke in support of Hon 
Barbara Scott when, on the other side of the House, she moved for the appointment of a children’s 
commissioner.  Do members remember?  That was in 1997 when the Liberal Party was in government.   We 
must accept that we did not do it for whatever reason.  So what?  The fact that we did not do it is not a good 
reason for not doing it at all.  It does not make sense to have that sort of reactive position when the society we 
are creating now by the decisions we make will be impacted by those decisions well into the future.  If we do 
nothing, that will impact on the nature of future society.  I do not want to hear the argument that, because the 
previous Government did not do it, we should not think about it.  This motion gives us the opportunity to think 
about it. 

A select committee of three members of this Chamber will present a report on whether the idea of a 
commissioner for the child is a worthy notion to be pursued.  It places no imposition on this Government 
because, by the time the report is brought down in June of next year, we will be six months out from an election.  
It will not impact on the present Government.  It certainly will, I hope, impact on the policies that we will take to 
an election campaign.  At this stage, it seeks the establishment of a select committee because a special question 
is being asked.  We are asking this House to allocate special resources - three members and the necessary 
financial and support resources - to pursue a question and to come up with some options.  The question is not 
why we did not do it, but rather why we should not do it.  What will be the cost if we do not do it?  How many 
disadvantaged children will suffer because we did not act?  I commend the amendment and the motion to the 
House.  
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HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [4.56 pm]:  I speak to the motion on behalf of the Greens (WA).  I 
understand Hon Robin Chapple made a specific amendment, but I will make some general comments about the 
reasons the Greens support the motion and the amendment.  In considering the motion, I thought it relevant to 
consider whether the existing arrangements in government agencies and the existing laws adequately protect 
children.  This motion encompasses a range of issues about the rights of children and the importance we place on 
them in decision making.  If I were to make any criticism, it would be that the motion seems to be a grab-bag of 
matters relating to children.  That perhaps is the nature of the issue.  Many areas of decision making impact on 
children, so it is probably useful that the inquiry be able to scope all those areas.  I would be slightly wary of the 
inquiry being too wide. 

Hon Barbara Scott provided me with some information from New Zealand about what has been done there.  It 
seemed to me that the focus in that case was on child protection issues.  If there is one aspect of the way in which 
we are failing children in our community, it is in protecting them from physical and emotional violence.  If the 
investigation by a select committee asks only whether a commissioner for children would provide some 
advocacy and focus for addressing that single aspect of child welfare, that would be of sufficient importance on 
its own.  I have indicated to the member that the Greens (WA) support this motion, and that I would be interested 
in being part of such an inquiry.  The argument has been well made that, if we do not take very seriously the 
matter of protecting and providing for children in our community, we are failing very badly.  

Debate interrupted, pursuant to sessional orders.  
 


