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CHILD PROTECTION — BUSSELTON 
Grievance 

MS L. METTAM (Vasse — Deputy Leader of the Liberal Party) [9.15 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for 
Child Protection. I thank the minister for taking my grievance, which is about the lack of support for vulnerable youth, 
particularly in the south west. 

I will refer to one specific case, which was raised with the minister’s office last Friday, as an example of the level 
of dysfunction and under-resourcing within the system. As the minister may be aware, the Busselton Youth and 
Community Activities Building was officially opened in 2018 as part of the Busselton youth precinct and skate 
park. YCAB is managed by the City of Busselton and provides supervised activities for youths aged from 12 to 24. 
The space was designed for young people to upskill, engage, socialise and receive positive mentoring. However, 
since its opening, YCAB has become a drawcard for vulnerable, and often homeless, youths. It is managed by a small 
team who have had to adapt the space to provide what support they can for these young people, including access 
to phones, food, and, increasingly, sleeping bags. This was not the intent of YCAB when it opened, but it has become 
a major focus out of necessity due to a lack of other facilities and support for these vulnerable youths. 

I have been working with the team to obtain state government and community support, including lobbying for 
dedicated youth police prevention officers, to resolve the escalating issues that these at-risk teens are experiencing, 
but our pleas have fallen on deaf ears. Mostly, the team has been doing its best with what it has. However, the situation 
is now becoming dire. Last weekend, the manager of YCAB contacted me in desperation regarding a particularly 
disturbing incident. Tim—not his real name—is 14 years old and is homeless. He had been living in a tent with 
a man who had recently been released from prison and has become physically violent towards Tim. Other residents 
at the campsite where he was living have been trying for a number of weeks to raise the alarm with Child Protection 
about his living arrangements, as have the staff at YCAB, who say their concerns have been ignored. One resident, 
frustrated by the lack of action or care from the department, took matters into her own hands last week and drove 
Tim to the Busselton child protection office of the Department of Communities seeking urgent intervention. Tim, 
who was depressed, had been self-harming, and allegedly had had suicidal thoughts, met with child protection officers 
later at YCAB to detail his perilous living arrangement. Their response was to offer Tim some food vouchers. There 
was no alternative short-term housing solution. That was a shockingly inadequate response from a department that 
is charged with caring for our most vulnerable youths. 
It should be noted that Tim’s situation has been known to the department since he was about eight years old, with 
a history of being both in care and homeless. How is it that a child whose situation has been well documented 
within the department for six years had been allowed to live in a tent with a convicted offender without that raising 
any red flags within the department? Where are the checks and balances and the duty of care? Tim has now found 
a job but is sleeping on a friend’s couch while he waits for the department to provide him with personal documentation 
to set up his bank accounts. He still does not have stable accommodation or a legal guardian to care for him. Minister, 
this is simply not acceptable. A homeless 14-year-old known to Child Protection is vulnerable and in need of support, 
and yet his cries for help, along with those trying to help and support him, are ignored. 
Unfortunately, Tim’s case is not an isolated one and his situation is indicative of an escalating problem within the 
south west and, I believe, throughout the state. The team at the Youth and Community Activities Building in 
Busselton has told me that it regularly provides support for homeless youths. In the last six months alone, it has given 
out 10 tents to vulnerable youths who have nowhere to go and nowhere to sleep. There is simply no local emergency 
housing for these youths. Both the team and the local government agencies try to support them but feel helpless. 
Clearly, there are deeper problems in the minister’s department. This was recently highlighted by the damning 
Independent review into the Department of Communities’ policies and practices in the placement of children with 
harmful sexual behaviours in residential care settings. Amalgamating the specialist child protection unit into the 
mega Department of Communities has been a failed repeat experiment with a high price to pay for children like Tim. 
It has degenerated into a system in which children are falling through the cracks, including two children in care 
who have been missing for at least 40 days, as revealed in the Legislative Council and through the estimates process 
last month. The real concern with this particular case is that it is only the tip of the iceberg and highlights that possibly 
many more youths are effectively out of the control of the department and in serious danger. There is also a real 
concern about the extraordinary pressure on our child protection workers. For every single month in the last financial 
year, at least 69 caseworkers had case loads in excess of the recommended limit of 15 cases and multiple caseworkers 
had case loads in excess of the exceptional limit of 18 cases. One team leader had 58 cases. It is clear that the system 
is broken. There are not enough caseworkers, emergency resources or youth housing options, and teens like Tim 
are being left to fend for themselves in precarious and often dangerous situations without any support. 
I implore the minister to urgently address the homeless youth issue in the lower south west and to provide extra 
resources on the ground to ensure that Tim and the many other youths in the same dire predicament receive the 
support that they need. 
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MS S.F. McGURK (Fremantle — Minister for Child Protection) [9.22 am]: I thank the member for the grievance. 
I can certainly assure the member, other members of this house and the Western Australian public that not only is 
this government strongly committed to ensuring that a child’s right to safety and protection from harm is paramount 
in our consideration, but also the Department of Communities works very hard each and every day to promote the 
best interests of children and young people in our state. I would particularly like to commend the many child 
protection workers, both in the Department of Communities and in our community sector organisations, who work 
very hard to that end each and every day across the length and breadth of our state.  
Children come into the care of the chief executive officer of the Department of Communities for a complex range 
of reasons. As I said, this government is committed to ensuring that when a child enters care, they are provided 
with the support, safety and services required to address their needs. Often these children and young people 
have faced trauma, grief, loss and serious developmental challenges as a result of their past experiences. They 
can be dealing with mental illness and even with a disability. This can mean that they present at different locations 
to raise their concerns or to ask for help and that they may, at times, be in a dysregulated state and experiencing 
significant stress when they do so. I appreciate that this can be confronting for the public or the organisations at 
which they present. 
I take all child protection matters raised with me seriously, including the matter raised by the member, and I work 
with the Department of Communities to respond to and resolve matters effectively and in a timely manner. I have 
done this since becoming the Minister for Child Protection in 2017. It is my job to ensure that we have the right 
legislation, policies, systems and practices to ensure the safety of children and young people in our care. I stress 
that I will not be talking about the specific details of an individual. This is something that I am cautious to do. 
The legislation is very clear that we do not identify young people in care. But I will try to talk generally about the 
circumstances that the member has addressed. The situation of young people in care who, at times, remove 
themselves from their endorsed placement is not something that is particular to Western Australian or Australian 
child protection systems. It is a phenomenon that bedevils child protection systems across the world; that is, young 
people will often remove themselves from an endorsed placement and, sadly, place themselves back at risk and in 
an unsafe situation. Often they go back to their mum and dad, who were sadly the reason they came into care in 
the first place. This is a challenge for child protection systems, because we have to try to get these young people 
back into a safe, endorsed placement. We have to address the reason that they left a safe place and we have to put 
in place proper safety planning around them to ensure that they do not put themselves or others at risk. But at times 
these children and young people will continue to remove themselves from a safe placement and go back to an unsafe 
situation. Despite the best efforts of the department, it is faced with the unenviable situation of putting safety planning 
around these young people even when they are not in an endorsed placement. This does not mean that the department 
does not know where the young person is, nor does it mean that the department is not in contact with them; it is 
doing its best to ensure that they are in a safe situation. At times, the department will involve the police to ensure that 
these young people can be located and are safe and to ensure that the public is safe as well. The department continues 
to monitor these situations closely and, at times, will work with the police to ensure that that is the case. 
I do not know whether the member is aware but there is one secure facility in Western Australia, the Kath French 
Secure Care Centre, in which children and young people can be detained away from the criminal justice system. 
However, the legislation surrounding the circumstances under which young people can be placed in that facility 
and for how long is very clear, and I support that legislation. 
With reference to the member’s claims about the specific case and the timeliness of the department’s response, as 
I said, I will not go into the specific details, but I have made inquiries, understanding that I got notice of this particular 
grievance only yesterday afternoon. I can confirm that when my ministerial office heard about the situation at 
two o’clock on 8 October, we ensured that by the end of the day the Department of Communities had met with the 
young person and the community sector organisation that the member has referred to. I certainly take issue with 
the assertion that the department’s response was inadequate, that it did not care that the young person was not at an 
endorsed placement and that it was not making an effort to ensure that that young person was placed back with 
approved carers, because I know that the department’s individual caseworkers and its team leaders worked very 
hard to ensure that that was the case. 
The member may have been paying attention yesterday in question time when I said that the number of children 
in care has reduced for the first time in nearly two and a half decades, and also that we have invested more money 
than ever in the child protection system—$93 million over the forward estimates was announced in this budget. We 
continue to work to ensure that we have the right legislation—legislative change is being debated today in the upper 
house—the right policies and the right practices to ensure that children are kept safe in care. 
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