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STRONGFAMILIES PROGRAM 
Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [5.18 pm]: I rise tonight because I wish to talk about the 
StrongFamilies program administered by the Department for Child Protection. For all the wrong reasons, the 
Department for Child Protection is sadly under focus this week, but that is not what I want to talk about tonight.  

We know that a really crucial role of all governments is to protect our most vulnerable citizens. I also 
acknowledge that sometimes, tragically, it is just not safe for children to stay with their parents. We know that, 
where possible, the best possible place for children is to stay within a strong, loving family. The StrongFamilies 
program was developed in 2000 to help protect children and to keep families together. This program reflects a 
recognition that the challenges faced by families who may be having issues can be complex and multifaceted, 
including financial stresses, housing, ill health, employment, substance abuse, education, and issues around 
mental illness or disabilities or even childcare or juvenile justice issues. A range of issues can come into play. 
Added to this is the knowledge that, unfortunately, government departments can often operate in silos, and for 
many families who may be trying to access, or even find out about the availability of services, it can be quite 
bewildering as well as time consuming; in fact, it can be quite distressing for parents who may be experiencing 
issues. We also acknowledge that many of the challenges faced by vulnerable families cannot really be solved by 
one agency or by agencies working in isolation. The breadth of the StrongFamilies program is important because 
it helps families to address these interconnected problems and to deal with these silos between government 
departments. It acknowledges that we require a coordinated and collaborative response, because often we are 
dealing with families with quite complex needs. As an interagency program, StrongFamilies is trying to break 
down many of these barriers. One of the strengths of StrongFamilies is that it is acknowledged as having a fairly 
neutral facilitation, which can lead to more collaborative service delivery. Another of the program’s strengths is 
that it is not necessarily about being a one-stop shop or about replacing existing service delivery. 

A plan is developed for each family. Of course, it has a lead agency worker who oversees the implementation of 
that developed action plan. The program’s target group is families with children under the age of 18 years who 
are experiencing serious and complex social problems. In addition to the collaborative approach, a major 
strength of the StrongFamilies program is its consensual approach, and by that I mean that agencies and families 
are brought together willingly. It does not use a big-stick approach whereby families are forced to engage in the 
program or, importantly—this is why I am raising it tonight—face the threat of losing their children. One of the 
real strengths of this program is that families consent to the process and to their information being shared. 
Certainly, it has been relayed to me that this is of particular importance for Aboriginal families who, of course, 
have quite significant fears about the possibility of accessing services because of historical concerns about the 
possibility of losing their children. We know that the Department for Child Protection—formerly the Department 
for Community Development—plays a key role in this; it is the key administrative agency. But I think it is very 
important that we acknowledge that StrongFamilies is not a DCP program. I note that the 2007 evaluation of the 
program recommended that the program be funded across agencies in order to assist in removing the view that it 
is a DCP program, because that was considered to potentially be a barrier to interagency collaboration. I quote 
from the StrongFamilies partnership agreement. It states — 

Strong Families is an interagency initiative over which Directors’ General has ultimate responsibility. 
While the Department for Child Protection is the agency responsible for overall administration, it is 
essential that the program be conducted as an interagency initiative in which all of the key stakeholders 
have a strong sense of ownership and commitment. 

This perception of neutrality and shared ownership is really important. It is a simple and flexible model, and 
referral can come through government agencies or non-government organisations. The overall responsibility for 
the management of StrongFamilies is shared by the many agencies that are signatories to the partnership 
agreement. Also, stakeholders are not just state government agencies. In addition to the signatories to the 
partnership agreement, there are a number of interested parties in the program, including a range of other 
government departments, as well as organisations such as the Western Australian Council of Social Service and 
Centrelink and other federal departments. The list of organisations involved with the program gives an indication 
of the breadth of issues that could potentially be addressed by this program. NGOs are also very active and 
committed participants. After DCP, NGOs are the second-biggest referrers to the program. 

I note that the current StrongFamilies partnership agreement will expire in December this year and a new one is 
currently being drafted. The reason I raise this issue tonight is that it has been brought to my attention that there 
is some suggestion in the development of the new partnership agreement that DCP would like the program to 
become more integrated within that department. At the moment, StrongFamilies coordinators can be found in a 
range of settings to reflect the diversity of the groupings involved, which include Youth Justice Services and 
community housing. The program also has its own email addresses, phone lines and non-aligned website, and I 
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think that is a big part of the strength of this program. I am concerned that any loss of this perception of 
independence has the potential to undermine what is actually a very important program. As I have noted, one of 
the strengths of StrongFamilies is its neutrality. We know that families who may be reluctant to engage with the 
Department for Child Protection directly are happy to access StrongFamilies and it would obviously be terrible, 
as well as completely counterproductive, if we lost this. This certainly is not about having a go at DCP. Again, 
DCP has a very important role to play and the people working within DCP have a really important and 
challenging job to do. Of course, I think it is important that DCP continues to play a role in the program; I have 
not heard anyone suggest it should be otherwise. However, there is a concern that we need ensure that 
StrongFamilies does not lose the ability to establish strong trusting relationships between agencies, and between 
the families and those same agencies, and that they are still able to maintain a hands-off role from DCP if 
absolutely necessary. Again, the 2007 evaluation of the program states — 

It is the Evaluators’ view that any move to bring STRONGfamilies under DCD — 

That is now DCP — 

control would seriously compromise the program and should be resisted. The concept of lead agency is 
a recognized accountability devise for interagency or across government programs. It should not imply 
sole ownership. 

Obviously, StrongFamilies is not a panacea. It cannot make up for a lack of services whether in housing, mental 
health, disabilities, specialist education or justice programs, but it is an important program, and I and others are 
very concerned to ensure that its effectiveness is not undermined. It is a good example of the potential benefits of 
coordinated and collaborative service delivery, so it is vital that the model continues to reflect important 
concepts of neutrality and shared ownership. If it is the case that DCP is currently trying to look at gaining more 
control over this program, I suggest that that is of serious concern. It is an issue that I am now aware of and I 
have now brought my concerns to the Parliament. If the minister is able to give undertakings that the information 
I have been given is wrong and that there is no intention of bringing StrongFamilies under DCP control any more 
than it currently is, I would be happy to have it put on the record and I would be happy to stand corrected. 
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