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Joint Standing Committee on the Commissioner for Children and Young People — Sixth Report —  
“Review of the 2009–10 Annual Report of the Commissioner for Children and Young People” 

Resumed from 11 April. 

Motion 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: I move — 

That the report be noted. 

This report is a review of the 2009–10 annual report of the Commissioner for Children and Young People. This 
committee takes it upon itself annually to report to Parliament on its review of the commissioner’s activities, and 
this, helpfully, is a summary of the review from the last financial reporting period. It is certainly good that we are 
now in a position to consider some of the reports that have been tabled this year. This report was tabled as 
recently as 7 April, and it is remarkable that we are getting an opportunity to consider it now, and in doing so I 
will make a few comments. 

A number of matters were carried over from the review of the previous year. Firstly, the commissioner has a 
heavy workload in consulting directly with children and young people, and she launched an online 
communication mechanism known as “Shout Out”. The committee makes the point that it supports the use of 
media for consultation; however, it is mindful that it may only be reaching a small and not completely 
representative cross-section of the youth demographic. Nevertheless, it is an important medium, particularly in 
today’s times. Other consultation strategies include face-to-face consultation and school and regional visits. 

Other matters that carried over from the previous review were the results of some key performance indicators. In 
2009–10, the commissioner exceeded targets for the number of consultations and representations made with and 
for children and young people. She also came below target costs in respect of research and consultation. As I 
understand it, the targets for the next financial year, which has now passed, have been revised to more accurately 
reflect what was achieved in 2009–10. Other measures of performance included visits to communities, 
submissions made, and changes to legislation policy resulting from the commissioner’s advocacy. 

I would also like to spend some time discussing the guidelines that have been provided for agencies. Firstly, the 
commissioner published a guideline document entitled “Improving Legislation for Children and Young People”. 
These guidelines have established an assessment process to identify potential impacts of legislative proposals on, 
and facilitate consideration of the best interests of, children and young people. It also considers alternative 
options when necessary. 

While there is no specific statutory requirement for these guidelines, it should be noted that the committee 
considers the child impact assessment to be a significant issue, and that the guidelines could fulfil an important 
function in this regard. It is also to be noted that a survey evaluating the legislative tool was to be conducted in 
the future, and I understand that that has now actually taken place and will no doubt be commented on in the 
upcoming report. 

Further to that, there was also a guideline prepared with regard to complaints. The commissioner took the 
opportunity to follow up on agencies’ responses to complaints guidelines, following the launch of that guideline 
by her office in June 2009. She worked closely with the Ombudsman in reviewing one of the surveys conducted 
on complaint-handling practices in Western Australia. 

That project was implemented in 2009–10, and I understand that it was done in conjunction with state 
government agencies to evaluate and survey the quantity and types of complaints agencies received from 
children and young people. It should be noted that the guidelines will be reviewed when required, and there will 
be monitoring of trends in complaints made by children and young people. The committee has made a point of 
supporting this, and recommends that evaluation should occur periodically. 

The third set of guidelines that I wish to refer to are the participation guidelines. Early feedback on the 
participation guidelines has been positive. The committee understands from the commissioner that the guidelines 
fulfil the requirement under section 20(1)(d) of the Commissioner for Children and Young People Act 2006 for 
the commissioner to develop guidelines for agencies regarding the participation by children and young people in 
decisions that will affect them. It should also be noted that an annual training workshop will be conducted to 
further promote the participation guidelines, and a survey will be undertaken in 2010–11 to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the guidelines. 

There were some public policy initiatives that the commissioner undertook during the reporting period. Firstly, 
in respect of early childhood, the commissioner’s activities focused on ensuring that a high level of focus on the 
early years was maintained at a departmental, government and parliamentary level. The early years continued to 
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be a priority issue for the commissioner, and we have been advised that she will continue to advocate in this 
regard.  

The second initiative worth considering is the wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and 
young people. A full-time Aboriginal adviser was appointed to the commissioner’s staff during this period. A 
report was prepared for the Drug and Alcohol Office that evaluated the effects of alcohol restrictions in Fitzroy 
Crossing. It found that in the first 12 months the benefits peaked, but they eroded in the second 12 months. The 
absence of sufficient programs and support has been identified as one of the reasons for this. The commissioner 
also advocated for the urgent need for services in regional and remote areas of the state, including the 
Kimberley, through a range of activities, and will continue to do so in the future. Lastly on that point, the 
commissioner has committed to continuing regional visits and consultations, supporting the expansion of alcohol 
restrictions when supported by community members, and monitoring the implementation of the foetal alcohol 
spectrum disorder model of care.  

The third public policy initiative I wish to draw members’ attention to is that of mental health. The 
Commissioner for Children and Young People released an issues paper and spoke publicly on the lack of 
appropriate mental health services for children and young people, particularly in regional areas, during the 
reporting period 2009-10. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: And what is the government doing about it? 

Hon NICK GOIRAN: I emphasise for the benefit of Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich, who may not have heard 
everything I mentioned, that we are talking about the reporting period 2009-2010. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Yes, I understand that.  

Hon NICK GOIRAN: Outside the period of review, under section 19(f) of the act, the commissioner launched 
an inquiry into the mental health and wellbeing of children and young people. The report that resulted from that 
inquiry has since been tabled, and I understand it was well received. 

One of the commissioner’s key projects has been the wellbeing research project. The commissioner engaged a 
consultant in May 2009 who collected the views of people aged from five to 18 regarding their wellbeing; 
interestingly, more than 900 children participated. The final report was delivered to the commissioner 
in June 2009, and the commissioner summarised the views in a report released in October 2010. That report is 
titled “Speaking out about wellbeing”. The commissioner also advised the committee that the project was 
contracted out due to the complex, high-level nature of the research, and the commissioner’s budget does not 
make an allowance for high-level research to be contracted out. The committee has accepted this, taking into 
account that the research was highly customised, and the anticipated benefits of the work. The committee does 
consider, however, that a similarly comprehensive application of research is warranted, and finds that the policy 
brief suggested by the commissioner needs to be reinforced with appropriate tracking.  

I would like to comment on the commissioner’s establishment of two advisory committees: one for regional 
areas, the Geraldton Indigenous Youth Council; and one for the metropolitan area, Beckenham Primary School. 
Both committees have provided advice to the commissioner on improvements to current projects. The 
committees have also given input to the commissioner on issues of concern. As I understand it, Beckenham 
Primary School undertook a community project to identify what was needed in the local community. Changes to 
the selection and administration of these committees have included a trial of a two-year committee appointment, 
and the requirement of a suitable adult coordinator. Lastly on this point, it is worth noting the monitoring 
framework for wellbeing indicators. Criteria have been developed for the selection of indicators, and 
relationships established with a number of agencies that will support the development of the monitoring 
framework; in particular Telethon, the Department of Health and the Department of Corrective Services. I 
understand that the commissioner will draw on similar monitoring frameworks in Victoria and Tasmania. 
Permission for the funding of the project had been received from the Attorney General at the time of the report—
being the end of 2010—and final approvals were being sought to draw on some cash reserves over a three-year 
period to enable the start-up of the project, which is most encouraging.  

In terms of the review of the annual report of 2009, it would be remiss of me to conclude without making 
mention of the promotion of the participation of children and young people. In August 2010, the commissioner 
launched the inaugural Commissioner for a Day challenge, which was certainly something that the committee 
was keen to review the outcomes of with the commissioner. In addition, it is worth noting that there have been 
significant achievements in the area of influencing policy, services, attitudes and outcomes, and specifically 
advice relating to 12 legislative reforms in either the Parliament or government agencies. The commissioner was 
also involved in 25 submissions to various government inquiries and established good relationships with a range 
of stakeholders. There was, of course, the wellbeing research project, to which I have referred, and activities 
related to public policy. The commissioner has also established the built environment as a new public policy, as 
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well as a consultation partnership with Curtin University—namely, Curtin University School of Built 
Environment.  

I turn to some findings and recommendations of the committee. Firstly, guideline documents, in our view, 
require more robust measures of effectiveness, as well as ongoing evaluation by the commissioner. Secondly, in 
terms of the wellbeing research project, to maximise benefits the commissioner should implement a process to 
follow up agencies’ application of wellbeing research policy brief suggestions. Thirdly, in terms of the capacity 
to influence outcomes, it is noted by the committee that the nature of the commissioner’s role as an advocate 
makes it difficult to identify policy changes that arise solely from the commissioner’s work. It is important for 
the commissioner to qualify statements in the annual report and differentiate between outcomes solely attributed 
to the work of her office, and instances when the commissioner’s advocacy may have contributed towards an 
outcome. That will not be a simple task, but, nevertheless, it will be beneficial and most transparent if that could 
occur. With that, I seek that the report be noted.  

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: I rise to speak on the findings of the Joint Standing Committee on the 
Commissioner for Children and Young People. I rise because the work of this commissioner is so fundamental, 
in my view, to changing 181-odd years of history. The appointment of this Commissioner for Children and 
Young People is important because we now have a component of our society who are in prison, who are socially 
dysfunctional, or who have mental health issues. From listening to the words of Hon Nick Goiran and reading 
this report, I can understand the relevance that this committee sees in this commissioner; in a way, this 
committee is the board of this commissioner, as I see it. I know the Attorney General has made some remarks in 
the report, but he is not directly accountable for this commissioner, as I understand it. His remarks were made, 
and are relevant, because the Attorney General has an obligation, under section 48(5), to comment on remarks 
made by the commissioner in the annual report.  

Hon Nick Goiran: I don’t think that it’s an obligation. It is a discretion.  

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: If it is discretionary, in my view it needs to have a much higher urgency all told.  

I understand the sentiments of each of the members, from the chairman of the committee in the other place to the 
other members of the committee in the other place, based on the questions that they asked in the hearing that was 
held. I have read some of those remarks. I also understand Hon Nick Goiran’s sentiments as well as those of 
Hon Helen Bullock, who is his colleague on the committee from this house. My concern is the urgency of the 
attention that we are giving to it. In my view, we have to take up the issue of prevention rather than reaction, 
which we are doing as a Parliament because that is what we are implementing through our agencies, despite all 
the hard work and good intentions that we are providing in this area.  

The focus of this report is the commissioner’s capacity to influence outcomes. The capacity of the commissioner 
is largely advocacy, to which Hon Nick Goiran has already referred. It is also much more complex to evaluate 
whether the exercise of these functions, as outlined in the report of this committee, is effecting change. Every 
single one of us in this chamber comes to this place with the endeavour to effect change. I hope it is not with the 
endeavour to aspire to a position; it is to effect change. That requires both independent thinking and also an idea 
of what we want to achieve. When we are in a role to effect change, we really have to understand how we are 
going to do it and what components will realise it. That is part of the function that this committee has taken upon 
itself. I also respect the fact that this committee respects the commissioner’s independence. The 
recommendations in this report are there in the spirit of assisting the commissioner to achieve the best possible 
outcomes, but we have a long way to go. After 181 years we have a lot of social dysfunction and a lot of money 
invested in our child protection area, in our prison area, in our criminal prevention area and in our mental 
disorder area. That is why I regard this role of the Commissioner for Children and Young People as very 
fundamental. I know that my other colleagues in this chamber have noted this same issue. I suspect that deep 
down we all have the same issues. All I am doing is reflecting what a lot of us already think.  

This is an advocacy role. I will go through only some parts of the report, which have been covered to an extent, 
but which I will better cover later, I hope. One of the areas of public policy initiatives that the committee has 
investigated and the commissioner has raised is that of the early years. The early years is one of the main points 
of the initiatives which, in the commissioner’s strategic priority, include early childhood, mental health and the 
wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people. The specific policy issues 
highlighted by the commissioner to try to deal with some of these things include alcohol restrictions, activities 
for children and young people and access to services. “Access to services” covers a broad spectrum but in my 
view it is essential to defining what we mean by “access to services” if we are going to make a change. The 
commissioner gave evidence, which is reflected in this report, on what was found at Fitzroy Crossing. There had 
been alcohol restrictions at Fitzroy Crossing which were not necessarily imposed by us but which reflected the 
desire of that community. That is very important; it is a bottom-up approach. If we can get a bottom-up 
approach, we will be much better off than having a top–down dictate. We have a description of what happens at 
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Fitzroy Crossing. The Drug and Alcohol Office evaluated the effects of alcohol restrictions in Fitzroy Crossing. 
That report, according to this committee report, found that two years after restrictions on packaged liquor were 
implemented, the health and social benefits for the Fitzroy Crossing and Fitzroy Valley communities were 
continuing, but that the second 12 months had seen an erosion of these benefits. There was an immediate impact, 
which is normal with any new measure, be it a dictating measure or a community development measure, but in 
the second 12 months there was an erosion of the benefits. Why? The absence of sufficient programs and support 
has been identified as one of the reasons.  

Let me park that issue for a minute; I will come back to it. The commissioner indicated that Aboriginal children, 
particularly in the Kimberley, experienced grief, loss and trauma. We can say this happens all the time. We know 
it happens all the time, but the trouble is that it has a follow-on effect which I believe we as a Parliament need to 
address. The Commissioner for Children and Young People said — 

I think that some of those services are really absent in those communities. There are multiple deaths in 
some of those communities, — 

Hon Max Trenorden, in an earlier report, referred to the suicides that happen for a whole host of different 
reasons —  

children have been traumatised by family violence and alcohol, and there are not the commensurate 
services to meet those specific needs as well. 

This is all contained in a very simple, almost pedestrian report. It has importance to us. The mental health area is 
serious, as I have already talked about when I referred to the committee’s fifth report involving the 
commissioner’s activities.  

There needs to be a lot of work, as we understand it, on this whole mental health area. I recall reading in a 
transcript from a committee hearing that 47 per cent of us go through a mental disorder during the course of our 
lives. I am told by those in the know that that figure is a huge underestimation. We have an endemic problem. I 
have a very strong feeling that this endemic problem goes right the way back to the first base of what happened 
in our childhood and how that childhood resilience is built in the course of time. I know Hon Robyn McSweeney 
would be fully aware of the relevance of this to her work when she deals with child protection issues. The 
Commissioner for Children and Young People tried to find research on this issue. It is only three years since she 
has been in this job. We cannot be harsh on her for what she is trying to do. The committee is not because, as I 
have said, it has responded to her remarks in its report in this spirit of assistance. Three years is not very long to 
be in an area that we have tried to deal with in one way or another for 181 years. It will take generations to turn 
this around. 

Let me move to where I think we have to give the commissioner some support in the direction in which she 
should be working. I mention this because the committee, in a way, is the board of the commissioner. We do not 
need to have the measures, because I think everyone has an idea of the measures; we need to give support to the 
structures. Members might ask what I mean by structures. Yes, we have schools, but that is a measure. We have 
preschools, but that is another measure. We have unemployment services. Members might ask what that has to 
do with it. That is another measure. We need to have a generational plan—an 18 or 20-year plan—and we need 
to have it, in my belief, by communities; that is, it has to be from the bottom up. We have had the top-down 
effect for years and years, but what we have is the result we see today. We have to introduce a structure that 
combines a number of integrated measures that reinforce each other. Unless they reinforce each other, we are 
wasting our time. We have a children’s commissioner working at one end of it. But if she works as hard as she 
can at one end of it, and other negative forces come in along the way, what chance does she have of getting a 
result? The report refers to the lack of results, and the commissioner talks about the lack of measures. So much 
money has been poured into all these measures, but is there any baseline against which we can see how much 
progress that money is providing? Is anyone even really interested in seeing what progress we are providing 
from a baseline? We do not have a baseline. The programs that we introduce we add. Do we know from where 
we are starting at any point in time so that we can measure whether we are making any difference? My view is 
that we do not have any measure of what difference we are making. So how can we justify what money we are 
putting into it, let alone what benefits we are generating for people? 

This report, helpful as it is to some extent, lacks the urgency and strong direction needed to give a structure of 
integrated measures that will reveal a difference over 18 or 20 years. The structure I have in mind requires 
capacity building, but it is there. The structure is to do with local government management, because local 
governments know our communities best. But we have to provide a legislative change to give them 
accountability for their communities. They have to be given the ability to fund it by Perth and Canberra, which 
are the state and federal governments, and we have to give it time to work so that they can have a plan from 
which they can draw programs to make the difference where they see it is most relevant. The other structure is 
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the super towns project. The super towns project is about combining agencies based on supporting a growth plan 
of 20 to 40 years. We have to consider social infrastructure in that context. They are the structures. I think that 
this committee report gives an outline to some of it. It refers to the problems, but there are solutions there for us 
to pick up and make work. 

Question put and passed. 
Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to temporary and standing orders.  
 


