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COOPER DAVID WEST — STILLBIRTH RESEARCH AND EDUCATION 
Statement 

HON DARREN WEST (Agricultural — Parliamentary Secretary) [5.45 pm]: As members may know, 
13 September is a significant day for our family. On this day 18 years ago, our third child, Cooper David West, 
was delivered stillborn at full term at King Edward Memorial Hospital for Women. Each year, if we sit in 
Parliament on this day, I make a statement to both commemorate that event and its significance for our family, 
and reflect on the loss of a child—for us and the thousands of other families across Australia who are affected. 
Losing a child is every parent’s worst nightmare. In my experience, it is easily the toughest thing I have ever had 
to do in my life. People have this expectation that, just like the delivery of their other children, they will bring 
home a healthy, happy baby boy or girl, but instead they face this enormous tragedy in their life and have to deal 
with organising a funeral and work through the emotional catastrophe that comes after such an event. It is also 
very difficult on relationships, families and friends. People do not really know how to approach someone who has 
just been through that experience, so that person often goes through it alone. We were one of the lucky families 
because we were very fortunate that my wife, Lesley, survived the ordeal. Living in the regions has its advantages, 
but we are a long way from places like King Edward Memorial Hospital, where lives are saved daily. Fortunately 
for us, the distance was small enough that we were able to arrive in time and save Lesley’s life, but it was a very 
near thing and that is not always the case. 
Even though it was 18 years ago, it is still very fresh and raw for us. I remember very clearly the amazing staff at 
King Edward Memorial Hospital and how nothing else seemed to matter except the wellbeing of Lesley and 
baby Cooper. They were fantastic on the night and have been since. We still have contact with some of the nurses 
and the amazing people who were there that day. We are not alone. In Australia, six children are stillborn daily. 
That statistic might surprise some people. It is in the order of 2 000 stillbirths every year. A stillbirth is defined as 
a baby dying in the mother’s womb. It is a little-known and very tragic health issue, which, as I have mentioned, 
puts women at tremendous risk. I think we need investment in vital research to understand why such large numbers 
of babies are dying, particularly those who are born at, or close to, term with no known cause of death. In our case, 
it was at full term and a placental abruption was the cause of death. Often the cause of death is not explainable and 
parents bury their children still not knowing what caused their death. 

Many organisations do fantastic work. I have quoted from the Stillbirth Foundation’s website, which advocates 
for and provides research grants for organisations to do more work in this area. I also note that the federal Senate 
established the Select Committee on Stillbirth Research and Education earlier this year. I think it is a really good step. 
It is chaired by Senator Malarndirri McCarthy from the Northern Territory; the deputy chair is Senator Jim Molan; 
and the members are Senator Lucy Gichuhi, Senator Kristina Keneally and Senator Janet Rice. Right across 
Australia and right across the political schism, people are now working in this area. Some terms of reference have 
been established. They are set to provide us with some more insight on this tragedy that happens six times every 
day right across Australia and affects families significantly.  

In our case, 18 years on, we reflect all the time on what might have been. Today, Cooper would have been 
celebrating his eighteenth birthday and would have almost finished year 12. We would probably be rocking down 
to the local pub at Jennacubbine for a beer today, because that is what a father sometimes does with his son on his 
eighteenth birthday. We have these constant thoughts of what might have been, because, of course, we think of 
him every day. It is also tough in a country town when you become good friends with people who have kids of the 
same age. I know of a couple of boys who are the same age and who are doing all these things this year, no doubt 
with their dads. It never goes away. Families who are touched by this are touched forever. 

I wanted to make special mention of Senator Kristina Keneally and show my appreciation for some of the work 
she is doing. As members would know, she was the forty-second Premier of New South Wales. She was the first 
woman to become Premier of New South Wales, and was Premier from 2009 to 2011. She is now a senator for 
New South Wales. Like me, Kristina has three children. She has Daniel and Brendan, and her third child, Caroline, 
was stillborn. She has done some tremendous work with the Stillbirth Foundation as patron, to promote awareness, 
understanding, support and research into stillbirth. I thank her sincerely, because I have no doubt that her 
representation on this Senate committee will help. 

This is something we wish no parents of the future would ever have to go through, but sadly some will. I would 
also like to touch on the effect. Obviously, there are significant health, emotional and psychological effects on 
women, but this touches men very deeply as well. Often the man in the family is the one who is meant to be strong 
and to hold the family together and support the rest of the family, which naturally they do, but that often comes at 
a cost to men’s mental health and their life in general. It is really important that anyone who goes through this does 
have the support of their mates and does have somewhere to go. That is an area we can improve by providing more 
support for men affected by this. Ironically on R U OK? Day, it is often the men who are strong at the time but in 
years to come, as families rebuild their lives and life literally does go on, it is the men who are often left struggling. 
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That is certainly the case in my instance, especially when we reach these milestones. We reflect back and realise 
how tough it is and how unfair it seems. The big question is: why did it happen to us? I would like to see more 
research into this. The numbers are slowly declining, but not as quickly as in other areas. We make dramatic 
advances in health. We have been particularly effective with heart disease. We still have a lot of work to do in 
other health areas, but we need an understanding of why this happens and whether there are any patterns to it. 

I would not know how you would go about approaching this subject, but you are absolutely unprepared for this. 
You go into this experience expecting one outcome and you get the polar opposite. It is a dreadful and very 
harrowing experience. Maybe this could be something that is discussed and talked about more as part of the 
prenatal routine. If anyone knows anyone who has suffered through this, be there for them, look after them, show 
them your support and let them know you are thinking about them. It does go a long way and it is really important 
to us. I thank those members who have hung around. I know that after a long week of Parliament it is very tough, 
but I really do appreciate you hanging around and hearing my member’s statement. 

House adjourned at 5.54 pm 

__________ 
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