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CHILD OBESITY 
Grievance 

MR P.B. WATSON (Albany - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.55 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Sport 
and Recreation and is about child obesity.  Child obesity really concerns me.  We heard yesterday that the 
member for Merredin’s newborn son weighs about 10 pounds.  That is very interesting.  When I was born, I 
weighed 10 pounds, 14 ounces!  I was so fat I could not open my eyes!  That goes to show that where we start is 
not necessarily where we finish.  

Ms J.A. Radisich:  I started off as a skinny baby! 

Mr P.B. Watson:  I will not go there, member for Swan Hills!   

My main concern these days is the lack of physical activity for our young people.  We teach our children 
reading, writing and arithmetic.  However, we do not teach them basic things, such as the importance of eating 
proper food, exercising, and maintaining a healthy lifestyle.  I will refer to some statistics.  In 2003, 23 per cent 
of young Australians were categorised as obese.  There are many ways in which parents can prevent their 
children from becoming obese.  These include encouraging children to eat a healthy breakfast, providing a 
healthy school lunch, eating home-cooked meals together as a family, and decreasing portion sizes.  Some 
children eat throughout the day, and when they come home at night they eat junk food rather than healthy food.  
Parents should also introduce low-fat and high-energy foods, such as low-fat dairy, discourage their children 
from eating while watching television, and increase their children’s water intake.  Parents need to take the 
responsibility for encouraging their children to eat healthy foods by becoming good role models for their 
children.  In today’s society, often both parents are working, perhaps through necessity, or perhaps because they 
want to get extra things in life.  That may mean that the parents are too busy to cook and just pick up some fast 
food on the way home.  I am not saying all fast food is bad.  McDonald’s and Hungry Jacks are now providing 
healthier food choices.  However, if children eat junk food on a consistent basis and do not eat nutritional foods, 
it may cause problems in later life, such as diabetes.   

Another problem is low self-esteem.  Not all kids are interested in sport.  However, when kids go to the school 
concert or the school dance, and they are the little fat boy sitting in the corner, or the little frumpy girl sitting on 
the side -  

Ms J.A. Radisich:  Which one were you? 

Mr P.B. WATSON:  I was the little skinny kid sitting on the side, who everyone used to pick on!   

We send our kids into the community, when we may not be doing the right thing by them, and we expect them to 
survive.  Obesity may also cause psychological problems.  If children are not taught about the importance of a 
healthy diet and become overweight, when they get into their teenage years, peer pressure may cause them to 
think that the only way they can lose weight is by starving themselves.  Therefore, instead of exercising and 
reducing their food intake in a healthy way, they may develop bulimia, or get onto drugs, in an attempt to deal 
with their problem.   
My parents always encouraged me to play sport.  I have been involved in sport since I was very young.  
However, we do not need to get every kid to play sport.  All we need to do is encourage schools to get the kids to 
walk around the school oval every morning and do some basic exercise.  We should encourage parents to give 
their children some fruit for breakfast and lunch, instead of fatty foods.  Parents need to give their kids a head 
start.  If parents were told that the behaviour of so-and-so was affecting their child’s health, they would be the 
first to go crook.  However, many parents are not willing to take it upon themselves to be responsible for their 
children’s health.  Many parents of obese children are themselves obese, or at least do not look after themselves.  
As parents, we are role models in every other way.  Parents do not smoke in the house and do not drink in front 
of their children, but they will eat large amounts of food, setting a bad example for the children.  I know that the 
Premier’s Physical Activity Taskforce is doing a very good job, but are we getting the message to where it is 
really needed?  We already do it in the schools, but we should educate the parents also.   

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Oh dear, member for Albany, your mobile phone is ringing! 

Ms J.A. Radisich:  Busted! 

Mr P.B. WATSON:  Busted.  Sorry about that, Madam Deputy Speaker.  

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Indeed.  

Ms J.A. Radisich:  That is not setting a very good example! 

Mr P.B. WATSON:  There are role models in every way, and I have just been a bad example to the rest of the 
house! 
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Are any plans being made by the Department of Sport and Recreation, which already does a tremendous job, to 
deal with this issue?  Should we be coordinating the Department of Sport and Recreation, the Department for 
Planning and Infrastructure and the Department of Health to make sure that more facilities are made available 
and more education is carried out to deal with the obesity epidemic that is going through our community? 

MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta - Minister for Sport and Recreation) [10.01 am]:  I thank the member for 
Albany for his grievance and also for his activity in his local community and beyond.  He has a reputation for not 
only his own sporting prowess but also the years he has put into junior sport in his own town, encouraging 
people to be active and giving them the opportunity to participate in sport and reap the benefits.  He does a 
brilliant job, and I appreciate what he does.  He quite rightly put before the house today his concern about the 
growing issue of the lack of physical activity of many children and the obesity problem that accompanies that.  
There are a range of causes of that problem: the pace of life, as the member alluded to, with people having to 
work away from home more than in the past; families in which both parents are working; and the television 
becoming the babysitter, creating patterns of behaviour in which children spend a lot of time in sedentary 
positions, whether in front of the television or playing video games, instead of being out in the street playing 
chasey, kicking a football or playing cricket as in the past.  On top of that, there is the growth in the fast food 
industry.  Not all fast food is bad, as the member said, but there is a much higher percentage of fat in food 
produced by the fast food industry.  All of these things have created a very real problem.  

The member for Albany used a figure for Australia, but I will present some figures for Western Australia.  
Forty-eight per cent of Western Australian adults are obese or overweight.  That is quite an alarming number - 
almost half the adult population.  The trend is even more alarming for children.  In 1985, the number of children 
assessed as being overweight or obese was nine per cent for males and 10 per cent for females.  In 2003, less 
than 20 years later, we find that 23 per cent of male children and 30 per cent of female children are overweight 
or obese.  Those figures reflect a major problem in the community, with all the health issues flowing from that.  
Other commentators have asked whether this will be the first generation whose life expectancy will be less than 
it was for the previous generation.  Burgeoning health issues resulting from a lack of physical activity and 
obesity have become major factors in our community. 

The government has sought to put in place a range of initiatives to improve physical activity and get the message 
through on diet, and it is having some success.  A survey that has not yet been finalised indicates that over the 
past couple of years there has been an increase in physical activity in the community generally; it is only a small 
amount, but the situation is turning around.  The Premier’s Physical Activity Taskforce, which is made up of 
government and non-government representatives, is attempting to coordinate all the things that are happening 
and plan for new activities to get the message out.  I commend all the people involved with the task force.  They 
have been very proactive, and I believe successful in a number of areas, but that does not mean that we do not 
have a long way to go.  The Physical Activity Taskforce played a role in helping to implement the two hours 
physical activity that is now mandated every week in schools through the Department of Education and Training.  
It is not simply a matter of mandating something like that; it also involves training teachers and supplying 
equipment, and making sure that it is a fun and worthwhile experience for the children.  It is not simply a matter 
of setting a task of having two hours physical activity every week; it is a matter of using that time to open up 
opportunities, so that children will then go on and do other things with sport and recreation.  They will get a bit 
of ball handling experience, perhaps, and feel a bit more confident to go and play netball, football, soccer or 
cricket.  

Mr T.R. Sprigg:  The Active After-school Community program has had some success in that area. 

Mr J.C. KOBELKE:  I thank the member for his interjection.  That is one of many things that are being done.  
The after school program involves an amount of commonwealth money.  From what I have heard from other 
states, Western Australia does it best, because we have a very good relationship here between the state 
Department of Sport and Recreation and the federal office in the Department of Education Science and Training.  
That program integrates very well with what is done on a state level. 

We have also seen this initiative applied across a range of agencies.  The Minister for Planning and Infrastructure 
has been very strongly committed to helping people get active, so a significant bike path network has been 
developed to encourage people to cycle.  The Find Thirty campaign is getting the message out that people should 
make sure that they put aside time every day for physical activity.  Healthway recently committed significant 
funding to an obesity advocacy initiative, to try to help people to get active and deal with the problem.  An 
industry strategic plan has been put in place, chaired by Herb Elliot, to try to give a broad picture of how all 
these elements will fit together, and where we should be going into the future.  The Department of Sport and 
Recreation is committed to helping.  The employment of 17 club development officers is a result of a $2 million 
commitment over the next three years to get people working on the ground with local government, sporting 
organisations and local clubs to make sure that the opportunities are there.  The program involves 32 local 
governments.   
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I could touch on many more things.  This is a huge challenge.  I appreciate the advocacy of the member for 
Albany and what he is trying to do in his community and across Western Australia.  I know that other members 
see the real importance of sport and recreation and being actively involved with and encouraging sporting groups 
and schools to get the message across.  It is a huge challenge from which the government cannot resile.  I look 
forward to the ongoing support of the member for Albany, other members of this house and many interested 
people in the community in our efforts to make inroads into this growing problem. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr M.J. Cowper):  Thank you, minister.  I commend to you the great activity this 
week in Rushton Park, if you are down that way.  It is the masters football league carnival, with the great team of 
the Mandurah Makos participating.  
 


