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WESTERN AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL CHILD HEALTH SURVEY 
Motion 

Resumed from 7 May on the following motion moved by Hon Barbara Scott — 

That this house urges the state government to — 

(1) take seriously the “Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey — Strengthening the 
Capacity of Aboriginal Children, Families and Communities”, volume 4; 

(2) set some realistic and achievable time frames for the implementation of the recommended 
actions; 

(3) establish an inter-government agency approach to prioritising the recommended actions; and 

(4) ensure programs build capability in families and communities with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children. 

HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Minister for Child Protection) [2.03 pm]: I seek your 
guidance, Mr President. Before the debate on this motion was interrupted, Hon Shelley Archer was in the 
process of making some comments. Hon Shelley Archer is not in the chamber today, but I know that she would 
like to have the opportunity to continue her remarks. I seek leave of the house for Hon Shelley Archer to 
continue her remarks at a later stage.  

Leave granted. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! The question now is that the motion be agreed to.  

Points of Order 
Hon NORMAN MOORE: Mr President, I am not aware of any other member who wishes to speak on this 
motion. If no other member wishes to speak—I am surmising here—does that mean that the motion will now be 
put, or does that mean that the motion will not be put until the next sitting of the house?  

The PRESIDENT: If there are no other speakers, the question will be put, and it will go one way or the other. If 
Hon Shelley Archer is not here prior to when the debate ceases, then that is how the system will operate. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT: Mr President, do I as the mover of the motion have a right of reply? 

The PRESIDENT: Yes. The question is that the motion be agreed to. There are no other speakers on the 
motion. Therefore, does Hon Barbara Scott wish to exercise her right of reply?  

Hon BARBARA SCOTT: Mr President, I am not sure whether it is appropriate that I do that when the debate 
has not been finalised.  

The PRESIDENT: Order! I have invited the house to consider the question. There are no other speakers. It 
seems that Hon Barbara Scott wishes to close the debate by exercising her right of reply. Alternatively, someone 
may wish to move that the motion be adjourned, which will then make it an order of the day. I am in the hands of 
the house. The fact that a member who wants to speak on the motion is not here is really a matter for that 
member, although she has been given leave to speak at a later stage. The question is that the motion be agreed to. 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN: Mr President, as a point of clarification, I am very interested in this debate, and we 
have heard some interesting contributions from a number of members. I am sure that Hon Barbara Scott wants to 
close the debate, and to take the opportunity to thank members for their interest and to respond to some of the 
issues that have been raised. Perhaps it was not clear that we were about to come to the final opportunity to do 
that. I just want to say that I have appreciated the debate very much — 

Hon Kim Chance: As we all have. 

Hon Ken Travers interjected. 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN: Hon Ken Travers is asking me to canvass the entirety of the debate. If there is general 
agreement around the house that members wish me to speak at length, I will do that. However, I think 
Hon Barbara Scott is in a far better position than I to do that. 

Hon Ken Travers: It will be the highlight of the debate when you sit down! 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN: When I sit down, it will probably be the highlight for me as well! Thank you, 
Mr President.  

Debate Resumed 
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HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [2.07 pm] — in reply: This motion has taken up quite some 
time of the Legislative Council. This is a very important issue for all Western Australians. In moving the motion, 
I have asked simply that the government of the day take note of the recommendations of the Western Australian 
Aboriginal Child Health Survey and give some priority to those recommendations. My great disappointment is 
that this government clearly has not responded to the serious issues that are confronting Aboriginal children in 
Western Australia today. I was interested to hear the remarks of Hon Shelley Archer, and I would certainly like 
to pursue with her some of the matters that she has raised by way of questions to the Minister for Local 
Government, and others, about those issues. I have highlighted in Hansard the questions that Hon Shelley 
Archer asked of the government. The minister responded by moving an amendment, which opposed what I was 
suggesting. As we know, that amendment was defeated.  

I note with interest that this morning’s newspaper highlighted the reports of John Sanderson. Apart from raising 
the issues of housing and health and education intervention in the initial debate, I spoke about providing 
employment for Aboriginals. The government is sitting on another report produced by John Sanderson, special 
adviser to this government, which it will not release. I have yet to see that report.  

In moving this motion on the Aboriginal Child Health Survey, I highlighted the issues that seemed to be most 
important. If we can get people into jobs, Aboriginal communities would be far better off. If the minister is 
aware of the report from Lieutenant General Sanderson, I ask whether there are any answers to the questions that 
might have shed some light on his recommendations. He is obviously a very highly regarded person in the 
community. That is why the government invited him to write a number of reports. I have all of his reports with 
me. He wrote reports about the directions that he suggested that would, if taken, solve some of the issues in the 
Aboriginal communities in Western Australia. The health survey conducted by Kulunga Research Network of 
the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research covered the issue of employment. Housing was a big issue. 
There was very little in this budget that pointed to a solution.  

I maintain that the motion moved in my name that urges the state government to take seriously the “Western 
Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey—Strengthening the Capacity of Aboriginal Children, Families and 
Communities” needs to be taken seriously. We need to set some realistic and achievable time frames for the 
implementation of the recommendations and we need to establish an intergovernmental agency approach to 
prioritising those actions. Whilst the minister canvassed in her response some of the moves and changes that 
indicate that there is some intergovernmental cooperation, there still seems to be very little change in the 
education achievements of Aboriginal children and very little change in housing for Aboriginal families. When I 
speak about Aboriginal families—the minister made this very clear in her response—I am not talking about all 
Aboriginal families. This survey was of 5 000 families in Western Australia. It was the most extensive survey 
ever conducted. We know that there are very good functioning Aboriginal families. The fourth volume of the 
results of the extensive survey by the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research documented the health, 
wellbeing and education of four to 16-year-old Aboriginal children in Western Australia today. It looked at the 
percentage of children who were underachieving in the development of their capacities and competencies. The 
high percentage of children who are not achieving an acceptable level of competencies and capacities is of major 
concern to me. Sincerely and realistically, we need to be doing more than is being done at the moment. As I said, 
I would have been interested to listen to Hon Shelley Archer explain whether she was satisfied with the answers 
that were given to her. 

I will not recount the percentages of the appalling results that are detailed in the report. The summary document 
sets out very clearly issues such as the socioeconomic wellbeing of Aboriginals, the life-stressing events that 
many of them have to live through and the lack of housing, proper nutrition and educational outcomes for 
Aboriginal children in Western Australia.  

Although there has been a response from the government, it is not good enough. It is an appalling record. The 
World Health Organisation, an international organisation that assesses where our children are at, says that our 
Aboriginal children are well down on the radar compared with many other countries. The report says that there 
are significant differences in characteristics of communities with Aboriginal children across levels of relative 
isolation, from urban settings to areas of extreme isolation. There can be vast differences in the level of 
maintenance of language and traditional culture, the experience of neighbourhood community problems and 
access to services and facilities. There are many neighbourhood and community problems with drug abuse, 
alcohol abuse, family violence and families splitting. It was often reported to the investigators that primary 
caregivers were living in areas of moderate isolation. That was one of the community problems. They had 
problems of break-ins, car stealing and noisy and reckless driving. Youth gangs were most commonly reported 
by primary carers in Perth. Racism is a neighbourhood problem. These problems do not occur just in the isolated 
Aboriginal communities. This health survey looked very deeply into education outcomes and made 
recommendations to increase the competencies of a high number of Aboriginal children in Western Australia. 
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I talked about life-stress events. Most of us deal with only one or two life-stress events, whereas in the 
12 months prior to the survey, it was found that one in five—that is 22 per cent—Aboriginal children aged zero 
to 17 were living in families to whom seven to 14 major life stress events had occurred over the past 12 months. 
These events interfere with developing competencies in children. I ask members: why can most of us in this 
chamber raise competent children? If we examine the competencies of the normal population we can see that it is 
almost unfair to expect normal competencies to develop in the 22 per cent of Aboriginal children who live with 
major life stressors. It is just not possible for them to develop the normal competencies that other functioning 
families, including Aboriginal families, can develop. 

I talked also about the day-to-day interventions that are recommended for mothers and babies in the early pre-
natal and post-natal years that are supported by the science I presented from the eminent Dr Fraser Mustard. 
There is now incredible neuroscience that can provide parents with parenting skills that in the past were expected 
to be natural or innate—skills that, fortunately, many of us have been given. We did things naturally with our 
babies, such as feeding and clothing them well, speaking to them, reading to them and creating a stimulating 
environment for them. There is now neuroscience that tells us that early brain development is absolutely critical 
to later competencies, which can determine such matters as intelligence quotient. Having studied psychology 
many years ago, I was of the conviction that a child’s IQ was set from birth. However, that has been disproved 
by neuroscience, which tells us that the development of the brain can be influenced by understanding the brain 
pathways. There is a phrase that comes to mind: use it or lose it. 

I am afraid that the months and years have gone by and we are now talking about a survey that was conducted in 
2006. My motion urges the government to urgently implement some of the recommendations of the Western 
Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey, or at least prioritise them and consider them important, so that the 
lives of the percentage of Aboriginal children who are so very far behind their peers can be turned around, 
because unless they succeed early they will not succeed at all. 

As I said, a series of questions on notice were asked by Hon Shelley Archer about programs that were put in 
place. I found some of the answers to those questions dismissive and unacceptable. For instance, Hon Shelley 
Archer asked about the homemaker-type program that was to be culturally appropriate. Although the program 
has been extended, many answers to Hon Shelley Archer’s questions used terminology such as the minister 
would answer in further detail at a later stage. That is not to me all that acceptable. Hon Shelley Archer asked 
questions specifically about the recommendations in the report on the survey. Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich answered a 
number of the questions about homeownership and other matters. For instance, a question was asked about 
recommendation 22 of the report, which stated — 

The ongoing implementation of the Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage . . . framework should 
require Australian governments to identify the dollar amounts and proportions of spending dedicated to 
addressing each of the OID headline indicators . . .  

The minister replied — 

At the 14 January 2008 meeting of Commonwealth and State Treasurers it was agreed that all 
jurisdictions will cooperate in the development of a national framework for reporting expenditure on 
Indigenous services. The purpose of developing a national framework for reporting expenditure on 
Indigenous services is so that Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments have a greater 
understanding of the level and patterns of expenditure in relation to Indigenous people. This 
information can then be used in combination with other performance information such as the Report on 
Government Services and the Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage Report, to determine how 
appropriately targeted and effective their programs are in reducing Indigenous disadvantage. 

Although that is all well and good, the government still has not, as I said at the outset, prioritised the 
recommendations or an action plan. In my conversations with Professor Fiona Stanley, she said that this fourth 
report was a blueprint for government to overcome the disadvantages and the areas of concern for Aboriginal 
children. Although the minister’s response to me was that in fact Fiona Stanley had said there had been a big 
change, as recently as April this year at an Oxfam function Fiona Stanley was still very strong in her belief that 
there was a huge gap between some children in Aboriginal communities and their peers that needed to be filled. 
That, in itself, is an indictment on governments for their failure to recognise that this is not an issue that we can 
sit and talk about in committees with it forever sitting on the agenda as a topic to be discussed; it is a matter that 
must be acted upon. 

Therefore, in speaking to my motion, I must say that I am convinced that the Telethon Institute for Child Health 
Research has done and continues to do a remarkable job for the children of Western Australia. My motion as it 
stands urges this state government to take these recommendations seriously and to set some realistic and 
achievable outcomes. I am sure that my colleague Hon Peter Collier would agree that probably the very first 
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place to begin would be to examine the numeracy and literacy levels of Aboriginal children and to make an 
attack on those levels very early on. That will not happen if the first intervention is testing at year 3; it must 
happen much earlier than that. I have set out how we can do that. This report refers to intervention with new 
mothers in an attempt to avert the situation that occurs too often of Aboriginal girls having babies at a very 
young age, and how to put in place practical interventions to teach those mothers very basic nutrition, how to 
manage finances, how to look after babies, how to breastfeed and how to make sure that they and little children 
have a safe place to sleep. A safe place to sleep, to grow, to play and to learn should not be something that this 
state, and this nation generally, should find insurmountable. I know it is not easy; it is complex. Nevertheless, the 
purpose of placing my motion on the notice paper a year ago was to motivate the government. I am still not 
convinced that the government has sought to prioritise these as urgent matters and set a time frame for the 
implementation of recommendations made in the Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey. I urge the 
government to release John Sanderson’s report on Aboriginal employment that was spoken about today. As we 
know, if Aboriginal people who are able to be employed are sitting around in Aboriginal communities where the 
indicators are that children are not attending school, not being fed, not achieving properly at school and are being 
neglected, we need to know how we can employ them. Why has the government spent all that money on 
engaging someone as competent as John Sanderson to provide a report, only for the government to sit on and not 
release it? There must be something in it that reminds the government of a job not being done properly.  

With those words, I urge every member to consider that this is an issue about a high percentage of Western 
Australian Aboriginal children who are falling between the cracks into what we call “the gap”. As a state, and a 
nation generally—this government in particular—we should hang our heads in shame by not doing what the 
Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey actually recommends. Many children will be caught in that 
gap. If we wait six months, a year, two years or three years, it will be almost too late. By then, the children will 
be three, four, or five years of age, which is too late to redirect their lives into successful situations in which they 
have competencies similar to those of the majority of the population. I urge the house to support this motion and 
to send a very strong message to the government of the day that the survey is a very large blueprint for action, 
and should not be the subject of many more intergovernmental or other meetings. The recommendations are 
clear and they should be looked at with a view to asking: how do we implement these recommendations to 
address these urgent issues that cause so many of our children in Western Australia to fall behind what should be 
an acceptable standard of health and education in the first instance? The government should be shamed into 
taking hold of this document and making sure that those very important but simple recommendations are taken 
on board and funded. I ask that members support this motion so that it sends a very strong message to the 
government; namely, that many children of Western Australia, especially Aboriginal children, are living in Third 
World conditions with no sight of achieving competencies or capabilities that will find them a job in the future or 
lead them into heading competent families so that, in turn, the next generation can nurture and raise children who 
will develop those competencies that we take for granted in most communities in Western Australia.  

This report has highlighted something that is shameful for Western Australia. I have offered a number of 
suggestions throughout my remarks for housing and intervention programs that I know work. I have 
endeavoured to highlight the 23 major recommendations in the report. I urge the government to take another 
look at the recommendations and see what it can do about implementing them. I commend the motion to the 
house.  

Question put and passed. 
 


