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SELECT COMMITTEE INTO CHILD ABUSE IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
Establishment - Motion 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [4.02 pm]:  I move - 

(1) That a select committee be established to inquire into child abuse in Western Australia, 
including -  

(a) the extent of and reasons for all forms of child abuse; 

(b) the effectiveness of current stratagems for preventing child abuse, assisting abused 
children and dealing with abusers; and 

(c) the adequacy of the system for the placement and helping of children in care. 

(2) That the committee report by 25 September 2003. 

I have not moved this motion lightly, but have given a great deal of thought to it.  Over the past 12 months I have 
been looking at the possibility of raising this issue in the House.  I believe that a select committee should be 
formed to look into child abuse in Western Australia and the other points raised in my motion.  The facts are 
very simple.  Child abuse is happening in Western Australia, as it is in every other State and every other country.  
We have a duty as a Parliament to try to minimise child abuse, although I am sure that we will never completely 
eliminate it.   

It is important that we look at what constitutes child abuse and what we mean by child abuse.  It includes not just 
the physical, sexual and emotional abuse of children, but also the neglect of children because neglected children 
are being abused and put at risk.  These issues were certainly prevalent even prior to the Gordon inquiry.  
Members will know quite a bit about the tragic death of Susan Taylor from the Swan Valley Nyungah 
Community, because of the recent inquiry.  However, that inquiry was very limited and was specifically directed 
to the Swan Valley Nyungah Community.  I am told that the inquiry, which lasted six months, cost $1 million.  
My proposal is for an inquiry that could take up to 12 months, not because it is a matter that should be delayed or 
pontificated upon, but because it is a matter that needs to be gone into deeply to find the reasons for and the 
extent to which child abuse is occurring in Western Australia.  That is why I have moved for a reporting date in 
12 months.   

The Gordon inquiry findings of the amount of abuse in the Swan Valley Nyungah Community were quite 
horrific.  It is quite clear that what occurred was a result of the abuse of Aboriginal youth by Aboriginal older 
people.  That should not be tolerated.  I am told that child abuse is not part of the Aboriginal culture.  However, 
it quite clearly happened in the Swan Valley Nyungah Community.  I do not think that anybody can deny that.   

Mr A.D. McRae:  You have not read the coroner’s report. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The member has obviously not read the Gordon inquiry report, because if he had, he would 
not be making that sort of interjection.  The findings were that horrific child abuse had occurred in the Swan 
Valley Nyungah Community.   

Mr A.D. McRae:  Perpetrated by whom? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The member should read the report. 

The abuse that occurred in the Swan Valley Nyungah Community was not necessarily confined to what 
happened to Susan Taylor; it happened to other young Aboriginals, mainly females, in that group.  The group is 
run by fear and violence - 

Mr R.N. Sweetman:  Like many others. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  As my colleague the member for Ningaloo has said, like many others.  That is the point I 
am trying to make in moving this motion. 

Child abuse is not confined to the Swan Valley Nyungah Community.  I am told by some of my colleagues that 
it happens all over Western Australia, and certainly in many regional and rural areas.  If the same thing is 
happening in those places, this Parliament has an absolute duty to protect those children.  The select committee 
that I am proposing be set up is not merely to look into the abuse of Aboriginal children.  Abuse is also occurring 
in non-Aboriginal areas through the actions of non-Aboriginal people.  Unfortunately, abuse is rife in Western 
Australia.   

The three most vulnerable classes of people in our society are children, older citizens and people who are 
disadvantaged as a result of disabilities.  At some stage I may well move a motion to set up a select committee to 
look into the abuse of older people, because I believe it is unfortunately becoming more prevalent in today’s 
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world.  However, we know that child abuse is happening in Western Australia, and I believe that this 
Government is not doing enough to try to combat the evil.   

There are different forms of child abuse.  One form of child abuse that does not normally hit the headlines is that 
of neglect.  If a parent or parents neglect children, children’s lives can be at risk.  They might not be fed properly 
or might be neglected in all those areas in which they need to have love, care and comfort.  I must lay some 
criticism at the doors of some of our agencies.  I do not believe that the Department for Community 
Development and the Police Force do enough to combat child abuse in Western Australia.  This is the only State 
in Australia that does not have mandatory reporting for suspected child abuse.  I will later read some statistics 
relating to that.  I do not know whether we want to go down the road of mandatory reporting, but the evidence I 
have been given so far is that it is something we should seriously look at.  I believe it should be looked at by a 
select committee.  Before I go too much further on my motion to set up a select committee into child abuse, I say 
to government members that they should support this motion.  The minister and other members of the 
Government should indicate whether they are prepared to support a select committee into child abuse. 

Ms S.M. McHale:  I do not support your proposal, and I will explain why. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I just wanted to know from the outset whether the Government would support the 
establishment of a select committee.  The minister has just informed me that she does not support the 
establishment of a select committee into child abuse in Western Australia.  That is a dreadful indictment of the 
minister, who is the person with the prime responsibility of looking after children in this State.  It is a dereliction 
of duty for the minister to say that she does not support the establishment of a select committee into child abuse.  
The minister is obviously happy with what is going on at the moment and does not think this Parliament should 
do anything else.  The minister may live to regret that comment.  This is the only State that does not have 
mandatory reporting.  If this is the position that the minister is coming from and she thinks everything in the 
garden is rosy and not enough children are being abused to warrant this Parliament looking into this matter, it 
makes me very sad.  It does not surprise me, because Governments rarely like Oppositions moving a motion to 
set up a select committee to look into an issue like this.  If the Government did support the motion, the 
committee would be government-dominated, in which case the outcome would be virtually what the Government 
wanted.  Her stance does not surprise me, but I am very sad about it.  Now that I know that the Minister for 
Community Development, Women’s Interests, Seniors and Youth does not support the establishment of a select 
committee to look into child abuse, I will frame my comments differently, now that there is to be no cooperation 
to establish a genuine bipartisan committee to look at what is probably one of the most serious issues in Western 
Australia today - the safety and protection of our children.  Members on this side of the House put the protection 
of our children in Western Australia as one of the highest priorities.  At the moment the legislation is not 
working, but the minister is satisfied that the Government does not need to do anything further.  That is a 
dreadful indictment of the minister. 

There are different forms of child abuse and I did say that one of them was neglect.  I will highlight an area of 
neglect.  I have become aware of a number of areas of neglect and I have a whole raft of papers.  One group of 
people have dedicated their lives to the victims of child abuse.  An absolutely jam-packed A4 lever-arch file was 
given to me by a group of people who are dedicated to trying to get to the bottom of child abuse in this State.  
Unfortunately, that information may not now see the light of day.  That group was hoping that this Parliament 
would support the establishment of a committee to look into this matter.  That information also refers to 
problems with the minister’s department and would have been more appropriately looked at by a select 
committee. 

Ms S.M. McHale:  I invite anybody who has concerns about the department - as recently as last week I met with 
a number of child abuse advocates - to give me material about those concerns.  That invitation is also open to the 
member.  We do not need a select committee to raise concerns about the department. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  There are people out in the community who have no faith in the minister or her 
department, and I will shortly show the minister why.  This whole lever-arch file is filled with examples of 
problems, some of which relate to the minister’s department.  These people do not have faith in the minister to 
investigate these matters, because they have raised other matters with the minister concerning people who have 
been neglected and nothing has been done.  I will not mention the children’s names, but I will specify instances. 

Ms S.M. McHale:  Put it on the public record. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I will do that.  A concerned member of the public raised a matter with me back in February 
of this year.  A member of the public telephoned me and wanted me to try to get something done about some 
children who were being neglected and whose lives were being put at risk.  I will not mention names because it 
is not appropriate to do that, but I am pretty sure that when I tell the minister the story she will know of the 
infants I am talking about and she can perhaps respond.  I know what part of the minister’s response will be, but 
I will go through the sequence of events.  Some children were being put at risk and the minister’s department did 
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virtually nothing.  Back in February a concerned member of the public telephoned me about a little seven-year-
old girl, after this person had been to the Department for Community Development, to the police and to people in 
the minister’s ministerial office - 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  Was anything put in writing? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  As far as I am aware, but I am not sure.  She has certainly spoken to those people. 

Mr N.R. Marlborough:  That is the first question I always ask: have they put it in writing? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The minister was aware of the situation.  I put it in writing and received correspondence 
back.  What happened was that a little seven-year-old girl was begging at the front door of this concerned 
mother.  On 16 January this concerned mother rang the Department for Community Development and the 
minister’s office to try to get help, but with no success.  She said that nobody wanted to know or would come 
and get the little seven-year-old girl.  This seven-year-old girl was knocking on people’s doors and begging for 
money, quite a long way from her own home.  She was even knocking on the doors of empty houses, because 
she was not aware that they were empty.  This woman was concerned because she has children of her own.  She 
telephoned the Department for Community Development and the minister’s office to try to get some help.  Two 
weeks later the same thing happened, but this time there were two little girls - two sisters from the same family - 
a seven-year-old and a 10-year-old.  One of them was actually in her pyjamas.  The woman again rang the 
Department for Community Development.  I am not sure whether it was the Department for Community 
Development or Crisis Care, but it was one or the other.  She said to me and put in writing to me that the staff 
people she spoke to either forgot to put her on hold or forgot to put their hand over the mouth piece, because she 
heard, “Looks like I’ve got a bloody visit again.”  That was in relation to this concerned parent and mother 
telephoning this public servant about her concern for these two young children out begging, one in her pyjamas, 
quite a way from where they lived.  If that report is correct - she put it in writing, so I assume it is - that is pretty 
appalling.  It is an indictment of any department that comes under the control of the minister.  The people from 
the department said to the woman to take the girls home or ring the police.  These people who are supposed to be 
there to help children and families told the woman to either take the children home or ring the police.  She quite 
rightly said it was not her place to do that, that there should be a system whereby children could be collected by 
somebody from the department who deals with children at risk.  She talked to the police and then took the girls 
to the local police station.  About two hours later the police told her to take them home, which she did not do.  
The police then contacted officers in Crisis Care who had by that time contacted the mother.  The police told a 
member of the public to take two little girls in her car to their home.  Many people would have run them home to 
wherever they lived.  However, members should stop and think about the implications that could be drawn from 
their putting two little girls in their car, for whatever reason, even if only to take them home, when the police or 
the Department for Community Development should have done that. 

The constituent rang the minister’s office and the Cannington office of the Department for Community 
Development and was told to go to the Office of the Public Advocate.  All she got there was a reply from an 
answering machine.  She then lost hope.  She informed me of all the problems that had occurred, and said that 
either nobody was prepared to take responsibility for these children or no system was in place for their 
protection.  As I said, neither the Department for Community Development, Crisis Care nor the police took any 
action to deal with this situation when they should have.  Incidentally, I was told that one of the girls had four 
50c coins on her.  She had obviously knocked on some doors and managed to get some money from people.  
That is a pretty dreadful indictment on the department.  I wrote to the minister’s office and passed on my concern 
that this should not have happened.  I received a reply from the minister that she was looking into the matter.  
Eventually, I received a letter dated 2 April from the minister.  The matter had therefore gone on from February 
through to April.  In her letter, the minister said -  

Dear Mr Johnson 

Thank you for your letter dated 13 March . . . regarding concerns raised with you by - 

She refers to the mother who had looked after the children -  

about children living in - 

She refers to a particular area -  

I am advised that since - 

She again refers to the mother who looked after the children - 

raised the initial concerns in January 2002, the Cannington office of the Department for Community 
Development has been working actively with the family providing financial, practical and emotional 
support.  Since the Department’s involvement the children have been attending school more regularly 
and increased links in the community have been made. 
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Mrs - 

I will call her Mrs X -  

has been provided with the caseworker’s direct phone number if she has further concerns . . .  

The mother was asked to call that phone number if she had further concerns.  That is fine.  I then wrote to the 
concerned mother enclosing a copy of the minister’s response to me and received an e-mail reply that made me 
feel pretty dreadful.  It said, in part -  

Mr Johnson 

It was with a growing sense of despair that I read your letter and that of the minister regarding the 
children I brought to your attention earlier this year. 

Mr Johnson I shall not trouble you or the minister further with future correspondence.  This particular 
family has been relocated to a new suburb, which I have since learnt is what the department does with 
this family when ever things get too hot.  Nothing is ever done about the mothers constant neglect of the 
children and neither the department or the ministers office seem the least inclined or able to really stop 
these children from being put at risk on a regular basis. 

The e-mail goes on in more detail but when I received it, I felt that I was failing in my duty.  I felt ashamed that I 
had not managed to do something as opposition spokesperson for the Department for Community Development 
and that I was unable to achieve a better outcome.  If it is true that all the Department for Community 
Development does is move the family from one suburb to another when things get a bit hot, then that is a 
dereliction of duty and is putting the children in that family at severe risk of being abused, or even worse.  These 
were seven and 10-year old girls, one of whom was in pyjamas.  I ask members to keep that in their mind 
because it is a pretty horrific thought.  These girls had to negotiate a railway crossing and a main road from the 
house in which they lived to where they were knocking on doors and begging.  I repeat that they knocked on the 
doors of some empty houses.  God only knows why those children were not abducted in the meantime, because 
they could easily have been, and I thank God that they were not.  A seven-year-old girl and a 10-year-old girl 
would not be able to defend themselves against some of the weird and warped human beings who, unfortunately, 
walk this earth and prey on young children. 

The minister tells me that everything in the garden is rosy; I assure her that it is not.  The minister and the 
department are against mandatory reporting, although Western Australia is the only State in Australia that does 
not have mandatory reporting.  Why is Western Australia different from the rest of Australia, the United 
Kingdom and the United States where reporting is mandatory?  Is it because there is no child abuse in this State?  
I assure the minister that there is.  I will place some figures and facts before the House shortly.  However, I want 
to tell the minister that since news got out that I intended to move this motion, I was contacted by a group called 
Advocates for Survivors of Child Abuse WA - ASCA.  Does the minister know that group? 

Ms S.M. McHale:  Is it in WA; and, if so, who runs it? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I think the WA co-director is Michelle Stubbs. 

Ms S.M. McHale:  Yes, I do know it. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Michelle Stubbs e-mailed me and said she was thrilled to see an article in The West 
Australian about my proposed motion on child abuse and felt compelled to get in touch with me to offer 
assistance.  That organisation wants to give me - and more importantly would give a select committee - all the 
assistance it possibly can to look at the very serious offence of child abuse.  The organisation surveyed 1 104 of 
its members and had 358 surveys returned, which is a response rate of about 32 per cent.  That high response rate 
lends credibility to the quality of the survey.  Some of the interesting statistics in the survey are that 69 per cent 
of respondents experienced abuse within their immediate family and 22 per cent within their extended family.  
The answers to questions on the perpetrator of abuse within the immediate family indicated that 44 per cent were 
natural fathers, 23 per cent natural mothers, 18 per cent natural brothers, 10 per cent natural grandfathers, 
three per cent natural sisters and two per cent natural grandmothers.  It is mind-boggling to think that those 
people could abuse their own children.  The answers to questions on the perpetrator of abuse within the extended 
family indicated that 49 per cent were uncles, 23 per cent cousins, 16 per cent stepfathers, seven per cent aunts, 
three per cent stepbrothers and three per cent stepsisters. 

Ms M.M. Quirk:  Will the member for Hillarys accept an interjection? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I always do, as long as it is a sensible one. 

Ms M.M. Quirk:  Now that you are armed with those figures, you know the suggestion you made in the debate 
last year that the majority of perpetrators of child abuse were strangers and homosexuals is probably not correct.   
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Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  What a stupid interjection.  This is a very serious subject.  

Mr R.C. Kucera:  It is relevant considering your comments in that other debate.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  What is the minister saying?  The member for Girrawheen has not heard all the figures yet.  
There is an old saying about a fool, but I will not go further because the member may not like it.  I want to give 
the member some more information, which may answer her interjection.  The next section says that the major 
abusers were outside the immediate or extended family.  It says that 27 per cent were neighbours, 23 per cent 
strangers, 15 per cent ministers of religion, 12 per cent teachers, 10 per cent medical professionals, seven per 
cent religious employees, three per cent sports instructors or coaches, two per cent youth workers and one per 
cent foster parents or guardians.  I am pleased that the figure for foster parents and guardians is so low.  The 
member for Joondalup is nodding his head in agreement.  I am concerned about the high percentages, 
particularly that 23 per cent of abusers are strangers.  

Mr R.C. Kucera:  You are reading that out of context.  A very small percentage of abusers is outside the family 
unit and family circle; that is what the statistics are saying.  That is the point that the member for Girrawheen 
was making.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  This is a survey of people who have been subjected to abuse.  

Mr R.C. Kucera:  That is correct, and only a small percentage of abusers are outside the family circle.  Of that 
small percentage only 23 per cent were strangers.  That is not 23 per cent of all people who abuse people.  That 
is the difference.  The member is taking those figures out of context.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I am talking about different people in different categories and whether they have been 
abused by members of their family or people outside their family.  The percentages I have cited are within the 
family unit.  

Ms M.M. Quirk:  Which is the vast majority of cases.   

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No; I did not say that.  The member for Girrawheen does not understand what I am saying, 
which is a great pity.  If the member reads Hansard tomorrow she will see what I mean.   

Mr R.C. Kucera:  I understand very well and you are taking it out of context.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  No, I am not.  I am saying there is a tremendous amount of child abuse in Western 
Australia and it should be the concern of the Minister for Community Development as well as the Minister for 
Health.  It is the prime responsibility of the Minister for Community Development, but she does not want a select 
committee.  She is happy with the situation.  If the Minister for Health feels the same, I am very sorry and I hope 
that is not the case. 

Mr R.C. Kucera:  Once again the member is twisting things and taking them out of context.  Nobody is happy 
with the situation with child abuse and the member knows that things are being done at the moment.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  What is the minister doing about it?  Nothing! He will not even introduce mandatory 
reporting.  

Mr R.C. Kucera:  People like you twist things and make it so difficult to deal with in the community.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I was generous.  I took an interjection from the government Whip because I thought I was 
being a decent person and a gentleman.  Obviously, there is no point in doing that because it fell on deaf ears.   

They are some of the figures on child abuse and they are quite explicit.  These figures deal mainly with sexual, 
physical and emotional abuse.  They do not necessarily deal with neglect and putting children’s lives at risk.  
That has not been covered here.  We know that many children are in that situation.  For government members 
not to accept that and not to be prepared to do something positive about it - that is, to appoint a bipartisan select 
committee to look at the extent of the problem and ways of combating it - shows a lack of commitment by either 
the minister, the Government or members of the Labor Party.  Members opposite should hang their heads in 
shame.  I am offering them the opportunity of participating in a bipartisan select committee to look at what is a 
very serious problem in Western Australia, with no politics involved.  The more that government members cover 
their eyes and ears, the more children will be neglected and their lives put at risk and the more likely it is they 
will be physically, sexually, mentally and emotionally abused.  The Government will not do anything because it 
will not take on enough people in the Department for Community Development to deal with this serious 
situation.   

It is interesting that the Minister for Health interjected a while ago, because he is an ex-copper.  The Police Force 
does not do enough to deal with child abuse in Western Australia.  The police do not see it as one of their 
priorities.  Unless a child has been sexually or physically abused to the extent that the police have to do 
something, they do not do a lot.  If a child is in danger or neglected, which includes any child who is allowed to 
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roam the streets at age seven, and the police do not want to take that child back to his or her parents’ home, then 
the police are failing in their duty.  Members opposite are trying to justify knocking back a genuine offer of help 
and assistance from the Opposition to look at this very serious issue.  

Mr R.C. Kucera:  There is nothing genuine about it; it is a cynical exercise in political point scoring and you 
know it.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The Minister for Health is the expert at that.  I have a genuine concern for kids and I have 
had it most of my life.  Frankly, not enough is being done.  What did the police and the Department for 
Community Development do about the abuse that went on in that Swan Valley Aboriginal community?  For 
years they did nothing.  They would not even go onto the site and deal with the problems there.   

Mr A.P. O’Gorman:  The Government went in there. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  It was only after a young girl committed suicide, not before.  The Government and 
government departments were afraid to go in there.  That put children’s lives at risk.   

Mr J.B. D’Orazio:  How long was your Government in power? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The Government of which I was a part should have done more.  I will be the first to admit 
it.  If I had known of the problem, I would have dealt with it.  I would not have sat on my hands like some of that 
lot on the government benches.  What have members opposite done since the problem became public?  They 
have removed a classroom!  Big deal!  What else have they done?  Not a lot.  The Government has not taken 
control.  Robert Bropho controls that area.  The Government has done nothing there.  I did not know about the 
problem then.  The Government did know, and it should have taken action.  What did the Premier say?  He made 
a big hoo-ha about setting up the Gordon inquiry.   

Ms S.E. Walker:  What has it done?  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The Premier has done nothing as far as I can see.  He spent $1 million.  I would like to see 
where that has gone.  I cannot see where $1 million has gone in six months.  It was a limited inquiry; it was not 
an inquiry into child abuse in Western Australia, but into the problems in one Aboriginal community in the Swan 
Valley.  How much did the commissioners get paid for their work for six months?  I do not have a clue.  We 
were never told.  They may have been on a really good earner for all I know.  If it was not a good earner where 
did the money go?  It cost $1 million.  

Several government members interjected.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Mr Speaker, it is totally disorderly for two members to hold a conversation while I am on 
my feet.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr A.J. Dean):  The member for Hillarys is quite correct.  Perhaps the member will 
address his points to the Chair.   

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I may be looking at members opposite, but I am addressing the Chair.  I do not want to 
take any more interjections because the ones I have received were very pathetic and I do not want to give any 
more time to them.   

I will quote some of the things that the Premier said after the Gordon inquiry reported.  The Premier did not take 
control of this serious problem and deal with it as the Premier of this State should have done by doing something 
positive.  What did the Premier do?  He tried to buck-pass some of it to the Commonwealth and basically said 
that this was something the Prime Minister should look into.  He said that he urged the Commonwealth to join 
with us in tackling this issue.  Why did he mention the Commonwealth?  This is a Western Australian problem. 
Ms S.M. McHale:  The Prime Minister has actually agreed with him. 
Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Yes, but why try to pass the buck to the Prime Minister?  Why will none of the 
Government’s ministers take responsibility for his or her actions and clear ministerial duties?  The Premier 
called the inquiry.  When the inquiry released its findings six months later, he urged the Prime Minister to join 
with us.  Therefore, he was trying to implicate the Prime Minister in a Western Australian problem.  It is clearly 
a problem that is under the Western Australian Government’s jurisdiction.  However, the Premier does not want 
to take responsibility for it.  Another thing he said was that all the political will in the world and all the additional 
resources we could muster would not make a significant difference without Aboriginal people taking ownership 
of this issue.  Again, he was passing it back to the Aboriginal community and saying that it must take ownership 
of it and sort out all the problems.  Great!  What will the Premier do?  All the press releases are finished now.  
As far as the Premier is concerned, the issue is forgotten.  As far as I can see, all that has been done is that a 
classroom has been removed from the Swan Valley Nyungah Community area.   
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I have a concern in this area, and I will mention it during my remarks on this motion.  I want to know whether 
any evidence from the Gordon inquiry has been destroyed.  One of the recommendations of the Gordon inquiry 
panel was that some of the evidence should be destroyed.  We do not know exactly what evidence it was.  I want 
to know why that should be destroyed.  If there was evidence of any allegations of child abuse within that 
inquiry’s terms of reference, that evidence should have been passed on to the Police Force initially, which would 
have dealt with any allegations or evidence of child abuse.  We have heard that one or two allegations may have 
been passed on.  However, we do not know the full details.  This is the Government that is supposed to be open 
and accountable.  It was going to let everybody in Western Australia know what was going on.  However, what 
does it do?  The minute it gets something that is a bit difficult or too hard to handle, it starts to close the shutters, 
and it gives us a bit of the story, not the full story. 

Mrs C.A. Martin interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I inform the member for Kimberley that I want anybody who perpetrates sexual, physical 
or mental abuse of children or who neglects children to be brought to account and to be dealt with appropriately.  
That is what I want to happen.  

Mr R.C. Kucera:  You want to spend the next 12 months talking about it.  We’re getting on and doing it.   

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The Government is doing nothing.  The Minister for Health will have an opportunity at 
some stage to tell me what the Government is doing about child abuse. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr A.J. Dean):  I thought the member for Hillarys was not taking interjections. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I was not. 

The ACTING SPEAKER:  He should address the Chair. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  Yes.  It is dreadful.  The Minister for Health keeps trying to bully me. 

Mr M.P. Whitely:  He has nothing to say without the interjections; that is the problem. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I have a lot to say, my friend.  I have only 19 minutes left, and I must prioritise what I will 
say. 

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  There is rumbling from the vegie patch at the back of the garden somewhere.   

I am fortunate inasmuch as I was lucky enough to be allocated a young university student as a parliamentary 
intern - a young lady named Harinder Kaur Khaira.  I am fortunate to have had the assistance of this young lady.  
She is in the gallery today, and I acknowledge her presence.  She has done a tremendous job so far in looking 
into a subject which is of great interest to me and on which I wanted to have as much research done as possible.  
At the moment, I have an extremely good progress report on that project.  I asked my intern to look at the 
arguments for and against mandatory reporting and to gather as many statistics as possible.  The progress report 
states that - 

Child protection data from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, as general trends is 
highlighted. 

I cannot quote all the information in this report, but I will provide the House with the number of reported child 
abuse allegations throughout Australia and illustrate that the number in Western Australia is extremely low.  One 
must ask whether that is because reporting is not mandatory in Western Australia.   

Mandatory reporting has been introduced in every other State at different times.  At the moment, the only State 
that does not have mandatory reporting is Western Australia.  I will give the figures for the number of cases that 
were reported to the various departments in the various States as at 2000-01.  Obviously, we do not yet have the 
latest figures for 2002.  As at 2000-01, in New South Wales there were 40 937 reports of possible child abuse 
under mandatory reporting - nearly 41 000.  Western Australia represents about 10 per cent of the Australian 
population, so one does not need to be an Einstein to work out how the figures that I will give for Western 
Australia correspond.  In Western Australia, there were only 2 851 reports.  That is 2 851 too many in any terms, 
because it means that those cases were reported - but not under mandatory reporting - to the appropriate 
department in Western Australia during that period.  The number of cases reported in Western Australia has 
decreased.  In 1995-96, 3 748 cases were reported to either the police or the Department for Community 
Development.  Now the figure is only 2 800; yet in New South Wales there are nearly 41 000; in Victoria, nearly 
37 000; and in Queensland, 22 000.  Queensland and Western Australia are not miles apart in population terms.  
In South Australia, the figure is 9 988.  That is because those States have mandatory reporting, and that is the 
number of cases that have been reported to the appropriate authorities; yet in Western Australia the figure was 
only 2 851 in that time.   
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Ms S.M. McHale:  Do you know how many substantiated cases there were in New South Wales? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  I have been told by the minister’s department that a large percentage of the cases in New 
South Wales are not even looked at; they must be prioritised. 

What does that figure tell us?  It tells us that people are not bothering to report suspicions of child abuse in 
Western Australia.  However, if we had mandatory reporting, they would have to do it.  Unfortunately, many 
people do not want to get involved, as dreadful as that seems.  I hope that not one member in this House would 
not phone the police or the Department for Community Development if he or she was concerned that a child was 
being abused in some way, or neglected - because some people think that child abuse is only physical or sexual 
abuse.  However, as I have said, abuse is far more than that.  It is child neglect by putting a child’s life at risk.  I 
believe that earlier in my speech I clearly illustrated instances of children being put at risk in this State, and the 
Government is doing nothing about it.  All it does is move the family from one area to another so that the people 
in the area - neighbours, for instance - who are concerned enough to make a report to the appropriate authorities 
do not know what is going on any more.  Therefore, the problem is being moved from one suburb to another.  If 
I were a cynical person, I would say that it appears that the Government is trying to hide the amount of abuse and 
neglect that is occurring.  

Mandatory reporting might cost a fortune, but our children are worth it.  The children of this State are worth 
every cent that might need to be spent on this issue, and more.  They are our future.  Governments that neglect 
children will pay the price.  

My intern has provided me with information on another important area.  She has tried to be very impartial in her 
progress report to me and has considered the cases for and against mandatory reporting.  She has not completed 
her report and may come to a different view by the time it is completed.  However, I would be very surprised if 
she did.  She comments as follows - 

It is argued that State intervention can lead to systems abuse.  Policies may result in a drift of children 
through a welfare system and system of substitute care, which may not adequately meet the needs of 
children.   

That is a fair observation.  However, on evaluation, which is even more important, she says - 

Such an argument relies heavily on the assumption that the inadequate system of child protection is the 
only system that is capable of being afforded by a State.  It is logically inconsistent to argue that 
intervention by a State may further traumatise or victimise children, when leaving them to their own 
peril may result in much worse abuse and even death.   

That is a profound comment from someone who has spent the past few months examining this issue.  Members 
in this House should give consideration to that.  Child abuse and neglect can end in death.  Children are being 
sexually and physically abused all the time.  Members opposite should not cover up their eyes and ears; it is 
happening in their backyards in Western Australia - probably in the electorate of every member opposite.  Like 
me, they would not be aware of incidents unless a horrific case were drawn to their attention.  I guarantee that 
child abuse is happening in the electorate of each and every one of the members opposite.  If the integrity of 
members opposite were worth anything at all, they would support this motion.  Some members opposite 
genuinely care for and love children and want to protect them.  I could have worked well with some members on 
the other side of the House on a committee of this nature and arrived at a good outcome.   

The last time a select committee was established in this House that was not a government-dominated committee, 
it was chaired by Hon Mike Barnett.  He moved a motion in this House to establish the Select Committee Into 
Former Child Migrants.  It examined the issue of children who were transported to Western Australia, most of 
them from the United Kingdom, some of whom suffered horrific abuse during their institutionalised stay.  He 
moved to establish that select committee in, I think, 1995 when he was on this side of the House and the 
coalition was in government.  The committee brought down an interim report in 1996.  My Government agreed 
that that select committee should be established and chaired by Mike Barnett.  As I said, it was not dominated by 
government members; it comprised two Labor members and two Liberal members.  The coalition Government 
considered it to be such a sensitive, emotional issue that it should be established in a bipartisan way, not 
dominated by government members.  It is rare for government-dominated committees to produce a report that is 
not in some way biased and that the Government is reluctant to act upon.  Such a committee would not want to 
produce a report that would embarrass the Government.  I would not have said many things that I have said 
today if the minister had indicated that she would support the establishment of a select committee to examine 
child abuse.  

In the light of the minister’s refusal, this issue is too important to pussyfoot around for the sake of being pleasant 
to the minister and other members.  As I said, it is a great pity that the Government will not agree to the 
establishment of this committee.  I have even spoken to one or two members about it, but I will not embarrass 
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them by naming them.  I could have worked with some of the members opposite who I thought had a genuine 
interest in this area and would have done an excellent job on that committee, which is now destined for the 
dustbin.  

If the minister refers this to the Standing Committee on Community Development and Justice, she will be doing 
exactly what I predict, although she may not want to refer it to a committee at all.  If that is what she is planning 
to do to try to pull the rug out from under me, she will not succeed.  Is the minister considering that option? 

Ms S.M. McHale:  I will respond to your comments when it is my turn to speak.  The member for Hillarys 
should use his time wisely. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The minister does not want to respond to that question.  We know that the Labor Party will 
not agree to the establishment of this select committee.  It might try to soft-soap the public of Western Australia 
by saying that it will defer the matter.  It does not want to establish a bipartisan select committee that would have 
a genuine objective. 

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  The Government is doing nothing, why does the member for Roleystone think I have 
moved this motion?  He should go to sleep.  The minister might say that at the very least she will refer it to the 
Standing Committee on Community Development and Justice.  If she does so, she will not be doing justice to the 
children in Western Australia who are being abused.  That standing committee is not geared up to examine this 
problem in appropriate detail.  It has many other issues to deal with and other commitments, and the minister 
should not refer it to that committee.  However, if the minister intends to refer this matter to an existing 
committee, it should be that one.  This very serious issue needs a genuine stand-alone committee to examine the 
reasons for and extent of child abuse in Western Australia.  The establishment of the committee proposed in this 
motion is the only way we can seek to provide justice to the children of Western Australia.  We must protect our 
children.  I will keep at the minister, the Premier, the Government and the Labor Party until the next election to 
highlight the fact that the Government does not care enough about the children of this State who are subject to 
sexual and physical abuse and neglect and whose lives are at risk, to put politics to one side and agree to the 
establishment of a select committee.  What an indictment that is of the minister responsible for the children in 
this State to have to bear.   

I am very interested to hear the minister’s response.  It does not matter who speaks next because the minister has 
already made it clear that she will not agree to hold a select committee.  I would like her to take this opportunity 
to respond to what I have said and to justify her reasons for not putting as much importance on the safety and 
wellbeing of the children in this State as I have today.  This issue could be the minister’s downfall.  She might be 
able to do a lot of things, such as close down parenting information centres or amend the adoption Bill in a way 
that is acceptable to some but not to others - she has not kept anybody happy about that - but this issue - 

Ms S.M. McHale:  That is the reality of politics. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON:  That is a very interesting interjection because the minister is absolutely right.  The politics 
of this issue, and the minister has allowed politics to become part of this issue, is that I have moved a motion for 
this House to establish a select committee.  However, for political reasons, the minister will not have a bar of it 
because she would not have control of the select committee and she does not know where it might go.  She does 
not know how far it would delve into her department’s inefficiencies, which certainly exist.  With or without a 
select committee, from now on I will bring to the attention of this House every departmental deficiency that I 
find.  I will not go to the minister any more, I will bring those matters directly to the attention of the House.  It is 
a waste of time for me to go directly to the minister because she is being led by bureaucrats.  For a political 
ideology, and because I happen to be on this side of the House, the minister will not agree to this genuine offer 
by the Opposition to set up a select committee.  She will not listen to the plea for help from the children of 
Western Australia who are being horribly abused.  

MR P.G. PENDAL (South Perth) [5.02 pm]:  I support the motion.  I am keen to move an amendment to the 
proposed terms of reference.  Because I have not had the chance to consult with the member for Hillarys, I ask 
him to listen to the arguments I make for a proposed subparagraph to replace subparagraph (c).  The current 
subparagraph (c) would then become subparagraph (d).  I will draw to the attention of the House the reason that I 
support the establishment of this select committee.  I will state the intention of my amendment without yet 
moving it.  My amendment would read -  

(c) publication and review of the protocols used by the department for the substantiation of 
allegations made.   

I will explain why that is important to me in the context of the debate.  My proposed amendment has its genesis 
in a case that I brought to the attention of this House several years ago when Hon Rhonda Parker was the 
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minister in charge of the then Department of Community Services.  At the time, I explained a set of 
circumstances to the House that were never addressed to my satisfaction.  Some members of the then coalition 
Government backbench and some Labor members were horrified that the situation that I had discovered was as I 
had explained it.   

I will now recount that incident.  Some two or three years ago, a constituent and his mother approached me.  The 
constituent had lost his job as a result of allegations made against him that he had sexually molested a child.  I 
decided to be as up-front with the constituent as possible so I asked him to tell me all the bad news first.  I asked 
him when the charges against him were first laid, when he appeared in court and what was the outcome.  The 
outcome was that he lost his job.  The position that unfolded was an extraordinary set of circumstances that 
reflected badly on the Government and the department of the day.  The matter led me to take a deputation to the 
then minister, Hon Rhonda Parker, and the then Director General of the Department of Community Services, 
Bob Fisher.   

I asked my constituent to explain to me what had been the outcome of the court case and he told me that he had 
never been to court.  He had a piece of paper from the department with a departmental letterhead, from which I 
subsequently quoted in the House, that stated unequivocally that the allegations made against the constituent had 
been substantiated.  The man insisted to me that he had never been in a court of law in his life.  I thought that he 
might have been engaging in some sort of cute argument so I asked him when the police charged him and what 
was the outcome.  He said he had never been charged with an offence in his entire life.  I told him that the letter 
he gave to me clearly indicated that the allegations of child molestation against him had been substantiated.  I 
was reminded of those words when I heard an interjection not so long ago from the Minister for Community 
Development when she responded to a member of the Opposition.  As it turns out, the man who had lost his job 
as a result of the allegations of child abuse had never been in a court of law and had never been charged with any 
offence.  However, the department had investigated him and claimed that the allegations against him had been 
substantiated.  That is an extraordinary set of events.  As I complained to the House at the time, by some new set 
of protocols we had granted to the department the power to investigate the matter, weigh the evidence, make a 
decision to convict a person and then commit the words to paper that the allegations against the person had been 
substantiated.  No such nicety as a court of law was involved and no charges were laid against this man to 
answer.   
At about that time - Hansard will indicate this - a Bill was passed through the House stating that it was relevant 
for a member to disclose these matters should he or she wish to do so.  Indeed, I disclosed the story to which I 
have just referred in somewhat greater detail.  The minister of the day defended her and her department’s 
position by saying that the letter was sent and that those types of letters are in constant and common use 
throughout Western Australia.  Such letters go to prospective or current employers to indicate that the allegations 
of child sexual abuse against the person have indeed been substantiated, and they are in common use.  During the 
course of that debate I asked about the circumstances under which one could arrive at such an extraordinary 
conclusion.  The minister of the day, Hon Rhonda Parker, told this House that she and the then Family and 
Children Services used as their legal framework a set of written protocols by which the department operated.  
One of the results, if I remember correctly, was that I moved that the minister be required forthwith to table those 
protocols in order that we could get to the bottom of the extraordinary story that had been given to me.  Some 
members who were here then will recall the incredulity of the House when the next morning the minister did 
respond to my motion by tabling a lever-arch file, as I remember it, that had a three or four inch deep spine.   
It transpired that the file contained the protocols by which the department operated in all its many areas of 
responsibility.  For example, I recall that there was perhaps a section on adoption, a section on Aboriginal 
children and a section on homeless children.  Indeed, there was a section on protocols for child sexual 
molestation in which we are interested during this debate.  We thought that we had made progress.  However, 
when we went to the Table of the House to get a copy of the subsection dealing with child molestation, we found 
- again I am going from memory - 54 pages of protocol.  Do members know what we learnt when the file was 
tabled? 
Dr E. Constable:  It was all blacked out. 
Mr P.G. PENDAL:  The member for Churchlands remembers: every one of the 54 pages was blacked out by 
computer.  That was the contempt with which the Parliament was treated on that occasion.  That is the reason 
that I am proposing to move an additional term of reference.  On that occasion that minister and that Government 
did the wrong thing.  This Government and this minister now have the chance to correct that. 
The very kernel of our judicial system is that people are not convicted beyond or extra to the jurisdiction of a 
court of law.  You know that, Mr Speaker, from your past life before you entered this Parliament.  However, for 
a government department to create and manufacture a set of circumstances by which it becomes investigator, 
judge, jury and executioner is extraordinary in the extreme.  The minister did not seem to think at the time that it 
was all that strange or extraordinary or that members of Parliament should be concerned about it.  I vividly recall 
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being part of a deputation at a meeting with her in her office which was attended by Bob Fisher, the Director 
General of Family and Children’s Services.  What goes around comes around.  I believe that there is now a 
chance for this Parliament to make good what happened several years ago.  We heard a number of members 
during the debate on the adoption legislation talk about the principle of what was in the best interests of the 
child.  We heard arguments mounted that the State did not have an adoption system for the purpose of keeping 
infertile couples happy; the system was based on what were and should be the best interests of the child.  It 
might be that in transferring the legal responsibility of a child to new parents society got the double banger, as it 
were, of two sets of advantages, a new home for a child and a childless couple having access to a child from then 
on who could be called their own.  We heard that argument only several hours ago.  I am asking members when 
they consider this matter to apply the same principles of that argument and to say that the select committee 
should be examining them.  I believe that the two ministers who previously had responsibility for the department 
neglected their responsibilities when it came to that issue.  I remind members that both of those ministers are 
now out of the Parliament. 
Ms S.M. McHale:  I have noticed that. 
Mr P.G. PENDAL:  My friend the Minister for Community Development may find it worth remembering that 
the portfolio tends to be a bit of a political graveyard, which is somewhat ironic given that it is the one portfolio 
in which motivations should be of the highest ethical and social order, because the portfolio deals in the main 
with people who have suffered all sorts of incredibly difficult and sad experiences in their lives which have led 
them to become the responsibility of the State.  Whether the departure of those previous two ministers had 
anything to do with the way in which they tolerated that sort of extraordinary behaviour in the department, I do 
not know.  I guess that no-one can make that judgment without speaking to the people who eventually voted 
them out of office.  What I do know is this: when something is brought to the attention of ministers, they are no 
longer in a position to say that they did not know about it because their attention was never drawn to it.  I am 
therefore deliberately using this occasion to draw to the minister’s attention that set of circumstances, and the 
contempt with which the Parliament was treated, which I find extraordinary.   

I do not know whether the constituent who came to see me was guilty of child molestation, but one thing I do 
know is that neither does the law in Western Australia know that, yet the man lost his job.  How can it be that a 
department can take over the job of the Police Force and the Director of Public Prosecutions and then take over 
the job of the District Court or the Supreme Court and say to someone that it is sorry but it thinks that the 
charges, to use that famous word, have been “substantiated”.  The previous minister used that word to justify her 
stance and the stance of the Government of the day.  What happened then was wrong, and if it continues today it 
is wrong.  I have indicated to the member for Hillarys the sort of amendment that I will be seeking to incorporate 
to support his motion for the establishment of a select committee.  The Clerks have taken a copy of my 
handwritten amendment and, before I sit down, I want to know if I am able to move an amendment to the terms 
of reference for the establishment of a select committee. 

The SPEAKER:  It is my understanding that the member should simply move his amendment. 

Amendment to Motion 

Mr P.G. PENDAL:  I move -  

To insert a new paragraph as follows -  

(c) publication and review of the protocols used by the department for the substantiation 
of allegations made; 

Everything else would remain as printed.  It is intended that those protocols be published, not kept secret nor 
obliterated in 48, 50 or 55 pages of a computer print-out; they would become public and part of the work of the 
select committee.  If this amendment were accepted, I would be happy to support the establishment of a select 
committee. 

Mr R.F. Johnson:  I do not know whether the member for South Perth was in the Chamber at the time, but the 
Government has indicated that it is not prepared to agree to the formation of a select committee.  I have no 
problem with the amendment, but it is doomed to failure, because this Government does not give a hoot about 
any of these instances. 

Mr P.G. PENDAL:  I did hear it suggested that the Government would not support the establishment of a select 
committee, but the Government must now vote against the motion moved by the member for Hillarys, and it also 
has the opportunity to express a view about what I am proposing should be one of the terms of reference of the 
select committee. 

MS S.M. McHALE (Thornlie - Minister for Community Development, Women’s Interests, Seniors and Youth) 
[5.22 pm]:  The member for South Perth is absolutely right when he says that the Department for Community 
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Development deals with some of the most vulnerable people in our community.  Sexual abuse of our children is 
the worst form of abuse.  It ought not be tolerated and it ought to be at the core of the business of the Department 
for Community Development, and indeed it is.  For the member for Hillarys to accuse me and the Government of 
not being interested in child sexual abuse, or being happy with the garden being the way it is, as he said, is 
absolutely absurd.  This Government is totally committed to doing something and using the data and the 
research, about which we are all aware, to act on sexual abuse - not to talk more about it, not to set up another 
process that will take 12 months, but to accept its responsibilities and do something. 

The SPEAKER:  As a point of clarification, the minister should speak to the amendment put by the member for 
South Perth.  We will then deal with the substantive motion. 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  By way of clarification, does that mean that I can respond specifically to the amendment 
and then have a right of reply on the substantive motion? 

The SPEAKER:  That is correct. 

Mr P.G. Pendal:  That is how generous I have been. 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  My thanks to the member for South Perth; I will exercise that opportunity.  I will be brief 
regarding the amendment.  I believe I might have been a member of this House when the member for South 
Perth raised the matter to which he referred. 

Mr P.G. Pendal:  I think you were horrified, like me.  I hope you retain that horror. 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I do recall that issue.  As minister, I have had occasion to question the same sorts of 
responses from the department when individuals, for a number of reasons, have said that they have been accused 
- rightly or wrongly - and the allegation has been substantiated.  The member for South Perth is asking who is 
actually substantiating it.  When we hear of an allegation being substantiated, we think of it being substantiated 
by the police, and therefore it is very clear.  I wish to make two comments.  Firstly, the department is sometimes 
put in a difficult position.  It receives allegations of abuse, it receives stories, it receives telephone calls and 
letters - sometimes anonymously and sometimes not - making strong allegations of child sexual abuse.  The 
department has an absolute responsibility to investigate those cases, and to investigate them thoroughly, with all 
the resources that it needs.  However, for there to be a conviction in court the police, of necessity, need to play a 
role and produce strong evidence that will hold up in court.  On some occasions when there is a view that sexual 
abuse has taken place, there might not be sufficiently robust evidence to stand up in a court.  The department is 
sometimes put in an invidious position; it has conducted the inquiry; it has evidence from Princess Margaret 
Hospital for Children which might indicate that there has been some sexual interference, but the police have not 
been able to secure sufficient evidence to be confident of a conviction, and the case does not always go to court.  
I do not know whether they were the circumstances of the member for South Perth’s constituent, but we should 
understand the reality -  

Mr P.G. Pendal:  If it does not go to court, the department has no authority to say that an allegation has been 
substantiated. 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I am trying to elaborate on some of the real difficulties with which departmental staff must 
cope when dealing with claims of sexual abuse.  On the one hand, the member for Hillarys is saying that the 
police and the department are not doing enough, whereas on the other hand we have the real example of the 
member for South Perth’s constituent saying that the department has declared him guilty before he has been 
found guilty.  From the evidence that it has, the department believes that that person is a person believed 
responsible for the abuse. 

Mr P.G. Pendal:  Do you support that? 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I will comment about that when I comment on the second point.  The department needs to 
do some more work in that regard, and from the cases I have seen - not many, I must say - one or two would be 
enough to make me question what is going on when we talk about whether this matter has been substantiated 
when in fact it has not been to court.  This also goes to the adequacy or otherwise of criminal checks of people 
working with children.  We can do a criminal check and, if a person has been found guilty, there will be a 
criminal record, but if the person is known to have been involved in sexual abuse but the case does not go to 
court, there will be no criminal conviction.  There is therefore an element of doubt.  There is always a grey area, 
but we try to effectively and efficiently screen people who work with children.  I raise that issue as part of the 
difficulties that the department and I as the minister responsible face in ensuring that people are effectively 
screened for child abuse activities and that we get a conviction when sexual abuse has been alleged.  We must 
ensure that the police investigate cases as thoroughly and as persistently as they possibly can.  I recognise that 
the police have difficulty interviewing children and the perpetrators of child abuse, but they must conduct their 
task efficiently.   
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To the member for South Perth, I say that we do examine the issues behind a claim of substantiation when a 
person is believed responsible for child abuse.  The Director General of the Department for Community 
Development is, in fact, undertaking a review of that issue. 
Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


