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DOWN SYNDROME 
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HON NICK GOIRAN (South Metropolitan) [9.46 pm]: I rise to recognise three significant days that have 
been or will be celebrated this week. This past Saturday, 21 March was World Down Syndrome Day, a global 
awareness day that has been officially observed by the United Nations since 2012. According to the 
WDSD website — 

Down Syndrome International encourages our friends all over the world … to help raise awareness of 
what Down syndrome is, what it means to have Down syndrome, and how people with Down syndrome 
play a vital role in our lives and communities. 

Today is the International Day for the Right to the Truth Concerning Gross Human Rights Violations and for the 
Dignity of Victims, and tomorrow is the Day of the Unborn Child. These three very poignant days should make 
us stop and think and share a common, intricate link, and are of prime significance in Western Australia. Since 
the initial work of Hon Ed Dermer in 2010, honourable members are aware that I have been seeking to uncover 
the truth concerning the gross human rights violations being committed against unborn children in our state. As 
I detailed in my budget in reply speech last year, we know that children with Down syndrome have been among 
those who have been aborted for merely being different. This week in my electorate at Curtin University, the 
John Curtin Institute of Public Policy is hosting a free seminar by renowned feminist disability scholar 
Rosemarie Garland-Thomson who is Professor of English and Women’s Studies at Emory University. Her work 
develops the field of critical disability studies in the health humanities to promote disability access, inclusion and 
identity. She is the author of numerous articles and books including Staring: How We Look and 
Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American Culture and Literature. Her current book 
project is titled, “Habitable Worlds: Disability, Technology, and Eugenics”. It is relevant for me to quote from 
the first of those published works in which Professor Garland-Thomson states — 

Scientists search scrupulously for defective genes; the “health” of fetuses is monitored rigorously; 
bodies that depart from rigid functional and formal standards are surgically normalized in a process 
called reconstruction, as if all bodies somehow originally conformed to these narrow norms. 

The professor then recalls how such individuals were once upon a time referred to as monsters and freaks, before 
making this very telling conclusion that ought to speak to us all — 

[They] are now confined to medical institutions, reconstructed surgically, or detected before birth by 
sonograms and amniocentesis so they can be eliminated by therapeutic abortion. They have been edited 
out of the human community like textual errors in the path of automatic spell checkers. 

As it is coming up to the sixth anniversary of me being sworn in as a member of this chamber, an observation 
I  ake is how much we allow ourselves collectively to operate in an environment of fear. Indeed, I would say we 
are marinated in fear. Members of one party fear giving members of an opposing party a foothold from which to 
launch an attack. We fear the media in that in their quest for a story they will expose, print and often skew what 
we have done or said. We fear lobby groups and their threats. We fear not being able to please our constituents. 
We fear preselections and elections. We fear not being considered for a promotion. We fear falling out of favour 
with our colleagues. Probably our greatest fear is our own inadequacy. There is no training program for members 
of Parliament. Usually when someone applies for a position requiring a high degree of accountability they have 
undergone a significant amount of training and/or supervised hours that qualifies them for that position. But 
there is no training program for MPs; that is the way our democracy works. A side effect of that process is that 
we learn on the job, and part of learning is making mistakes. Unfortunately, this learning is done under the 
microscope of mass critique. 

So, what is the result? A culture of criticism that breeds fear that then results in inertia. It could almost be written 
out like a physics equation: criticism plus fear equals inertia. My fear is that it becomes easier to do nothing in 
this place than to do something and be criticised for it. A poster I saw recently read “Don’t let your fear of what 
could happen make nothing happen”. The eighteenth century Irish statesman, philosopher and political theorist, 
Edmund Burke, is credited with the well-known remark that “evil prevails when good men do nothing”. My fear 
is that the most vulnerable in our society, like the unborn—particularly the unborn with disabilities—bear the 
deadly consequence of our fear. As with most things, there is a ripple effect—the tormented post-abortive 
mother, or the father who has always wanted to be a father but was never given a choice. They also become 
victims of our fear. Because we fear upsetting the applecart, because we fear all the things I mentioned earlier, 
we let this tragedy continue on and on and on. 

In conclusion, I ask members to reflect on the three significant days being recognised this week: 
World Down Syndrome Day; International Day for the Right to Truth Concerning Gross Human Rights 
Violations and for the Dignity of Victims; and, Day of the Unborn Child. Since we all know that there have been 
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dozens and dozens of late-term abortions of children with Down syndrome, I wonder what it will take for us to 
put aside our fear and instead be courageous so that we may leave a lasting legacy having confronted the gross 
human rights violations that are happening right here in our own backyard. 
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