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VIOLENCE IN SPORT 
Grievance 

MR MASTERS (Vasse) [9.56 am]:  I direct my grievance to the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for 
Sport and Recreation.  In recent weeks there have been four examples of violence in sport, and they have caused 
me a great deal of concern.  Three of them occurred in the game of Australian Rules football, the most obvious 
being the fights that occurred between the Fremantle Dockers and the West Coast Eagles in their last match.  
However, in another incident, a football umpire in the amateur code had his jaw broken.  In an incident last 
weekend in an under 15s grand final at the Swan Districts Football Club ground, a fight was captured on video.  I 
should also mention that there was a bit of a tussle between Andrew Gaze and an American basketball player in 
a practice match between Australia and the United States just recently. 

I am concerned about this, and it worries me that, in response to my concerns which I will raise in a minute, 
people say to me that it is just a reflection of our modern society.  It may be nothing more than a reflection of our 
modern society, but the real question is whether we want this type of society to exist in Australia, where violence 
is present not only in sport but also in many of our common day-to-day activities, and where that violence is not 
only tolerated but also accepted.  I am also concerned when people say to me that violence in sport should be 
considered part of the thrill and part of the spectator appeal of sport.  In a civilised society such as ours, the 
answer to that must be no, we do not want violence in sport to be nothing more than an additional thrill, an 
additional spectator experience.  Otherwise, we will essentially go back to the days of the Roman Empire when 
gladiators fought to the death in front of an appreciative audience.  I believe that we have matured as a society 
and I hope we have gone a long way past that. 

Why should I be concerned about violence in sport?  There are a couple of principal reasons, the less important 
of which is that clearly it causes injuries to the players.  In junior football, when mothers and fathers see their 
children come home with serious injuries, they say, “No, this is not the sport for our children.”  At all levels, the 
injuries themselves are a problem.  However, more importantly, violence in sport sets a terrible example for the 
younger, more impressionable people in our society.  In turn, they grow up accepting that violence is normal - in 
many cases they may accept that violence is desirable - in situations such as marital disputes, road rage and 
bullying at school. They are just three situations in which the community overwhelmingly agrees that these 
displays of violence are certainly not desirable and should not be tolerated. 

I also add the issue of youth suicide.  We live in a society in which the young people of today believe that 
suicide is an easy and acceptable way out.  Youth suicide is a violent and unacceptable way out of problems, 
which, given a chance, most young people, would simply grow out of.   

Why am I personally concerned about the issue of violence in sport?  Because I have spent the past 26 years 
umpiring junior football.  I started in the Claremont junior football league in 1973-74.  When I moved south in 
1976-77, I umpired in the South West Football League and then in the Busselton junior football competition.  I 
am still umpiring to this day, and this Saturday I am umpiring the grand final of the under 12s.  It is no big deal, 
but for a man of my age I think that is a pretty good effort. 

Mr Tubby:  How do you keep up with them?   

Mr MASTERS:  Luckily, there are two umpires.   

Mr Marshall interjected. 

Mr MASTERS:  I am happy to say that the kids do not backchat me because they know they will get appropriate 
treatment.   

The impressionability of these young footballers whom I look after every week must be emphasised very 
strongly.  Many members will recall that in the mid 1990s, the West Coast Eagles had a pretty damn good full 
forward by the name of Peter Sumich.  For a few years he was soccering goals that were considered by all and 
sundry to be marvellous athletic feats.  The unfortunate part was that the young footballers I used to umpire 
would see Peter Sumich doing these excellent goal-kicking exercises on television and then, at the under 12 and 
under 14 levels, would think that they had the skills and experience to do the same thing.  It is not a pretty sight 
when a 14-year-old goes to kick a ball and completely misses it or, instead of kicking a goal from right in front, 
kicks it out of bounds on the full.  It shows how impressionable these people are.  If, in turn, they see violence in 
sport portrayed in the media or elsewhere, they are then tempted to repeat what they saw when they play 
football.   

Who do I blame for the problems of violence in sport?  Clearly the footballers and other participants in the 
violence must receive an awful lot of blame.  Equally important is the media, which I believe glorify violence in 
sport.  In particular, after the Dockers-Eagles match, page after page in The West Australian glorified - I do not 
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say reported, because it went far beyond that - the violence that was portrayed in the incident in that football 
match.  The television news services also deserve criticism, because they show this violence on television at 
times when young people should not be exposed to it.  In my view, to try to kill this issue of violence in sport - 
members should excuse the pun - sporting bodies must throw the book at offending players, officials and 
spectators.  A system of penalties in football should be introduced using yellow and red cards.  There should be 
seriously large fines when appropriate, and bans for players and spectators.  The law needs to be applied strongly 
and the media need to report this as news rather than glorifying it by frequently reporting it.  

MR MARSHALL (Dawesville - Parliamentary Secretary) [10.03 am]:  I thank the member for Vasse for his 
grievance.  I acknowledge his involvement as an umpire of junior football and also his concern for the game 
following the recent incident of violence in the under 15s game in Bassendean.  Australian football has always 
had an element of roughness and toughness, and every endeavour is made to eliminate the nastiness outside the 
spirit of the game.  The West Australian Football Commission, through the West Australian Football 
Development Trust, has adopted a comprehensive and extensive policy and procedure for dealing with the issue.  
This includes both a reactive procedure when it occurs, such as a tribunal adjudication system, and an education 
and training system that educates coaches and officials in ensuring that players and others abide by the rules of 
the game in the best spirit of the game.  As part of its coach accreditation system, the Football Commission has 
produced various codes of ethics that include an in-depth look at the responsibilities of coaches to ensure that 
fair play and fair treatment of players and officials become hallmarks of the game.  As part of the accreditation 
procedure, coaches must sign off on these codes of ethics.   

The Ministry of Sport and Recreation, in partnership with the Australian Sports Commission, has also produced 
a code of behaviour publication, which is distributed to all sports on an annual basis.  This publication outlines 
the responsibilities of coaches, teachers, parents, administrators and officials in their involvement with junior 
sport.  In fact, Western Australia was the first State to produce this code of behaviour for those who become 
involved in junior sport.  As part of the ministry’s coaching accreditation and education system, policies and 
strategies deal with violence in a meaningful manner.  The Western Australian Government, through the 
Ministry of Sport and Recreation, has also signed off on a national junior sport policy, which clearly sets 
guidelines on the responsibilities of everyone involved.   

The WA Football Commission receives funding from the Ministry of Sport and Recreation to administer and run 
all aspects of football in this State.  This funding is targeted at the operators of the WA Football Development 
Trust, which has the carriage of the education and training of all involved in the delivery of junior football in 
Western Australia.  It has met all the performance indicators in its contract.  The ministry does not condone the 
recent isolated cases of violence in junior football and has asked the WA Football Commission for a report on 
the details of how it deals with the issue.  The commission has made a number of responses.  First, the junior 
board of the Football Development Trust is dealing with the players involved through due process.  That has 
been seen in this morning’s result in which one of the lads received a two-year ban and the other one received a 
one-year ban.  Secondly, the region in which the event occurred is addressing security issues at future games.  
Thirdly, the clubs involved have been requested to review and are reviewing their procedures for conducting all 
aspects of club operations.  There is an expectation and responsibility for all clubs’ coaches and officials to 
ensure that comprehensive directions are given on the expected behaviour of all involved.  I am sure the member 
for Vasse does just that in Busselton.  Fourthly, the officers of the Football Development Trust are meeting with 
the Bassendean club to discuss the issue and to ensure appropriate education and training take place for both 
players and coaches.   

Finally, in the past five years the Football Development Trust has initiated a card system to send off players who 
are playing outside the rules of the competition.  A yearly meeting is held with presidents of junior clubs to 
discuss issues pertinent to juniors, as well as a series of forums and workshops that deal with issues such as 
racial vilification and cultural awareness.  The trust has also initiated a special junior football seminar to deal 
with clubs’ values and best practice, which is due to be run at the end of October 2000.   

There are 12 000 games of junior Australian football played in Western Australia each season.  Of course, 
occasional incidents will harm the sport.  When behaviour initiates actions which are beyond the rules of the 
game and which are in breach of civil and criminal law, the ministry strongly supports the full weight of the law 
being applied to the perpetrators.  Football has always been a vigorous game of skill and athleticism, backed by 
courage and determination.  The umpiring of football has always been part of the magic of the game through its 
interpretation of the rules, such as holding the ball and holding the man.  There could be 100 000 people at a 
game and when a decision is made on whether a player is holding the ball or the man, the roar from the crowd is 
invigorating.  At the highest levels there are many grey areas in which players test the umpires’ interpretations.  
When possible, they exploit any weakness that the umpire may have.  How do we beat that?  The introduction of 
three umpires, increased video scrutiny and penalising the “shirt front” are recent innovations to eliminate off-
ball violence.   
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Violence in junior sport is an exception; in fact, it occurs in a minority of games.  The member for Vasse has 
asked how it received so much attention.  It certainly did.  I have been told that the club playing at the 
Bassendean Oval was making a video to record the history of the match.  It unknowingly engaged the services of 
a commercial television cameraman with the latest equipment who recorded the violence in the video.  That is 
what history will show.  History teaches many people lessons they would rather forget in a hurry.  The 
cameraman had that video and, therefore, the Press had first access to it.  The shots were good and they affected 
the public.   

Most people involved in sport know that incidences of violence in junior sport are in the minority.  The video has 
harmed the game tremendously and the people involved, particularly the Press and the cameraman, should have 
had more commonsense and kept it in-house and not shown it to the detriment of sport in Western Australia. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Grievances noted. 
 


