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CHILD DEATHS —  
REFERRAL TO COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND JUSTICE STANDING COMMITTEE 

Matter of Public Interest 

THE SPEAKER (Mr G.A. Woodhams): Members, today I received within the prescribed time a letter from the 
Leader of the Opposition in the following terms — 

I wish to raise the following as a matter of public interest today. 

“That the House — 

1. Expresses its grave concern at the numbers of children dying in WA and in particular 
those that were known to the Department of Child Protection, and 

2. Refers this extremely important issue to the Community Development and Justice 
Committee for urgent investigation and report to the House by 1 November 2011.” 

The matter appears to me to be in order. If at least five members stand in support of the matter being discussed, 
the matter can proceed. 

[At least five members rose in their places.] 

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont — Leader of the Opposition) [3.01 pm]: I move — 

That the house — 

(1) expresses its grave concern at the number of children dying in WA, in particular those who 
were known to the Department for Child Protection; and 

(2) refers this extremely important issue to the Community Development and Justice Standing 
Committee for urgent investigation, and to report to the house by 1 November 2011. 

The death of each child is a very sad and tragic matter; it must be one of the most difficult things for any parent 
to bear. This motion is not some crass attempt to compare the numbers of children dying under the watch of one 
government with those of another government, and to attempt to claim some credit or place some blame as a 
result. This is a matter of great public importance, and it is a matter that an opposition is fully justified in raising. 
I was very disappointed to see the response from the Minister for Child Protection to comments made by my 
shadow ministerial colleague Hon Sue Ellery on this issue. The Minister for Child Protection simply declared 
that the opposition should not have raised the issue because it was insensitive to the feelings of parents of 
children who had died. Regardless of how many or how few, when children who are known to the Department 
for Child Protection are dying, it is a significant issue of policy that the opposition is fully justified in raising. I 
cite as evidence of that argument the following quote — 

The Child Death Review Committee report tabled in Parliament in May this year shows that in 2003/04, 
80 children died and 42 had some form of contact with the department… In 2004/05, 96 children died 
and 53 of those had some form of contact with the department… In 2005–06, 100 children died, and 55 
were known to the DCD. 

These are shocking and damning statistics. I ask the house to consider who made those comments; those 
comments were made by the now Premier in November 2006. It ill befits the current Minister for Child 
Protection to criticise the opposition for daring to raise this issue when the current Premier raised exactly the 
same issue in November 2006. 

This begs reflection upon what the figures might be today. I raised this issue with the Ombudsman during the 
estimates hearings and asked him about the number of notifications. He said that, in the almost two years his 
office had had jurisdiction in this matter, he had received 182 cases. That is about 90 cases a year. This is the 
man with the latest information and the man who does not have a department or a ministerial record to defend; 
this is a man who is an impartial servant of the Parliament, and he said that he is receiving notifications at the 
rate of about 90 a year. That is the latest information, given only recently during the estimates hearings. 

I asked for supplementary information about how many of those 182 children who were the subject of 
notifications over the past two years had had contact with the Department for Child Protection. The answer, 
given in supplementary information by the Ombudsman, was that of the 182 child death notifications to the 
Ombudsman, in 96 cases the child or a relative of the child had had contact with the Department for Child 
Protection. I repeat: this is the latest information from an impartial servant of the Parliament who receives the 
notifications, and in 96 of 182 child death notifications over the past two years, there had been some form of 
contact with the Department for Child Protection. 
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If an average of 50 children known to the department dying every year was so indicative of underperformance by 
a government department that the Premier needed to raise the issue, why is it inappropriate for the current 
opposition to raise the issue when, on the Ombudsman’s figures, 48 children who are known to the department 
are dying every year? The truth of the matter is that the Barnett government has not been able to improve the 
state’s performance in this regard, and I find that very disappointing. I find it very disappointing because the 
previous government put more than $500 million in additional resources into the Department for Child 
Protection. Hundreds of additional caseworkers were employed. We ought to be seeing a significant 
improvement in the performance of the state as a result of that investment. But it appears that the Barnett 
government has done nothing to improve the number of children known to the Department for Child Protection 
who die each year.  

I want to refer to the likelihood of there being any further improvement. I think we have a disappointing position 
here. There was no funding for a single extra child protection caseworker in the last budget. This last budget was 
the first budget in five years in which no extra caseworker positions were funded. The minister has gone out and 
claimed the appointment of an additional 37 caseworkers, but the budget papers clearly show that full-time 
equivalent caseworker figures remain exactly the same as those in last year’s budget. The budget papers tell the 
story—not a single additional caseworker is funded in this year’s budget. Let us look at the demand on the 
department. On 4 March this year 799 child protection cases were defined as monitored or unallocated, which 
means they were not actively investigated or followed up by caseworkers but remained in a pool of similar cases held 
by the district management. The regional breakdown of those figures shows that the Murchison district contained the 
highest number of unallocated cases with 116, followed by Cannington with 88 and Armadale with 75.  

I do hope that the Premier will, as he promised at question time, rise to his feet immediately following my 
remarks and provide his comments on this issue. I do not want the Premier to sit and wait and wait and wait until 
he speaks in a way in which there can be no scrutiny or follow-up from other members on this side of the house. 
The truth of the matter is that there is good reason to doubt the determination of the government on this matter. 
There is no additional funding for any additional caseworkers in this budget. The Minister for Regional 
Development has for four months sat on a very disturbing report about events in Laverton. His office apparently 
did not even show him the report or draw it to his attention. When he was challenged on that issue he said that 
successive governments had failed and there were these sorts of problems all over the state. He was virtually 
conceding defeat on this issue. I think the government has lost focus on it. I think the issue is not so much about 
how many children tragically died then and how many are tragically dying now; I think the issue is about 
credibility. I think the issue is about competence. I think the issue is about whether the standards espoused by the 
Premier in opposition are standards that he takes into government now.  

Less information is available now about these issues than there once was. I believe the Ombudsman should be 
making available the same level of information as we used to get for each case from the Child Death Review 
Committee. The minister in the other place has been challenged on this but she has refused to provide that 
information. The Ombudsman’s report refers to the following — 

… two major projects were initiated to investigate key systemic issues, identified through the review of 
individual child deaths and other sources, with a view to improving practices in order to reduce the 
occurrence of preventable child deaths.  

I would like to know: what are those two major projects, why were they considered necessary, and what progress 
has occurred? The minister again has been challenged in the other place to provide that information but she has 
refused to do that. It is worthwhile looking at what the Premier wanted in 2006. What the Premier wanted in 
2006 he described in his own paper, as follows — 

The Opposition has called for a royal commission into the DCD and child deaths and has outlined 
proposed terms of reference that would ensure the investigation would have far-reaching powers to 
fully scrutinise and report on matters relevant to child protection in WA.  

That is what the Premier wanted in response to similar figures in 2006. What are we getting now? When he is in 
power, when he has the capacity to implement whatever he wants in this area, what are we getting? We are 
getting no improvement. We are not getting enough information and we are certainly not getting any 
accountability on this issue from the Minister for Child Protection. I ask the house to consider what this tells us 
about the Premier. It tells us three things: that his government has failed to deliver on the child death issue; that 
the Premier cannot be trusted or believed when he makes statements; and that the Premier cannot be trusted to 
deliver what he says he will deliver.  

Mr M. McGowan: Hear, hear!  

Mr C.J. Barnett: Is that it?  
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Mrs M.H. Roberts: We want to hear from you. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Make your case.  

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland) [3.15 pm]: Here we have the emperor who really has no clothes; who will 
not get up and address the argument put by the Leader of the Opposition. He is all bluff and bluster. In question 
time he said, effectively, “I’m not really going to answer the question now, Leader of the Opposition; I’m going 
to wait for the MPI debate.” We are having the MPI debate and he has the opportunity to get to his feet and 
speak after the Leader of the Opposition has spoken.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: I will.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: The Premier is pathetic because he does not want me to speak after he has spoken. He 
says, “Get to your feet first”, because he is frightened that I will disagree with or rebut things he might say. I say 
that the Premier is pathetic. I ask the house: What is government for? What is the Parliament for? What is our 
historic responsibility? What is our historic role? I will tell members what our historic role is; it surely has to be 
to protect the weakest members of our community. In a society like ours children should not have to forage in 
rubbish tips. In a society like ours children should not be locked up by the police with adults. In a society like 
ours the resources for child protection should not be an afterthought, but should be front and centre in the budget.  

In 2006 the Premier, then a backbench member in this place, produced an extensive discussion paper on this 
issue. Here it is, Premier, it is titled “Putting Children First”. At that time his views were very different. In that 
paper — 

Mr C.J. Barnett interjected.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: He did write it.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: No.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: It’s got your name all over it.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: That is interesting is it not? At the bottom of every page of this document it has the 
words “Putting Children First—Hon Colin Barnett MLA: November 2006”. The Premier is now saying that he 
did not write it. Maybe he does not know what is in this document.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: Perhaps it was something that was prepared for the previous election campaign.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: “Putting Children First—Hon Colin Barnett MLA: November 2006”.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: It is on every page. I will refer to some of the matters on this page that have his name on 
where he refers to the shocking and damning statistics—statistics the Leader of the Opposition said are not much 
different from the current statistics. He says in this paper, although he now denies he wrote it and we do not 
know where it has been plagiarised from — 

The State Government’s response to the very serious questions about how it is ensuring protection and 
safety of children at risk has been completely inadequate.  

I say the same about his government now. What did he call for back then? Perhaps he does not know. This 
document, which has his name on every page and is dated November 2006 reads — 

The Opposition —  

That is the Premier in opposition — 

has called for a royal commission into the DCD and child deaths and has outlined proposed terms of 
reference that would ensure the investigation would have far-reaching powers to fully scrutinise and 
report on matters relevant to child protection in WA.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: I don’t recall writing that.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: Written in the first person, this document has Hon Colin Barnett, MLA, at the bottom of 
every page. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: I didn’t write it.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: It was put out in the Premier’s name, written in the first person. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: By who? 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: It reads — 

I believe that any investigation — 
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Mr C.J. Barnett: I was a humble backbencher up there. I don’t think I would be writing about child protection.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: It continues —  

needs to examine the fundamental philosophy behind the DCD’s care and protection of children. The 
Department’s ideological position that favours keeping family together assumes the family is the best 
place for the child. Sometimes it is not. These ideological good intentions seem to be favoured over the 
protection, safety and care of children. Indeed, the report of the review of high-risk cases released on 
31 October had a recommendation that DCD officers should adopt a child-focused approach to cases. 
This begs the question: why hasn’t this always been the focus of the DCD’s care for children? 

This is a little bizarre. This document was allegedly put out by Hon Colin Barnett in November 2006 but now he 
is saying that he did not write it and he has no recollection of it. He has no recollection of calling for a royal 
commission into DCD. Let us put that to one side because the Premier is now saying that he knows nothing 
about that.  

I was surprised to hear the Premier’s response in question time. Having made some strong statements when he 
was in opposition, he now thinks that we are going too far. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Are you referring to a speech I made in Parliament following the death of Wade Scale? I 
certainly spoke on that issue.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: That is right. This is subsequent to Wade Scale. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: You are talking about a speech I made in Parliament. 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: It was a Liberal Party document. I do not want to waste my time trying to do the 
Premier’s homework for him.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: Someone has printed a speech I made in Parliament. 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: If the Premier did say these words in Parliament, maybe he did write the speech and 
maybe he is prepared to stand by them. For the Premier’s information, the opening paragraph states — 

The tragic death of 11-month old Wade Scale and the subsequent review of the Department of 
Community — 

Mr C.J. Barnett: It was a speech I made in Parliament, as recorded by Hansard. 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: The status of this issue is even more serious. It is something that the Premier said on 
record. He is admitting that, and it is on the Hansard record.  

I listened to the Premier’s response in question time with some concern. There was an implied threat. He 
attempted to intimidate the opposition into an obedient silence while he strutted around and doled out some 
general abuse on the issue. The facts are simple. The Premier has now admitted that it was a speech he gave in 
the house. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: I’ve always said that. You talked about a document I wrote. I made a speech in Parliament on 
Wade Scale. I remember that clearly.  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS: Back in 2006 the Premier was fairly pompous and pious on this issue in the section of 
the speech in his name that I have read. He wanted to call for a royal commission. He wanted to castigate the 
government. We have to ask: what has the Premier done since he has been in government? He has failed to 
provide the expert support needed. The government no longer has the Child Death Review Committee, which 
reviewed all the cases involving children who had some relationship or dealings with the Department for Child 
Protection in the two years leading up to their death. That responsibility has now been handed to the 
Ombudsman’s office. The Premier and his government have failed to provide the necessary resources. As the 
Leader of the Opposition said, the 2011–12 budget does not provide the resources for a single extra caseworker. 
It is the first budget to fail to do so since 2006. Instead, Minister McSweeney has promised 37 new caseworkers, 
but not a single position is funded. How will those 37 caseworkers be provided? Maybe the funding for those 
caseworkers will be provided out of the royalties for regions fund that has not been fully allocated yet. If they 
are, that is a very good use for the fund. After all, money from royalties for regions is supposed to enhance the 
quality of life for all members of those regions. If that is true, perhaps that is where that money could be spent. 
The Leader of the National Party, the person responsible for that fund, has said that successive governments have 
failed the community on Indigenous affairs and that a new approach is needed. Perhaps this will be part of his 
new approach, despite the fact that that is the same minister who had a report relating to children in Laverton on 
his desk for four months and did not read it.  
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The Premier failed his own test. He set up his position in 2006 when he was in opposition and he failed his very 
own test in government. He is very quick to judge us and suggest that we might be politicising this issue. We are 
not politicising it; we are taking the Premier at his word. We read what he said back in 2006 and we think it is a 
little hypocritical if he does not deliver on it. The standards and accountability of this government are lower. The 
government will not make public the recommendations of the Ombudsman, whereas the Child Death Review 
Committee made recommendations public. That does not happen any more. This government is not as 
accountable. It will not release the same level of information as was provided in the annual report of the Child 
Death Review Committee, such as how much contact there had been between the child or the family and DCP or 
the reason for the child being known to DCP. For example, was there recent neglect or abuse? What intervention 
did DCP take with that child or family? Perhaps the Ombudsman could at least report on some of those themes 
or systemic issues. 

This government has failed the children of this state. The Leader of the Opposition has gone through the very 
alarming figures. They are just as alarming as they were a few years ago, despite the extra expenditure and the 
extra case officers that the government put in place. At the same time, the openness and accountability of the 
process here is now markedly reduced because none of the information is being made public. That is why there 
needs to be an inquiry into this issue. If the Premier stands by the standards that he professed in 2006 when he 
was in opposition, he would welcome the opportunity for a committee to look into this serious issue. He has 
conceded that it is a serious issue, and I think he needs to respond. He needs to respond by agreeing to refer this 
issue to a committee and to make information public. In fact, he is not even providing the level of information 
that was made public previously under our government. This is a cover-up. 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Premier) [3.27 pm]: I wish to clarify a matter. When opposition members 
first spoke, they talked about a paper I had written. As I said, I have not written a paper on child protection. I 
imagine that they are referring to a reprint of a speech I made following the tragic death of Wade Scale. I did 
speak on the tragic death of Wade Scale. It was a scandalous situation, which I reflected on in that speech. I 
spoke on the death of Wade Scale not only because of the tragic loss of that little boy’s life but also for the 
simple reason that over the five years of the Labor government 214 children known to the Department for 
Community Development had died. It was an outrageous situation and it reflected on a government that was not 
giving due and proper attention to the safety of children.  

One of the difficulties in this area is the number of different measures and statistics used. We can find different 
conclusions depending on which statistic we want to focus on. I take exception to the comments made by 
Hon Sue Ellery, as reported in the weekend media. I want to again reflect on what happened under the previous 
government. Again, we have different statistics and different reporting groups, so comparing apples with apples 
is not always easy in this area. In December 2007, at the time of the previous government, the Child Death 
Review Committee found that the number of deaths of children aged between zero and 18 years, excluding 
stillbirths, was 187. Of those, the number reported for coroner notification and brought to the attention of the 
Department for Child Protection was 87. Of the 87 cases that were basically reported or referred to the coroner, 
37 were known to the department. During that period up to 2007, 37 children known to the department in one 
way or another died. I do not think that is a good result at all. That is a matter of public concern. In fact, what 
Hon Sue Ellery was referring to was this: in 2009–10 it was found that the deaths of eight children under two 
years of age warranted investigation. These deaths, tragically, occurred during the time of this government—I 
concede that—but the number is eight.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: How come the Ombudsman says 90 over two years? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I listened to the Leader of the Opposition in silence; now he can listen to me.  

Several members interjected. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I will sit down, Mr Deputy Speaker. I thought the opposition did not want to politicise 
this. 

Mr T.G. Stephens: You’re the one who is politicising it! 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I thought the opposition did not want to. I thought members were interested in the facts. 
The fact is there were eight investigable cases involving children.  

Mrs M.H. Roberts: Compare apples with apples!  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I thought you did not want to politicise it. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: You’re the one politicising it if you won’t compare apples with apples. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: In the Ombudsman’s 2009–10 annual report he found the deaths of eight children under 
the age of two were considered investigable deaths. As I said, these deaths, tragically, clearly occurred during the 
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time of this government. If we look at the record of the previous government, 39 children under two years of age 
died, and they were similarly considered reviewable deaths. The article in The West Australian stated the number 
of child deaths was 35. The correct figure should have been eight; not 35. Thirty-nine little children actually died 
during the time of the previous government. This is part of the problem: the death of any child is a tragedy, 
particularly if there may have been neglect by parents. If the Department for Child Protection was aware that a 
child was at risk or even had some contact, no matter how limited that might have been, that is of course of 
public concern.  

This government has put big resource increases into the area of child protection. The record is far, far better than 
under the previous government. It is not perfect, because if a child dies, that means the record is far from perfect. 
There is a real issue here of comparability of data and different reporting measures; that is, numbers of deaths, 
numbers reported to the coroner, and numbers reported to the coroner who were known to the department and so 
on. That adds to confusion and does not lend itself to a debate like this. I do not support this motion. The first 
part of the motion states — 

That the house — 

(1) expresses its grave concern at the number of children dying in WA, in particular those who 
were known to the Department for Child Protection; … 

If the number was only one, we would equally be concerned. Obviously, I have no objection to that, but this side 
of the house is not about to agree to refer this to a parliamentary committee. I tell members what I will do: I will 
ask the Minister for Child Protection, with the assistance of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, to 
produce a comparable, accurate statistical summary of this area, because I think that is lacking. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: What about asking the Ombudsman?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I will ask the Department of the Premier and Cabinet —  

Mrs M.H. Roberts: Would it not be fairer, if you want to depoliticise it, to ask the Ombudsman?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The member can ask anyone she wants. The Ombudsman is an officer of this Parliament. 
What I will have prepared as Premier is an accurate, comparable summary in this area of numbers of child 
deaths, numbers referred to the coroner, and numbers referred to the coroner who were known to the department. 
I do not think that will necessarily be easy because there are different reporting mechanisms.  

Mr E.S. Ripper: Why do we not just have an inquiry? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Because I am not convinced that we need it. From all the information and advice I have 
received, the situation, although not perfect—any death is a tragedy—is dramatically improved from where it 
was.  

Mrs M.H. Roberts: If the numbers are similar, will you support an inquiry then?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I do not pre-empt anything. The opposition has raised this issue. I think Sue Ellery, from 
the advice and information I have received, has got it wrong. She has exaggerated the situation and she has 
actually included child deaths that occurred during the Labor years. However, I will undertake to have a proper 
summary of the data prepared, and present that to the Parliament. I do not know how difficult that will be to 
prepare, but I will ensure it is prepared. The opposition can then challenge and question that if it wishes.  

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [3.34 pm]: United States Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis coined the 
marvellous phrase “sunlight is the best disinfectant”. That was of course in praise of transparency and honesty in 
public policy. This motion has been necessitated by the government’s lack of candour, its complacency and its 
failure to squarely confront systemic issues within the Department for Child Protection which may have 
contributed, either wholly or in part, to the tragic and untimely death of children.  

This motion is about ensuring some level of transparency in how child protection is conducted; it is about 
introducing that sunlight. The Premier has specifically chosen to be obtuse and ignore the key point of this 
motion. It is not about pointing fingers or attributing blame. As members of Parliament we are paid to confront 
difficult issues. We should not shy away from them. If the inquiry we are calling for by this motion 
recommended measures that potentially could save the life of one child, then it would be worthwhile.  

Until 2009 child deaths were investigated by the Child Death Review Committee. That committee was 
established following the Gordon inquiry. Its comprehensive reports were tabled in Parliament. They not only 
included discussion of a number of individual cases but also canvassed broader policy issues, the need for better 
interagency collaboration, and shortcomings of the child protection system. It was great in informing us how to 
move forward and better protect children. In the conclusion to the Child Death Review Committee’s 2007–08 
annual report, it was noted — 
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… the child death reviews are critical for informing good practice. The monotonous repetition of the 
same recommendations reinforces their importance rather than diminishing their value.  

We have heard that all child deaths since 2009 are now notified to the Ombudsman. He is compelled to 
investigate those deaths when the child or family is known to DCP in the two years before death. That is called 
investigable death. 

During the Legislative Council’s budget estimates hearing yesterday, Hon Sue Ellery asked the Minister for 
Child Protection whether the government would make public any recommendations on child death investigations 
made by the Ombudsman. Her response was in the negative. Further, when asked whether government would 
provide the same level of information released in the annual reports of the Child Death Review Committee, she 
similarly declined—nor would she provide information on general themes or the prevalence of specific issues. In 
fact Hon Sue Ellery wrote to the Ombudsman in April this year and asked — 

1. How many investigable deaths of children are currently being monitored and or reviewed by 
the Ombudsman’s office? and 

2. What is the date of the death of each of the children subject to the above? 

The Ombudsman replied — 

As you may know, the Ombudsman is required by the Parliamentary Commissioner Act 1971 … to 
undertake investigations in private and in accordance with the confidentiality provisions of the Act. 
Accordingly, I regret I am not able to provide the date of the death of each of the children subject to 
review. 

That is the level of information we get. The last Child Death Review Committee annual report was 44 pages 
long. I think the Ombudsman deals with the same issues in three or four pages of his annual report—that in itself 
says something.  

The Premier has undertaken to provide the same level of material but, frankly, that is an ad hoc commitment. We 
will have to come back next year and put a similar motion—I think not.  

What is really concerning is that the responses, both from the minister and the Premier, are quite different from 
when they were in opposition. We remember that Hon Robyn McSweeney was outraged at the number of child 
deaths in 2008, as we all were, but yet today, with little change in the number of children under the care of DCP 
who have died on her watch, her outrage is not so evident. I think the minister shows a disturbing lack of concern 
at her department’s failure to protect those children most at risk across the state.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: She is a minister who actually goes out on the street and helps kids.  

Ms M.M. QUIRK: The Premier referred to a paper that he was not familiar with. It is actually on the Premier’s 
website under “Children”. It is cited as being the Premier’s current position.  

Mr C.J. Barnett: There is a speech in Parliament.  

Ms M.M. QUIRK: If the Premier resiles from any of those comments, now is the time to say so. In closing, I 
want to quote the second paragraph in the Premier’s paper “Putting Children First” — 

Every child has a right to be safe, secure and loved. Unfortunately, some children have none of this. It is 
the State Government’s responsibility, through the Department of Community Development — 

It is now the Department for Child Protection — 

to provide these children with the care that their parent or parents cannot or will not provide. Whether 
the DCD is fulfilling its statutory responsibility to safeguard the wellbeing of children and respond to 
concerns for the wellbeing of children is now being questioned.  

Premier, that is all we are doing, and we should not be criticised for doing it. These issues should be approached 
in a bipartisan manner. They are equally relevant today as they were when the Premier made those comments in 
2006. I suggest that the Premier and his government be mindful of the sentiments he expressed at that time and 
continue to put children first and not run for cover. 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Planning) [3.38 pm]: Everybody accepts this is an area of great 
tragedy. One death of a child is one death too many. This debate seems to be, however, about a comparison 
between the record under this government and the record of the previous government. The opposition has been 
drawing a comparison, at least in part, between what has happened in the last two and half years and what 
happened when it was in government. 
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The Premier has said that he will ensure that a thorough and accurate analysis is undertaken, so that comparable 
figures can be examined, so that we are all talking about exactly the same thing. At the moment I am not sure 
that that is the case. I am advised that currently 32 cases are being reviewed by the Ombudsman in relation to a 
child or a child relative being known to the Department for Child Protection. These deaths date from 
8 November 2008 through to 22 March this year. The majority of them have occurred as a result of co-sleeping, 
suicide, motor vehicle crashes or acquired illness. Of the 32 cases in total, eight of them tragically relate to 
children under two years of age. In the estimates committee process the Ombudsman was asked by the Leader of 
the Opposition — 

Of the 182 cases notified to the Ombudsman in the past two years, how many of those children had had 
contact with the Department for Child Protection? 

The supplementary information provided by the Ombudsman indicated that of the 182 notifications — 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Which you previously said were over the last two years. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I will provide the full information in a moment. The Ombudsman indicated that, of the 182 
notifications, in 96 cases a child or the relative of a child had had contact with the Department for Child 
Protection. Of those 96 cases, 71 were in the time of the previous Labor government. That is the clear 
information that I am provided with. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Who by? 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: That is right—so 76 were under the time of the previous Labor government, and 73 are 
during your time. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: Of the 96 cases in which a child or the relative of the child had had contact with the 
Department for Child Protection — 

Mrs M.H. Roberts: That is what Hon Robyn McSweeney told the Legislative Council. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Who provided you with that information? Did the Ombudsman provide you with that 
information? 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I presume this has come from the minister’s office. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Yes, this has come from the minister, not from the Ombudsman. The minister is talking about 
the situation in the middle of last year when the annual report was finalised. The Ombudsman is talking about 
right now. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: It is a separate dataset. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: It would be good to get a dataset that we can all agree on. I agree with that. 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: It is very difficult to have an informed debate when there is lack of clarity about what all the 
numbers are. 

From what I am advised, of the 96 cases where a child or a relative of the child has had contact with the 
department, 71 of those were in the time of the previous Labor government. It seems to be the case that there has 
been an improvement in outcomes, but we all agree that one death is one death too many. We all have to do 
whatever we can. 

The Premier indicated that a lot of extra resources have been allocated to the Department for Child Protection 
during this term of government. I myself recall that that is the case. The 2010 budget in particular, from my 
recollection, provided a substantial increase in funding to the Department for Child Protection so that it can fulfil 
its important responsibilities and ensure that there is likely to be a much lower chance of these tragedies 
occurring. 

Amendment to Motion 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: I move — 

To delete all the words after “WA” in the first line of the motion. 

So that the motion will then read — 

That this house expresses its grave concern at the number of children dying in WA. 

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Central Wheatbelt — Leader of the National Party) [3.43 pm]: I rise to support the 
amendment moved by the Minister for Planning representing the Minister for Child Protection and to put my 
thoughts on the public record. The Leader of the Opposition said that this government had done absolutely 
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nothing in the field of child protection since coming to government. That is just blatantly unfair. I begin by 
paying tribute to the Minister for Child Protection, Hon Robyn McSweeney. Having shared the cabinet with her 
now for three years, I know that Hon Robyn McSweeney is a passionate advocate for children. She is a 
passionate advocate for children at risk. As I have said publicly before, Hon Robyn McSweeney has stared down 
the cabinet on numerous occasions, making sure that the rights of young children at risk are heard and acted 
upon. I do not think that should be unrecognised in this debate today. She is a very good Minister for Child 
Protection. If anyone can move to address these issues, bring them to the attention of the government and put in 
place programs to make a difference, it will be Hon Robyn McSweeney. She has gone out of her way to talk 
regularly with me about the royalties for regions program and how it can work in this space of child protection.  

As the Premier said, the loss of one child is a tragedy. All of us have had experience of this—our friends, our 
family and our wider community—and it is tragic. It is even more tragic in circumstances where young children 
are not getting the care that they need and that leads to some of these tragic outcomes. I agree wholeheartedly 
with the Premier that being able to have baseline statistics that we can all agree on is an important move in this 
space. I think it is a welcome commitment from the Premier. 

I return to the notion that this government has done nothing in this space. Prior to last year’s budget Hon Robyn 
McSweeney came to me to talk about the responsible parenting program. The responsible parenting program had 
been started by the previous government and was funded in the metropolitan area, the Peel region and the 
Kimberley, which was good for the metropolitan area, the Peel and the Kimberley but not very good for the rest 
of the state where it was not running. On Hon Robyn McSweeney’s insistence, the responsible parenting 
program has now been rolled out across the length and breadth of the state. It is a $38 million government 
initiative. Last year an extra $2.8 million and this year $6.5 million has gone into the responsible parenting 
program. For the information of members, the responsible parenting program is comprised of home visiting 
services and support and advice to at-risk families with both older children and young babies and toddlers. This 
is about the government intervening in the household, around the kitchen table, of families who are at risk, which 
have been identified by the system. It is putting in place the support mechanisms to give them advice, support, 
counselling and linkage with other government services so that they can be better advised on how to deal with 
some of the challenges. We all recognise that that type of direct intervention is going to be needed, but more 
importantly this needs to be a partnership with those families that come to the government and are linked up to 
those services. There is not much point if government provides a service delivery to a community and families 
do not take it up. Hopefully the responsible parenting program encourages more families to come and access that 
support. 

I want to pay tribute to the people who work in this field. Dealing with families at risk must be a very 
challenging job in many circumstances. Young graduates are moving from Perth into remote parts of the state 
and are dealing with some really terrible circumstances. 

Mr P. Papalia: You should talk to your colleague the Minister for Corrective Services about funding the Family 
Intensive Team program, which was cut by the previous minister. It is the same sort of thing. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS: I am more than happy to do that. 

Mr P. Papalia: It is in the field of young offenders.  

Mr B.J. GRYLLS: I can go to that because we are funding the youth justice diversion program. Is that what the 
member is talking about? 

Mr P. Papalia: No, this particular one was unique: it was the only system that targeted kids who would 
otherwise go to prison, and it wrapped around the families. The minister cut it because of a lack of funds, but 
you have lots of money. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS: We also need to ensure that we spend that money wisely, and we are doing just that with the 
responsible parenting program. It is now being rolled out across the entire state, as I have said in previous 
debates. This year it is being rolled out in the Goldfields region. It has already put extra resources — 

Ms M.M. Quirk: The Goldfields was us.  

Mr B.J. GRYLLS: No. The responsible parenting program was rolled out by the Labor government in the Peel 
and the Kimberley. The Labor government had the justice program in Kalgoorlie, but not the responsible 
parenting program. The responsible parenting program allowed Minister McSweeney, when she went to 
Laverton the other day, to put those FTEs into Laverton. As I said previously in this chamber, those FTEs can go 
to Laverton because this government has funded housing. Without housing for government employees, it is very 
difficult to locate those government employees in that community. Since 2007, the Laverton community has 
sought support from government to put a housing program in place, because it knew that it needed houses to 
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attract police, teachers and child protection workers. The community now has 10 extra houses, which are 
supported by this Liberal–National government. These houses have allowed those extra resources to go into 
Laverton, and, hopefully, that will put more people into that community to give it support. The funding for the 
responsible parenting service is $38 million over five years, which is being rolled out across the entire state. 
Under the leadership of Hon Robyn McSweeney, we will see a substantial amount of intervention in those 
families that need that extra level of care.  

I just touched on housing because I think it is really important. One of my first interactions with Indigenous 
communities as a member of Parliament was in Halls Creek in an area called Mardiwah Loop. That was one of 
the dysfunctional communities of Halls Creek upon which so much focus has been put. In that community, 
25 people lived in a house. The kids were normally under the care of grandma; mum and dad did not contribute a 
whole lot to the looking after of those kids. Anyone who wants to be a member of Parliament and to address 
Indigenous issues needs to spend some time in the remote communities in Halls Creek and Jigalong to get an 
understanding of the challenges. Twenty-five people living in a house will end in dysfunction no matter what. I 
heard that some deaths referred to in the report were due to co-sleeping. I assume that that is when too many 
people are in a bed. With 25 people living in a house, bed space is probably pretty short. This government, in 
partnership with the federal government and its stimulus money, has put 18 new houses into Mardiwah Loop in 
Halls Creek. Eighteen new houses means many more rooms, many more beds and, hopefully, less of that 
overcrowding — 

Mr J.C. Kobelke: What percentage of those 18 new houses was funded by the state government money and how 
much by federal government money? 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS: I just noted that it was funded under the commonwealth government stimulus package.  

Mr J.C. Kobelke: So it was all federal money? 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS: Yes, but, interestingly enough, the commonwealth had had money available for housing in 
Mardiwah Loop for many years. The problem was not the willingness to spend money; it was getting a 
management regime in place that looked after the houses. I have previously paid tribute to Jeff Gooding from the 
Kimberley Development Commission and Joe Ross, a local community leader. They intervened in Halls Creek 
to come up with a deal to which the community could sign up and have the housing managed; that deal allowed 
those houses to be built. Without that intervention by Jeff Gooding, with the support of Joe Ross, the 
commonwealth money would have been available, as it has been previously, but not usable. This government 
won extra funding from the commonwealth by being the best at rolling out that housing program into remote 
communities. 

Mr J.C. Kobelke: Minister, there seems to be an inconsistency in what you have just said. You said it was 
commonwealth stimulus money. Then you said that the money had been there for many years. The stimulus 
money only came two years ago, so you cannot have it both ways. 

Mr B.J. GRYLLS: There was money there for many years. The money that funded the houses was stimulus 
money, but money was available prior to that. I do not know whether it was commonwealth or state money; it 
may have been state money available. What I am saying is that the commonwealth will not provide money for 
remote Indigenous housing—it is still the case—unless the local community sign up to a management regime, 
which is often the most intractable problem. Without a willingness to engage in how the houses will be managed, 
the solution cannot be found. We have been very focused on housing availability in remote communities. In 
places like Roebourne, the Minister for Housing has made a huge progression on more and better quality housing 
to reduce some of the overcrowding. Better and more housing and the responsible parenting program are the 
sorts of decisions of government that start to make a difference in looking after young families.  

Before I sit down, I also touch on the southern inland health initiative that is putting $500 million into better 
health facilities in regional communities, essentially from Kalbarri across to Meekatharra and down to 
Esperance.  

The State Coroner has made many reports on young children—I do not know whether these relate to families at 
risk or just young children—entering the country health system and getting a poor outcome resulting in death. 
There were far too many examples of young kids not being able to see a doctor and not being able to get the type 
of services that they needed at country hospitals. As we know, the health system is needed in an emergency, and 
if the health system is not there to support people, we get negative outcomes. The Minister for Health, through 
the southern inland health initiative, is all about more doctors, better services at those regional hospitals and 
better linkages with the health system and the community to ensure that we do not get constant repeats of the 
challenges that we have heard about.  
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I will let other members speak. This is a very serious issue. Governments of all persuasions need to ensure that 
they act to look after those most vulnerable and who most need help. Young children, linked to families at risk, 
who are dying is a very important matter. This government, through our responsible parenting program, through 
initiatives in the health field and through ensuring better living arrangements for many people with more 
housing, is doing as much as it possibly can to get better outcomes for this very difficult area. 

MR A.J. SIMPSON (Darling Range — Parliamentary Secretary) [3.58 pm]: It should be stated that one 
child death in Western Australia is a tragedy. That is why the amendment to the Parliamentary Commissioner 
Act 1971 has transferred the responsibility for child deaths from the Child Death Review Committee to the 
Ombudsman. A large number of deaths are investigated by the Ombudsman, but budget estimates made it clear 
that this was because the Ombudsman investigates cases of accidents also in that process.  

The point to raise in this debate is that in June 2009, the responsibility for investigating child deaths in WA 
transferred to the Ombudsman with the amendment to the Parliamentary Commissioner Act 1971. The criteria in 
the legislation for investigating child deaths charged the Ombudsman with investigating any death in WA. 
Before June 2009, the Child Death Review Committee investigated deaths of children who were known to the 
Department for Child Protection. The Child Death Review Committee, chaired by Dr Denzil McCotter, and 
supported by the department, reviewed 48 cases between 2005 and 2008. In June 2009, 73 reviewable deaths 
known to the department were transferred from the Child Death Review Committee to the Ombudsman for his 
review. That is outlined on page 60 of the annual report.  

Child protection is probably one of the most important responsibilities of government; it concerns the most 
vulnerable in our community. This government’s commitment goes a long way to try to help and protect children 
in our community. This government is very keen to implement a housing strategy for children in the community 
and to set up tier 1 and tier 2 DCP houses throughout the community. There are a couple of these houses in my 
community, and they work very well to keep siblings together in a family environment—that is, to protect them, 
to nurture them and to help them continue their schooling, their education, their sport and so forth. The 
protection of a surrounding family community in a suburb, community or town goes a long way to help these 
children recover from the situations from which they came, and also to make them better citizens in our 
community. It is a fantastic step by this government to try to protect and help these children so that they value 
where they are and are kept together with their siblings. In years gone by, we separated brothers and sisters and 
took them away to almost institutional-type situations, which did not help at all. I am very proud to be part of a 
government that looks at ways of keeping children together, and to put them into a family community and keep 
them on the right track. Getting involved with the family community helps them to become part of the 
community and to feel part of a unique family. It is a great initiative by our government to ensure that we keep 
that process going. 

Child protection has been an issue for a number of years under a lot of governments. In 1971 I started grade 1 at 
Wyndham District High School. My mum was then with native welfare services, which I think is now called 
community welfare. We had a number of young kids stay with us for one reason or another—their mum was ill 
or had ended up in hospital. We constantly had a small child in our house. I am one of five siblings, so it was a 
busy and noisy house anyway. I had firsthand experience in trying to help kids get back on the right track. I keep 
in touch with a lot of those kids to this day. They have flourished into adulthood and have made great steps in 
their lives. In the 1970s in Wyndham, child protection processes were not at the forefront, but there were 
processes to try to ensure that everyone had a healthy lifestyle and kept moving forward. As the years have 
passed, a lot of changes have been made in those communities, including better protection processes. The 
Minister for Lands mentioned the situation in Laverton and the need for housing in the town. It is now 2011 and 
we are facing similar issues and the same problems to those faced in the 1970s. We are still trying to find a way 
to help those people overcome the problem of child protection issues and also to give them a stable community. 
The minister touched on one of the major problems in those remote communities; that is, trying to find housing 
for staff so that we can help those people. It is great that we are finding a way to give staff decent 
accommodation so that they can remain in those towns and do the work that they are paid to do. Child protection 
is a major initiative of this government. We are very keen to ensure that we keep these processes going. I can 
only support the amendment put forward by the Minister for Planning. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham) [4.01 pm]: This motion was put forward seriously by the opposition to try 
to get some examination of a very important issue. The reason we put forward this issue is that figures came to 
us from the Ombudsman that show that there has not been a great improvement, if any, in the number of deaths 
of children who are known to the state. That means that there has been some intervention by government 
departments. Why are those kids still dying despite, as the Premier said, all the resources that have been 
allocated by the government to the department, the creation of the Department for Child Protection, the Gordon 
inquiry, the new police stations and multipurpose facilities around the state, and mandatory reporting, which was 
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brought in by the previous government? All those things have happened, yet we have not seen much, if any, 
improvement in the number of deaths of children who are known to the state. The opposition saw those figures 
and has brought this issue before Parliament. Firstly, we said that this issue is of grave concern to all of us 
because the deaths of children is so appalling and shocking that we should all express our concern, and everyone 
agrees with that. Secondly, we need to examine in some way what has been going on and how we can improve 
the situation. The opposition thought that referring the issue to a committee of Parliament, which has members of 
both sides of the house and which has resources and the capacity to research and review these matters, might be 
a reasonable way of looking at why these kids are dying and why the situation has not improved. Let Parliament 
note in the Hansard record that the reasonable way of looking at this issue in an open and bipartisan way has 
been rejected by the government. That is all we wanted to do. Our motion to have an open and bipartisan inquiry 
into this grave issue has been rejected by this government. 

Amendment put and a division taken with the following result — 

Ayes (28) 

Mr P. Abetz Mr G.M. Castrilli Dr K.D. Hames Mr P.T. Miles 
Mr F.A. Alban Mr V.A. Catania Mrs L.M. Harvey Dr M.D. Nahan 
Mr C.J. Barnett Dr E. Constable Mr A.P. Jacob Mr C.C. Porter 
Mr I.C. Blayney Mr M.J. Cowper Dr G.G. Jacobs Mr M.W. Sutherland 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mr J.H.D. Day Mr R.F. Johnson Mr T.K. Waldron 
Mr I.M. Britza Mr J.M. Francis Mr A. Krsticevic Dr J.M. Woollard 
Mr T.R. Buswell Mr B.J. Grylls Mr W.R. Marmion Mr J.E. McGrath (Teller) 

Noes (24) 

Dr A.D. Buti Mr F.M. Logan Mr J.R. Quigley Mr P.C. Tinley 
Ms A.S. Carles Mr M. McGowan Ms M.M. Quirk Mr A.J. Waddell 
Mr R.H. Cook Mrs C.A. Martin Mr E.S. Ripper Mr P.B. Watson 
Ms J.M. Freeman Mr M.P. Murray Mrs M.H. Roberts Mr M.P. Whitely 
Mr J.N. Hyde Mr A.P. O’Gorman Mr T.G. Stephens Mr B.S. Wyatt 
Mr J.C. Kobelke Mr P. Papalia Mr C.J. Tallentire Ms R. Saffioti (Teller) 

            

Pairs 

 Mr D.T. Redman Ms L.L. Baker 
 Mr A.J. Simpson Mr D.A. Templeman 
 Ms A.R. Mitchell Mr W.J. Johnston 
 

Amendment thus passed. 

Motion, as Amended 

Question put and passed. 
 


