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CHILD PROTECTION 
Statement 

HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [10.06 pm]:  I speak on a very serious issue this evening.  I 
want to make some observations about this government and its deliberations in the name of child protection.  I 
do not make this accusation lightly.  This government has been derelict in its duty to protect vulnerable children 
in this state.  It is not as if the opposition has not made the government aware of this time and again.  I have in 
front of me a report from the Sunday Times of 5 December 2004, and a media statement dated 6 December 2004 
from the then minister, Sheila McHale, stating that the government’s independent children’s commissioner 
model had been finalised.  I repeat that date - 6 December 2004.  We are now at the end of August 2006, and this 
government has the audacity to suggest that ridiculous amendments by the opposition have held up the 
commissioner’s bill.  I would suggest to the minister in the other house that the business of this house is 
determined by the government, not the opposition.  The Commissioner for Children and Young People Bill 2005 
could have been given higher priority on the notice paper much sooner.  The figures that have been highlighted 
by the coroner’s report into the death of Wade Scale and the figures that have been continually exposed in this 
Parliament through questioning by the opposition highlight the number of children who have died in suspicious 
circumstances while this government has been in charge of the Treasury bench, making one promise after 
another.  In the meantime, we see children needlessly die at the hands of abusers - 57 in the past year.  Another 
review is not sufficient for the opposition.  This will not serve children, and will not save them from continual 
abuse.  The then Minister for Community Development, Sheila McHale, said on 6 December 2004 -  

The commission was a key element in the Gallop Government’s commitment to protecting vulnerable 
children and a priority of the Children First agenda. 

If it was a key element, why has it taken another two years for the legislation to be debated and why will the 
government not admit that its commissioner for children will not have the proper powers to investigate and 
scrutinise what is happening in government departments so that vulnerable children are offered some safety in 
the vulnerable lives they lead?  As Hon Robyn McSweeney said, we know that research has found that the 
incidence of sudden infant death syndrome can be reduced.  I believe, honestly and genuinely, that deaths from 
abusive parents or guardians can also be reduced.  We need a commissioner for children in this state who is truly 
a children’s ombudsman, with the powers of an ombudsman and a royal commissioner, so that the office will not 
be constrained by being unable to scrutinise what government departments are doing.  
Former Premier Geoff Gallop made some statements in 2002 that hold this government to what it really believes; 
that is, that the government considered the need for a new children’s commissioner but agreed that the additional 
resources would be better directed towards delivering new services rather than duplicating functions already 
undertaken by bodies such as the Ombudsman and the Ministerial Advisory Council on Child Protection.  The 
Premier of the day believed a children’s commissioner would duplicate functions already in existence. 
I place on record that if we had a truly independent children’s commissioner responsible and answerable to 
Parliament with wide powers of investigation and the ability to investigate individual children and their plight, 
we would have saved many children in this state from abuse and death.  This government must stand and be 
counted and be held responsible for not putting those powers into place under a proper children’s commissioner.  
Why should cases involving children go to the Ombudsman?  The only two states that have not given proper 
powers to a children’s commissioner are New South Wales and Queensland, the states where abuse of children 
have recently been investigated by the Ombudsman.  That indicates to me that if we do not put in place the 
strongest legislative framework for a commissioner for children, it will not do what it is meant to do.   
The government has grossly under funded the proposed commissioner for children.  It will not allow it to pursue 
individual cases.  The case of the death of Wade Scale that was known to the department would not have been 
investigated under the government’s current legislation for a children’s commissioner.  I hope that by the time a 
children’s commissioner is put in place, the government does not say, “Now we’ve set up the children’s 
commissioner without legal professional privilege, without the ability to call in government agencies and 
scrutinise their actions properly.” 
The mother of Wade Scale was about to deliver another baby when Wade died.  That baby was apprehended at 
birth under the former Child Welfare Act.  If we had a children’s commissioner in place with proper powers, 
maybe we would have saved the life of somebody like little Wade Scale, who was beaten, bruised and bashed.  
He eventually drowned in a bath under the care of a de facto father who had previously bashed and bruised three 
other children.  That evidence was not open to the public until the coroner’s report found his death was caused 
by drowning.  Nobody in this opposition or in this state could find out from the Department for Community 
Development that that child, whose grandparents may have come forward, was in an abusive situation, was 
vulnerable and in a high state of danger.  That baby died.  The coroner found that he died by drowning.   
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I have said in this Parliament before that the children’s commissioner in New Zealand was established only after 
the tragic death of a small boy, not unlike children in this state who have suffered at the hands of abusive parents 
or guardians.  New Zealand’s Commissioner for Children has the ability to pursue and investigate individual 
cases thoroughly.  This government is denying that we will be able to prevent deaths under the legislation before 
the house.   
The minister is talking about another review.  Hon Robyn McSweeney has referred to that.  Another review!  
There are so many review committees in this state that if it were not so serious and if we were not talking about 
the deaths of children and preventing those deaths, it would be a joke.  However, those of us who care about 
children and care about putting in the frameworks and protection instruments are concerned that this government 
is still turning a blind eye to it and trying to review after the event.  We want to see some legislative framework 
that will protect vulnerable children.  Two years have passed and how many children have died in that time? 
Hon Robyn McSweeney:  One hundred and seventy six. 
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  One hundred and seventy six children have died in suspicious circumstances.  I defy 
this Parliament to pass a bill that gives a children’s commissioner the powers that are required to protect all 
children.   

House adjourned at 10.15 pm 

__________ 
 


