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To whom it may concern

Submission - Inquiry into the response of Western Australian schools to
climate change

"Climate anxiety needs to be talked about more and normalised at places like
school, it's easy to feel helpless... "(young person)
Thank you for the opportunity to provide a submission to the above I nquiry.
As the Commissioner for Children and Young People, I have a statutory role to
advocate for and promote policies, laws, programs and services that enhance the
wellbeing of all children and young people in WA. This includes promoting and valuing
t!he voice of children and young people and the positive contributions they make to our
society and inquiring on beha lf of children and young people about issues relating to
their wellbeing.
My functions are set out broadly under section 19 of the Commissioner for Children

and Young People Act 2006.
In performing my role, the best interests of children and young people are my
paramount consideration. I must give priority to, and have special regard to, the
interests and needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people,
and children and young people who are vulnerable or disadvantaged for any reason.
My work also has regard to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child1
and acting on the principle that parents, families and communities have the primary
role in safeguarding and promoting the wellbeing of their children and young people
1 UNICEF, A Summary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, accessed 4 November
ait https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-riqhts/
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and should be supported in carrying out their role. Of particular relevance to this
Inquiry are Articles 12, 24 and 29 2 :

Article 12: Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all
matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously.
Article 24: Every child has the right to the best possible health. Governments must
provide good quality health care, clean water, nutritious food, a clean environment and
education on health and wellbeing so that children can stay healthy.
Article 29: Education must develop every child's personality, talents and abilities to
the full. It must encourage the child's respect for human rights, as well as respect for
their parents, their own and other cultures, and the environment.
It is within this context and the functions of my role that I address a number of issues
generally relating to the Inquiry, rather than addressing each of the Terms of
Reference.
What helps children and young people be healthy and happy
Through my office's consultations over the last eleven years, children and young
people in WA have consistently told me what is important in their lives and what
contributes to their health and wellbeing. Strong and consistent themes include family,
school, culture, growing up in a loving, safe home environment, and living in a healthy
community.
The living environment is critically important to children and young people. They have
often described to me how the environment impacts their wellbeing and the value they
place on their physical environment, as well as the connection they have to nature and
the world around them.
Findings from my Speaking Out Survey 2019 3, in which 4,912 children and young
people took part, indicate that children and young people continue to be concerned
about their living environment. Early analysis of my Speaking Out Survey 2021, which
heard the views of well over 15,000 children and young people, suggests these
concerns are ongoing. The Speaking Out Survey 2021 summary report will be tabled
in Parliament later this year.

2

UNICEF, A Summary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, accessed 4 November
at https ://www.unicef.org. u k/what-we-do/ un-convention-child-rig hts/
3
Commissioner for Children and Young People 2020, Speaking Out Survey 2019. The views of
WA children and young people on their wellbeing - a summary report, Commissioner for
Children and Young People WA, Perth, accessed 9 November 2021 at
https://www.ccyp.wa.gov.au/our-work/projects/speaking-out-survey/
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Their insights demonstrate their strong connection to the environment and their
awareness of environmental and sustainability issues and highlight the importance of
involving them in discussions and decision-making regarding these issues.
The impact of the living environment on children and young people's health and
wellbeing
In 2019 my office reinstated its focus on the living environment and sought to explore
the link between the physical and social environment and health and wellbeing. Dr
Carmen Lawrence was engaged to review the latest national and international research
findings on the impact of physical and social environments on the health and wellbeing
of children and young people.
The review established a clear link between physical and social environments and
health and wellbeing, across all domains of wellbeing and across the lifespan from
early childhood into adulthood. 4 Parks, greenspace and other elements of the natural
environment are vital components of healthy communities, with well-documented
benefits that come with access to these spaces. The benefits increase with both the
amount of access and length of exposure and include:
•
•
•
•

increased physical activity
increased pro-social behaviour and general life satisfaction
better cognitive performance
a reduction in stress, anxiety and aggression.

In June 2021 I continued my program of work around the living environment, bringing
more than 100 Year 9 and 10 students from 14 schools across Perth and members of
the Merredin Advisory Committee together for a planning workshop to give young
people a voice in shaping their community. This event further highlighted the links
between the living environment and health and wellbeing and demonstrated the
importance of involving children and young people, who shared with me some
powerful examples and creative suggestions to improve their local environments. This
work culminated in a publication My Place in WA. 5
Climate and wellbeing

''I think the most important thing ever is the environment because we can't live
without trees/ grass or plants and the animals can't either. "(young person)

4

Commissioner for Children and Young People 2019, Discussion paper- Living
environment: The effects of physical and social environments on the health and
wellbeing of children and young people, Commissioner for Children and Young
People WA, Perth.
5 Commissioner for Children and Young People 2021, My Place in WA: WA children and young
people speak out about their living environment, Commissioner for Children and Young People
WA, Perth.
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Climate change and action on climate are highly topical contemporary issues affecting
many children and young people in WA. Children and young people are aware of the
threats to healthy communities though the impacts of climate change, and other
factors.
Issues around climate and sustainability are consistently raised when I speak with
children and young people across the state. Their views are supported by emerging
research on the psychological impact of climate change, from mild stress responses
through to significant mental health problems. 6
They are worried about pollution, keeping oceans and the general environment clean,
not clearing trees, wanting more green space, and protecting animal species. Many
children and young people have shared these perspectives with my office and a sample
of their views is provided below:

''If you care about us and our future, the biggest problem threatening us is
climate change. " (young person)
''I love living in WA except for the pollution in the oceans. If we stop littering
the Earth we will live happier and healthier. "(young person)
''I am worried about deforestation because it is harming animals and leading to
extinction so kids in the future won't be able to see them." (young person)
''I think this is a big problem. People are chopping down the poor trees and it
makes me feel sad seeing the damage to the environment. " (young person)
These impacts have the capacity to undermine health and wellbeing, in so far as they
may contribute to food insecurity, a lack of outdoor spaces for recreational play, and in
turn poor diet, malnutrition and lower levels of physical activity, which are linked to
overweight and obesity. Children and young people living in low socio-economic areas
are often disproportionately impacted by these indicators of disadvantage.7
Australians have also been found to be highly vulnerable to the country's climate and
weather extremes. 8 Children and young people may be particularly susceptible to
environmental stressors and worry about how the effects of climate change - including
environmental degradation, pollution and natural disasters will impact the planet and

6

Zhang Y, Beggs PJ, Bambrick H, et al. 2018, The MJA-Lancet Countdown on health and
climate change: Australian policy inaction threatens lives, Med J Aust, 209(11): 474.
7
Commissioner for Children and Young People 2019, Discussion paper- Living
environment: The effects of physical and social environments on the health and
wellbeing of children and young people, Commissioner for Children and Young
People WA, Perth.
8
Zhang Y, Beggs PJ, Bambrick H, et al. 2018, The MJA-Lancet Countdown on health and
climate change: Australian policy inaction threatens lives, Med J Aust, 209(11): 474.
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their futures. This may exacerbate already increasing levels of anxiety and other
mental health issues among children and young people.
Children and young people who live in regional and remote areas face additional
challenges again, particularly those who are raised in farming families. They may have
a heightened concern regarding climate change due to the more direct impact of
weather-related disasters (such as floods, droughts and bushfires) on their family's
livelihood and financial security, which may contribute to significant psychological
distress.
Supporting schools to respond to climate change

'1We need] More opportunities for climate friendly and climate change
promotion in the local community like fairs for eco-friendly stores and
promoting less use of plastic in containers and becoming more water wise in
the local community. '' (young person)
With a growing recognition of the strong links between the living environment and
health and wellbeing, and climate change as a source of stress and worry for children
and young people, there seems to be a strong rationale for schools to undertake
climate action with and on behalf of their students as part of a whole-of-school
wellbeing approach.
Student wellbeing
Over time, there has been an increased focus on universal student wellbeing needs
and emphasising student wellbeing at a whole school level. This has increased the
importance placed on schools to create positive environments that promote wellbeing,
explicitly teach social and emotional skills, assess and respond to wellbeing concerns,
and provide student wellbeing supports and interventions. 9 In this regard, climate
action approaches undertaken by schools have the capacity to not only improve health
and wellbeing but also educational outcomes and a sense of civic responsibility.
Programs such as the Department of Education's Sustainable Schools WA are critical
and should continue to be sup·ported, as they facilitate strong community partnerships
and allow students to be actively involved in undertaking meaningful, tangible actions
to improve the environment and make a positive difference in their school.
In 2020, I consulted with approximately 180 schools across the three education sectors
in WA on the issues, approaches and resources to support student wellbeing. The
Supporting student wellbeing in WA schools discussion paper highlighted that there are
several system-wide and school-based approaches to supporting student wellbeing in

9

Commissioner for Children and Young People 2020, Supporting student wellbeing in WA
schools, Commissioner for Children and Young People WA, Perth
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WA 10 and that schools have varying capacities to fulfil this role, with some clearly
administering whole-of-school wellbeing strategies while others offer more targeted
support.
Student wellbeing should guide the implementation of evidence-based whole-of-school
approaches in support of a positive learning environment. Responses to climate change
and sustainability, managing student concerns and teaching natural disaster resiliencebuilding capacities should form part of this approach.
There is a clear need for a stronger strategic approach, prioritisation and resourcing for
student wellbeing at a state, system and school level. Strategic approaches to
planning should include:
•

A comprehensive student wellbeing strategy or framework, with a consistent
definition of student wellbeing being adopted across the education sectors.

•

Schools having clear guidance and support to implement and embed a wholeof-school wellbeing framework, with consideration of the needs of the local
community. This whole-of-school approach should at a minimum, include the
five pillars of the Australian Student Wellbeing Framework:
o

student voice

o

leadership

o
o

inclusion
support

o

partnerships.

Schools should receive targeted funding to establish wellbeing frameworks and
strategic approaches at a whole school level.
In summary, it is my view that schools have an important role to play in terms of
educating, motivating and encouraging positive behaviour change among students,
and they must be better supported in order to carry out this role.

It is critical that children and young people are involved as ongoing stakeholders in the
development of responses at a school and community level. Young people have unique
insights into issues, can offer creative solutions and can help ensure strategies are
relevant and sustainable. Schools will be better equipped to make well -informed
decisions about undertaking climate action if they involve their students and genuinely
listen to their concerns and suggestions for change. This year my office has published
a suite of updated resources to assist organisations in:

10

Commissioner for Children and Young People 2020, Supporting student wellbeing in WA
schools, Commissioner for Children and Young People WA, Perth
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•

planning for the meaningful participation of children and people in decisionmaking processes (Participation Guidelines 2021) and

•

supporting children and young people to speak up and raise concerns about
matters that affect them ( Child Friendly Complaints Guidelines 2021).

So too should children and young people be duly considered in al l planning and
development processes. I have recently published my Child Impact Assessment
Guidelines and continue to advocate strongly that all government departments, service

providers and private sector organisations should be rigorously assessing the impact of
proposed laws, policies, projects and their programs on the rights and wellbeing of
children and young people. This includes work to embed the National Child Safe
Principles into these processes.
lihese resources can all be found on my website ccyp.wa.gov.au
I strongly encourage this Inquiry to provide child ren and young people the opportunity
to participate as the Inquiry progresses.

I would be happy to discuss any of these matters with you further and look forward to
hearing the outcomes of the Inquiry.
Yours sincerely

COLIN PETTIT
Commissioner for Children and Young People WA
11 November 2021
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