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Foreword

The Western Australian Community Drug Summit held during 2001 focused attention
upon the impact of drug and alcohol use in the community. This was particularly the case
in relation to the impact of drug and alcohol use upon children and young people,
grandparents and other relatives caring for children full time as a result of family crisis,
and the community generally.

Putting People First The Western Australian Drug and Alcohol Strategy 2002-2005 was
developed following the Community Drug Summit. The Department for Community
Development Drug and Alcohol Action Plan 2003-2005 provides a high level summary of
the Department’s contribution to the Strategy.

The Department does not have a drug treatment role per se, however, it contributes to
the Drug and Alcohol Strategy in a number of ways.

Drug and alcohol use does not occur in isolation. More often, it occurs along with, and
exacerbates, other interrelated problems such as family and domestic violence, child
maltreatment, poverty, including homelessness, and mental illness. However, the impact
of even low levels of drug use on the individuals concerned, their families and the
community can be profound.

At the community level the Department is implementing a community development
approach based upon the principles of engagement, inclusiveness, coordination and
capacity building. The aim of this is to develop strategies which address local issues in
ways which build on the strengths of stakeholders and increase their ability to respond to
these and other community needs.

The Drug and Alcohol Plan outlines a number of examples of the Department’s work in
this area. These include working with communities to support families with young
children, improving developmental opportunities for children and young people and
promoting the participation and inclusion of young people in public space.

There is a need to promote greater community participation in policy development and
Departmental units with responsibility for women, seniors and volunteers, children and
young people and family and domestic violence play an important role in this regard.

The Offices for Women’s Policy, Children and Young People’s Policy, Seniors Interests
and Volunteering and the Family and Domestic Violence Unit focus upon policy
development, coordination and community engagement for these target populations. An
important aspect of the role of the offices involves community education to promote
positive images and to address negative stereotypes.

The Drug and Alcohol Strategy emphasises the importance of coordinated support for
those with drug and alcohol problems or vulnerable because of drug and alcohol use in
their families.

Individuals and families with drug and alcohol problems often have high and complex
needs which cannot be met by one agency and require collaborative responses with
other service providers in the government and community sectors.
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At a case practice level the Department works to support and assist children and young
people, carers and families to deal with the impact of drug and alcohol problems.
Developing collaborative relationships and ensuring that services are coordinated more
effectively are important aspects of this work.

To this end the Department also participates in the implementation of a number of whole
of government strategies which complement the Drug and Alcohol Strategy. These
include the implementation of the Government Action Plan for Addressing Family
Violence and Child Abuse in Aboriginal Communities and the Government response to
the findings of the WA State Homelessness Taskforce. Departmental initiatives
contained in these strategies feature prominently in this Action Plan.

The Department for Community Development Drug and Alcohol Action Plan is a
summary of the Department’s contribution to the Drug and Alcohol Strategy. The Plan
will be updated annually to incorporate Departmental activities in support of the Drug and
Alcohol Area Plans currently being developed by the Drug and Alcohol Office.

Jane Brazier
DIRECTOR GENERAL

April 2003
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Department for Community Development was established on 1 July 2001 to work
towards the following objectives:
• strengthened local communities where people are re-engaged in the business of

government and connected to a shared vision for the State.
• enhanced capacity of individuals, families, communities and service providers,

including providers outside government.
• world standard delivery of the traditional functions of residual and safety net services

intended mainly for children, young people and families.
• improved coordination of whole of government and inter-sectoral policy, planning,

development and review.

In doing so the Department is guided by four key principles:
• Engagement – encouraging and facilitating more active participation at all levels of

the community
• Inclusiveness – including stakeholders at an early stage in policy and program

development
• Collaboration – promoting greater coordination of services to promote efficiency and

improve service access
• Capacity building – facilitating the growth and development of individuals, families

and communities in ways which build a more caring society based on mutual trust
and reciprocity

The Department’s key strategic policy directions, as outlined below, reflect the growing
impact that drug and alcohol use has upon individuals and families. These are:

• The number of children in care has increased in recent years and there is a need for
the Department to build partnerships with organisations in the drug and alcohol and
community sectors, and with communities, to address issues which give rise to this
trend.

• A continuing and strong focus upon ensuring that policies and services are relevant
and accessible to individuals, families and communities, particularly Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander families and communities and people from culturally and
linguistically diverse backgrounds.

• The provision of services to families with children in the early years which are
responsive to the needs of parents and communities promotes child health and
wellbeing.

• Fragmentation of services for those with complex needs is a significant issue and
there is a need to develop the Departmental and sector capacity to work holistically
with families effected by alcohol and drug use, particularly in a preventative sense.
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PRIORITY AREAS
Further details regarding these initiatives is available under Priority Actions on pages 15-
22.

It is important to note that the Departmental initiatives listed under Treatment and
Support Services do not operate under a treatment framework but are grouped under
this heading for the purposes of this Action Plan.

Prevention and Early Intervention

The Department will:
• coordinate the development of an across Government Early Years Strategy
• implement Family Strength initiatives with funding of $10 million over 5 years,

commencing 2001/02.
• work with the Children and Young People in Care Advisory Committee and other

stakeholders to reduce the rate at which children and young people enter out of home
care as a result of parental drug and alcohol use.

• launch a grants program and handbook in recognition of the needs of young people
for public space in regional areas.

• promote participation and inclusion of young people in public spaces through support
and expansion of the Hillarys Youth Project Enquiry.

• promote greater involvement of children and young people in policy development
through funding to the Create Foundation to advocate and represent the concerns of
children and young people and continue to support the Youth Advisory Network.

• undertake and support research which builds the capacity of service providers to
work with children and young people through participation in the National Steering
Committee of the National Youth Affairs Research Scheme.

Treatment and Support Services

The Department will:
• work with other agencies to implement the State Government’s response to the

recommendations of the Inquiry into Response by Government Agencies to
Complaints of Family Violence and Child Abuse in Aboriginal Communities.

• support grandparents and other relatives caring for children full time as a result of
family crisis such as parental drug and alcohol use by providing $100,000 funding
over three years for a grandparents support service.

• work with other agencies to implement the State Government’s response to the
recommendations of the State Homelessness Taskforce.

• review and update the service delivery protocol developed between the Supported
Accommodation and Assistance Program and drug and alcohol services.

• continue to work with local services including the Local Drug Action Groups to
improve service collaboration for families effected by drug and alcohol use.
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Other Initiatives

The Department will:
• undertake further research into the impact of parental drug and alcohol abuse upon

Care and Protection Applications and outcomes for children and young people in care
as a result..

• develop a range of workforce development initiatives to build the skills of
Departmental and community sector staff, particularly in relation to drug and alcohol
awareness and working collaboratively with other agencies.

• improve its capacity to identify and manage cases involving drug and alcohol use by
introducing new information technology through the ASSIST project.

• update the Department’s Drug and Alcohol policy in collaboration with other
stakeholders.
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INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND

The development of the Department for Community Development Drug and Alcohol
Action Plan represents a significant step towards a more integrated response to drug and
alcohol issues in this State. A Key State Government commitment to ‘Deliver a Better
Government’ has underpinned the implementation of more cohesive and integrated
Government policy, enabling greater coordination and integration of services.  This
commitment has also been embraced by the Western Australian community through the
WA Community Drug Summit, which has demanded more than a ‘siloed’ response from
Government.

The response to the Summit, called ‘Putting People First’, reflected an ideological shift in
responding to drug and alcohol related problems by primarily treating them as a health
and social issue, rather than a criminal or justice issue. Furthermore, Government
recognised the importance of a more seamless system of care for those in need, and a
more coordinated response from the many agencies and individuals involved. This
approach was spearheaded by the development of ‘Putting People First’ The Western
Australian Drug and Alcohol Strategy, 2002 - 2005.

The WA Drug and Alcohol Strategy provides a framework for all key stakeholders.  It
builds on the priorities of the WA Community Drug Summit, and provides a clear
commitment to target attention towards the unmet needs of a number of priority groups in
our community, namely children and young people, families, Indigenous people and
communities, people from regional, rural and remote communities, and people with co-
occurring mental health and drug use problems.

The approach outlined in the WA Drug and Alcohol Strategy is hinged on pragmatism
and is consistent with the directions of the National Drug Strategy. The priority areas for
action, which are based on the National Framework and the WA Community
Drug Summit, include Prevention and Early Intervention, Treatment and Support, and
Law, Justice and Enforcement.

Two key features of this new approach are the development of both Agency Drug and
Alcohol Action Plans, and Area Drug and Alcohol Plans.  Agency plans provide the basis
for development of specific agency and sectorial contribution to drug response, for the
first time clearly outlining the contribution and directions of key Government Departments
in overall drug and alcohol strategy. Area Planning is both an important process of
community engagement, and a means of targeting action to local need. While Area Plans
are necessarily broader in scope than the activities of Government, the resultant
documents should support and complement each other, and therefore should be read in
parallel. Put simply, Agency Plans provide, a basis and mechanism for Area Plans
through ‘top-down’ support of the central authority, and Area Plans provide a vehicle for
Agency action at the local level.
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Links to Broad Social Policy

The impact of drug and alcohol use on the human service sector is well documented.
The Police and Justice sectors have reported figures that up to 80% of their work is drug
and alcohol related. The Health sector reports that up to 30% of hospital admissions, and
up to two-thirds of mental health conditions are also closely associated with drug and
alcohol use.

The Department for Community Development reports that approximately 70% of Care
and Protection Applications made to the Children’s Court during 2000 involved parental
drug and alcohol use in combination with factors such as family violence, mental illness
and poverty, including homelessness.

Other figures suggest that up to around 50% of marital breakdown is related to drug and
alcohol use.  Clearly, all human sector agencies have an investment in ensuring effective
responses to drug and alcohol harm.

Yet drug and alcohol use and associated harms do not occur in isolation.  New research
clearly shows that drug and alcohol-related risk and harm share common causal
pathways with a range of other social problems, including crime, welfare dependency,
physical and mental ill-health, and even school and work performance and participation.
Drug and alcohol use and related harm is but one part of the complexity of the human
condition, not the root cause of all social ills. But when present, drug and alcohol use
problems can exacerbate and complicate these other issues, such that an effective and
combined response to drug use becomes essential, and can achieve solid improvements
and gains. Drug use treatment and prevention has been shown to achieve up to an $8
return on every $1 invested.

Drug and alcohol issues affect the entire community and have significant health, social
and economic impacts on all West Australians. The annual cost of alcohol and other
drugs to the Australian community has been estimated for 1998/99 at $34.4 billion
(includes tobacco at a total cost of $21.1 billion) by Collins and Lapsley1.

The need now is to develop cross-sectoral responses that can capture the depth of
people and their needs.

This is illustrated by a number of recent Government inquiries into serious health, social
and economic problems in Western Australia that have all identified common themes.
The inquiries and major themes include:

1. The State Government ‘Response to the findings of the Inquiry into Response by
Government Agencies to Complaints of Family Violence and Child Abuse in
Aboriginal Communities’ (Gordon Inquiry):
• Significantly the Report found that violence and child abuse are grave social

problems that are endemic in many Aboriginal communities.
• The report recommended the need to  shift from planning within individual

agencies to planning that is sector wide and responds to each community’s
need for integrated service provision.

                                                
1 Collins, D., & Lapsley, H. (2003). New estimates of the social costs of drug abuse in Australia. Paper presented to
the International Research Symposium – Preventing substance use, risky use and harm: What is evidence-based
policy?  National Drug Research Institute, Curtin University of Technology, Fremantle 24-27 February, 2003.
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2. The Government’s Response to the Report of the Homelessness Taskforce
‘Putting People First’ May 2002:
• The combined resources of the social sector, together with the continuing input

of the community, are essential in tackling this social issue.
• The social, economic and health issues associated with the risk of being

homeless include, but are not limited to; family conflict, mental illness, family
violence, and problematic alcohol and other drug use.

3. The Early Years Taskforce: The Government established the Early Years
Taskforce to develop an ‘early years strategy’ aimed at improving the wellbeing of
young children aged 0-8:
• The Strategy is to be based on strong cooperation between State and Local

Government service agencies and non-government service providers and a
high degree of consultation and engagement with local communities.

• In keeping with the social determinants model, the Early Years Strategy aims
to improve outcomes for children.

4. The Statement of Commitment to a New and Just Relationship between the
Government of Western Australia and Aboriginal Western Australians:
• The agreement commits the parties to work together to build a new and just

relationship between the Aboriginal people of WA and the government of WA.
• The shared objective is to negotiate a new approach in Aboriginal affairs policy

and administration in WA based on regional agreements.
• The partnership framework aims to enhance negotiated outcomes that protect

and respect the inherent rights of Aboriginal people and to significantly
improve the health, education, living standards, and wealth of Aboriginal
people.

The WA Community Drug Summit held in August 2001 and the recently released
Western Australian Drug and Alcohol Strategy 2002-2005, provide the broad State
Government framework for the Department’s response to drug and alcohol issues.

Significant themes in the State Government response to the recommendations of the
Community Drug Summit include:

• the critical role prevention and early intervention initiatives play in  reducing the
likelihood that a range of developmental and social problems, including drug and
alcohol use, emerge and develop into more complex problems as children grow.

• the need to prevent children entering out of home care as a result of parental drug
and alcohol use, particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander  children who are
over represented among children in care.

• holistic responses involving government and non government agencies
• the importance of engaging with a wide range of stakeholders to develop policies and

services.

Other significant policy developments which overlap or have a bearing on the
Department’s activities in this area include the development of the Family and Domestic
Violence State Strategic Plan, the Women’s Progress Report, the proposed youth crime
prevention strategy and overarching plans for children in care, the early years and child
protection are in the process of being developed
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Links to Area Drug and Alcohol Plans

Department for Community Development staff have participated in area drug and alcohol
planning consultations which are being coordinated by the Drug and Alcohol Office. The
primary outcome of this process will be development to a series of Area Drug and
Alcohol Plans which address locally determined priorities and strategies.  Local
Departmental activities will be reflected in the Area Plans.

The Department’s Drug and Alcohol Action Plan will be updated annually. Updates will
incorporate Departmental Area Plan activities.

AGENCY CONTEXT

Agency Overview

In response to the recommendations of the Report of the Taskforce Established to
Review the Machinery of Western Australia’s Government, the Department for
Community Development was established on 1 July 2001 to work towards the following
objectives:
• strengthened local communities where people are re-engaged in the business of

government and connected to a shared vision for the State.
• enhanced capacity of individuals, families, communities and service providers,

including providers outside government.
• world standard delivery of the traditional functions of residual and safety net services

intended mainly for children, young people and families.
• improved coordination of whole of government and inter-sectoral policy, planning,

development and review.

Creation of the Department has been accompanied by an emphasis on a community
development approach to assist families and communities develop strengths and
capacities to address issues which are local priorities. Development of collaborative
responses involving all levels of government and with the community agencies, clients
and other stakeholders is a high priority.

Separate policy units with responsibilities for children and young people, women, seniors
and volunteers and family and domestic violence also focus upon policy development
and coordination and community engagement for these target populations.

In pursuing these objectives the Department is guided by four key principles:
• Engagement – encouraging and facilitating more active participation at all levels of

the community
• Inclusiveness – including stakeholders at an early stage in policy and program

development
• Collaboration – promoting greater coordination of services to promote efficiency and

improve service access
• Capacity building – facilitating the growth and development of individuals, families

and communities in ways which build a more caring society based on mutual trust
and reciprocity
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BROAD POLICY DIRECTIONS

An interdisciplinary, multi-dimensional approach will be required in framing Departmental
policy responses which address the range of issues involved in reducing the impact of
drugs and alcohol in the community.

The Department’s key strategic policy directions, as outlined below, reflect the growing
impact drugs and alcohol have in the community and upon families. Specific initiatives
which reflect these policy directions are identified in the ‘Priority Actions’ section. In
addition, a number of emerging policy issues are also identified.

The number of children in care has increased in recent years and there is a need
for the Department to build partnerships with organisations in the drug and
alcohol and community sectors, and with communities, to address issues which
give rise to this trend.

Important considerations are:
• There has been a significant rise in the number of children in care in recent years,

particularly since 1998.
• This trend is a result of both children staying longer in care and growth in the

numbers entering care.
• At 30 June 2002 there were 1772 children in care compared to 1633 at 30 June 2001,

an increase of 8.5%.
• Children who enter care at an early age and do not return home within 6 months are

likely to stay in care for considerable periods. As of January 2002, 51% of children
who had been in care for 6 years of more entered care when they were two years or
younger.

• There are strong indications that complex cases involving parental drug and alcohol
use in combination with factors such as family and domestic violence, mental illness
and poverty including homelessness are major contributing factors in the growing
numbers of children in out of home care.

• Unpublished Departmental research2 indicates that in the year 2000, parental drug
and alcohol use was a factor in approximately 70% of Care and Protection
Applications that year, in combination with the other factors noted above.

• While the number of children who have entered care as a result of physical abuse
declined between 1999/00 and 2001/02, substantiated cases of sexual abuse
remained at the same level and the number of cases of neglect increased by 18%.
The increase in cases of neglect is strongly suggestive of parental drug and alcohol
use.

• This is also consistent with research from the USA where the doubling of the rate of
child abuse in the decade to 1997 was closely linked to drug and alcohol use.

• Areas in which further services are required, or where there are gaps in the range of
services for children in care and their families include services which are culturally
appropriate for Aboriginal families and services capable of working holistically to
address drug and alcohol treatment issues and child protection issues.

                                                
2 Department for Community Development, Prevalence of Substance Abuse in Care and Protection Applications, A
Western Australian Study, July 2001.
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A continuing and strong focus upon ensuring that policies and services are
relevant and accessible to individuals, families and communities, particularly
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and communities and people from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.

Important considerations are:
• Western Australia’s diverse population comprises many different cultural groups.

About two thirds or 68% are Australian born, a proportion which has changed little
since the 1991 census.

• Women, Aboriginal people and country residents are over represented  among the
Department’s customers compared with their respective backgrounds in the State
population; people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds were under
represented. During 2001/02, an estimated 61% of customers were women, 45%
were country residents and 5% were from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds.

• The number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Western Australians increased
by 15% between the 1996 and 2001 censuses (compared to a 7% increase for the
total State population overall).

• Nearly 40% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians are under 15 years of
age, almost double the proportion in the total population.

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people are over represented
in a range of Government and Departmental services including Care and Protection
Applications taken out by the Department and children and young people in out of
home care. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people are over
represented in care by more than 7.5:1 in comparison to the general population.

• The Gordon Inquiry concluded that family and domestic violence and child  abuse are
grave social problems endemic in many Aboriginal communities. There is an urgent
need to strengthen responses to incidents of child use and family violence while at
the same time increasing support for vulnerable children and adults at risk.

• The Department has an important role in the process of building community capacity
for a safer environment for adults and children, and in reducing use and violence.

• There is a significant gap in research data regarding the impact of drug and alcohol
use and other issues in culturally and linguistically diverse families and communities.

The provision of services to families with children in the early years which are
responsive to the needs of parents and communities promotes child health and
wellbeing.

Important considerations are:
• The Department’s three key areas of work; strengthening the wellbeing of children

through the early years, protecting children from harm and abuse and ensuring that
children unable to live at home receive quality care, are inextricably linked.

• High quality early childhood services support parents and provide positive
developmental opportunities for children. These services reduce the likelihood that
more complex, harmful and resource intensive problems will develop during
adolescence and young adulthood.

• Studies have found clusters of factors which strengthen a child’s development and
the family’s ability to promote this, including:
Ø child factors such as good social skills, including sociability and self control

and good cognitive functioning
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Ø family factors include the development of a positive parent and child
relationship, family harmony, more than two years gap between siblings and
supportive family relationships

Ø social and community factors including access to support services and links to
the community.

• Both the Community Drug Summit and the Gordon Inquiry identified the importance
of supporting families in their parenting roles as a way of building the capacity of
communities.

Fragmentation of services for those with complex needs is a significant issue and
there is a need to develop the Departmental and sector capacity to work
holistically with families effected by alcohol and drug use, particularly in a
preventative sense.

Important considerations are:
• The number of children entering out of home care can be reduced by services with

the capacity to both support parents with drug and alcohol problems at risk of having
their children apprehended, and providing parenting and family support. There is a
need for interagency coordination and community engagement to raise awareness of
this issue and develop innovative service responses.

• Service providers within the Commonwealth State Supported Accommodation
Assistance Program (SAAP) report a range of issues associated with drug and
alcohol problems:
Ø SAAP clients with alcohol and drug problems have high and complex needs which

challenge agency staff who do not have the specialist skills to work holistically
with these clients.

Ø Research undertaken by the Commonwealth Department of Family and
Community Services in 19993 on this issue concluded that high needs clients
have a greater range of needs than others, the interaction between these needs is
more complex, the intensity of support required is higher and the support is
required for longer periods.

Ø The provision of services to clients with alcohol and drug problems can present
problems to clients and staff. SAAP agency staff have also expressed concerns
that some clients with substance use problems are vulnerable to exploitation by
others.

Initiatives which address these policy issues are identified in the following section.

                                                
3 Supported Accommodation Assistance Program, Appropriate responses for homeless people whose needs require a
high level and complexity of services provision, Summary, page 6.
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EMERGING POLICY ISSUES
There are a number of emerging policy issues associated with drug and alcohol use
which require collaboration across Commonwealth and State jurisdictions and with a
range of other stakeholders. These are:

Improved support to relatives caring for children full time as a result of neglect of
children due to parental alcohol and drug use
This is an emerging area in which there is very little data available. The Department has
provided $100,000 over 3 years to Wanslea Family Services to establish a service to
support grandparents and relative carers.

In addition, the Department is reviewing the supports its field staff provide to relative
carers with a view to improving service coordination and access for these clients.

Linking with, and assisting and supporting culturally and linguistically diverse
families and communities to address a range of social issues including drug and
alcohol use.
The Department is strengthening its capacity to work with culturally and linguistically
diverse communities through the appointment of senior officers with responsibility for
raising staff awareness about these issues, to provide specialist expertise regarding case
practice and other matters and to develop policies and procedures to ensure that
Departmental procedures are culturally appropriate.

There is a need to develop partnerships and evidence based strategies  for work with
culturally and linguistically diverse families and communities.

An emerging issue for SAAP emergency accommodation and other
non government services concerns the need for accommodation services which
are capable of supporting people who continue to use drugs.
Through the Department of Health, three new drug workers are located in youth
supported accommodation services taking to five the number of drug staff located in
these services. There remains a need for further linkages with SAAP and other services
requiring this type of specialist input and for access to mental health consultation and
treatment services.

Within the population of children in care, it appears that a number of children and
young people exhibit disturbed behaviour because of, or in addition to, their own
alcohol and drug use.
The complex needs of these children challenge residential staff and carers who require
additional training and the assistance of mental health and drug and alcohol
professionals to meet their needs while in care or making the transition to independent
living.

There remains a need to improve the coordination of services and information to the
client groups identified in the emerging issues identified above in collaboration with
agencies such as Centrelink, the Family Court of Australia, the Mental Health Division of
the Department of Health and others.
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