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Remember the children
The health and development of children in the South West is being jeopardised because the State Government has failed to recruit and retain medical specialists in regional WA.

And for parents of children with disabilities the hurdles faced are multiplied.

Bunbury MLA John Castrilli invited Liberal Leader Troy Buswell to meet some of the parents and children hardest hit by the void in child health and disability services while in Bunbury today.
“The State Government’s city-centric focus on health means our postcode is determining what level of service we get, sadly that’s also the case when it comes to children’s health,” Mr Buswell said.

“There is an urgent need for the State Government to recognise there is a severe deficiency in medical specialists in the South West and most importantly, do something about it.

“The parents of these children are justifiably angry and the damage being done to their children is irreversible in some cases.”

One example of the deficiencies is that many South West children are waiting up to six months for routine hearing tests and facing further waits for procedures once problems had been detected.

“We are suffering workforce shortages across most areas of children’s health services, including speech pathology, occupational therapy and audiology,” Mr Castrilli said.
“As a community we must put pressure on the State Labor Government to bring South West health services up to speed with that offered in metropolitan WA.

“It’s unfair that parents are forced to travel to Perth for basic services – it’s fair to expect them here.

“Without these basic services, early intervention cannot occur and our children’s social, physical and intellectual development hangs in the balance.
“I reminded the State Government in Parliament last week that every $1 spent on early intervention now, saves $7 in the future.” 
BACKROUND – CHILD HEALTH SERVICES:

AND EXCERPT FROM JOHN’S SPEECH IN PARLIAMENT LAST WEEK.

· Infant hearing tests are offered free of charge at all of Perth’s major public hospitals, however, in regional WA these are not offered to new mothers while in hospital.  In Bunbury, they are available at a clinic for $66, however, most parents are unaware they exist because no-one is employed to visit the Bunbury Regional Hospital maternity ward for this purpose in regional WA.  In 2006, 868 babies were born in Bunbury Regional Hospital – a number which has grown by 176 in just four years. That is an awfully large number of infants to go unscreened.

· Hearing is a critical part of a child’s social, emotional, and cognitive development. Even a mild or partial hearing loss can affect a child's ability to speak and understand language.
· It seems the Labor Government has recognised the importance of hearing for Perth children’s development, but sadly, those in regional are not being afforded the basic right to this inexpensive infant hearing test technology.
· And then when these infants grow and are suspected to have hearing problems – the situation worsens.  I have spoken to several mothers whose children are waiting six months for basic hearing tests. After that they face further waits for procedures while their condition worsens and added developmental problems result. I have had one mother who has had her young son have to repeat pre-school due to this problem, only to be faced with another long wait for treatment which she fears may cause further development delay.

· The situation is repeated when parents seek occupational therapy or speech therapy for their children in the South West.

· In a region of almost 150,000 people – these services should not be a luxury – they are a basic right.
· The free influenza vaccination program for children under 5, recently announced by the Health Department, is yet another example of the Labor Government’s city-centric focus. There are nearly 40,000 children under 5 in regional WA who are being ignored by this program which is using Telethon funds.  In this, the Department hasn’t recognised that a lot of telethon funds are generated in regional WA.  It is unfortunate that this city-centricity that enshrines the Labor Government is now affecting children’s health and development.
