
 

Government must act on Indigenous hearing needs says First Voice 
 
Thursday 30 June, 2011 – First Voice*, has  welcomed the House of 
Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
Affairs “Doing Time – Time for Doing” hearing health recommendations but is calling 
on the Commonwealth Government to seriously consider how the recommendations 
can be implemented. 
 
First Voice Acting-Chairperson Paul Higginbotham commended The Committee for 
acknowledging Indigenous hearing health as a significant public health issue.  
 
“It is encouraging that The Committee has acknowledged this need for services and 
the role hearing health and intervention plays in ensuring Indigenous children engage 
with the education system.  We know the scale of the problem and believe it is time 
for government to act, not talk. 
 
“This is something we’ve been aware of for a long time and have implemented a 
number of successful programs and services to address the needs of Indigenous 
communities.  However the services of First Voice organisations are only one part of 
the solution,” said Mr Higginbotham. 
 
One particular initiative is the Telethon Speech and Hearing Centre’s (TSH) Earbus 
program in Western Australia which is aimed at communities “at risk” where there is 
a high incidence of middle ear disease.  In partnership with Aboriginal Medical 
Services , Variety WA and Indigenous Education Officers in the WA Department of 
Education, TSH has three Earbus Mobile Clinics which travel to a network of primary 
schools, kindergartens and childcare centres in metropolitan, regional and remote 
WA providing a free hearing and ear screening service for Indigenous children. A 
fourth Earbus, funded by Chevron, has just been launched to cover the Pilbara 
region of WA’s north-west. 
 
The Earbus screener screens each child’s ear health and hearing at their school and 
one of three results are established: pass (child’s hearing is in the normal range), 
review (child requires monitoring) and refer (child has an ear health or hearing 
problem and requires a referral to GP and Earbus assists with the recommended 
treatment plan follow through). 
 
The Earbus clinics are proving to be effective in reducing the incidence of middle ear 
disease in Aboriginal children in WA schools. Pass rates are increasing with fewer 
children requiring further testing or referral for medical treatment.  
 
In addition the Hear and Say Centre, based in Queensland,  ran a diagnostic 
program in Utopia NT and is gearing up to follow up with a range of Indigenous 
programs.  
 

Ends 
 
For more information, interviews or for media enquiries regarding personal case 
studies, call Lauren Sharkey (0439 404 200; lauren@palin.com.au  at Palin 
Communications (02 9412 2255) 
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*About First Voice 

First Voice is the national voice for member organisations whose primary focus is the 
provision of listening and spoken language therapy services in Australia and New Zealand. 
First Voice champions the right of all deaf people to listen and speak. 

 First Voice member organisations lead the world in listening and spoken language therapies 
for children who are deaf or hearing impaired. Our member organisations include Hear and 
Say Centre (Queensland), Taralye (Victoria), Telethon Speech and Hearing (Western 
Australia), The Cora Barclay Centre (South Australia), The Shepherd Centre (New South 
Wales and Australian Capital Territory) and The Hearing House (New Zealand) 

About “Doing Time – Time for Doing” 

On 20 June, 2011 The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islanders Affairs tabled “Doing Time – Time for Doing” a report into the high level 
of involvement of Indigenous juveniles and young adults in the criminal justice system

1
.  The 

report acknowledged the high incidence of hearing loss and middle ear disease amongst 
Indigenous children and that hearing loss may have a negative impact on their interactions 
with police, the courts and the correction system

2
.  The Committee believes this is a 

significant contributing factor for Indigenous children’s disengagement with the education 
system and that prevention and intervention strategies are vital in maintaining children’s 
engagement with the education system.   
 
The Committee recommended that the Commonwealth Government provide all Indigenous 
children starting preschool with comprehensive hearing tests and suitable follow-up support 
when required.  It further recommended that Indigenous children from kindergarten to year 
two be tested as an urgent priority due to the high incidence and impacts of hearing 
impairments amongst Indigenous children, especially in rural and remote areas. 
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