
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Tuesday, 27 June 2017] 

 p1648b-1651a 
Mr Mark McGowan; Ms Mia Davies; Dr Mike Nahan; Mr Terry Redman; Speaker 

 [1] 

MATTHEW ERNEST STEPHENS 

Condolence Motion 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Premier) [2.01 pm] — without notice: I move — 

That this house records its sincere regret at the death of Mr Matthew Ernest Stephens and tenders its 
deep sympathy to his family. 

I acknowledge members of Matthew’s family and the former Deputy Premier of Western Australia 
Hendy Cowan, who are here in the gallery today for this important recognition of a man who made a significant 
contribution to Western Australia from within and outside of Parliament. Matthew Stephens was elected to this 
chamber on the Country Party ticket as the member for Stirling in 1971 and served his electorate and the state 
until his retirement 18 years later, in 1989. 

Matthew was born not far from here, in Leederville, in 1926, to parents Robert Stephens, an accountant, and 
Regina Clarice Gill. In Claremont 23 years later, he married his sweetheart and favourite debating partner, 
Rosslyn Mary Allwood, known to her friends as Lyn. After graduating from Claremont Teachers College in 
1942, Matthew taught at Katanning and Corrigin Primary Schools. Towards the end of World War II, Matthew 
enlisted in the Royal Australian Air Force, and served for over a year. Following a brief return to teaching after 
the war, Matthew enlisted in the Australian Army, and from 1946 to 1948 was part of the British Commonwealth 
Occupation Force stationed in Japan. After rising to the rank of sergeant, Matt was discharged and took up 
farming in Upper Kalgan, north east of Albany. Matthew was a local farmer for over 20 years. He was elected to 
state Parliament in 1971. He maintained his farming interests while in Parliament, and returned to active farming 
following his parliamentary career. 

Matthew’s time in Parliament was long and eventful. In 1974, three years after he was elected, the Country Party 
made him its deputy leader—a position he held for a year. Then, in 1978, Matthew became Deputy Leader of the 
National Party—the new iteration of the Country Party. He would hold this leadership position for a decade. 
Matt made some politically brave decisions over the course of his parliamentary career. In 1977, a major 
controversy erupted over mooted changes to the voting rights of Aboriginal people, which would especially 
affect people in the electorate of Kimberley. In 1977, many Aboriginal people of the Kimberley were illiterate 
and had difficulty casting a valid vote. The government of Western Australia at that time moved to make it more 
difficult for Aboriginal people to vote. A huge community debate erupted over the move, which would have 
disenfranchised many Aboriginal voters across Western Australia. When it came to the crucial vote in this 
chamber, a small number of members of the then government stood up for what they believed was right. They 
stood up, crossed the floor and joined the opposition for the vote. In doing so, they protected the right of 
Aboriginal people in Western Australia, particularly in the Kimberley, to vote. Matt Stephens was one of those 
members. He was a man of true political courage, and his actions had powerful ramifications for not only 
Aboriginal people but also his own party. Matthew’s innate sense of fairness and his wisdom, and his courage to 
stand on both, put him on the right side of history. 

In his magnanimous first speech, Matt spoke passionately about the survival of rural communities and outlined 
practical ways governments could assist farmers who had endured continuous seasons of drought and low prices. 
He implored his parliamentary colleagues to support farmers, stating that farmers must “win through”. Matt 
stated — 

They must win through because the backbone of our agricultural economy is still the family unit 
farm … 

He stated agriculture — 

… will continue to be of importance long after our mineral resources are expended and Australia is left 
an empty quarry? 

He spent the next 18 years advocating to meet the needs of farmers and all sections of the agricultural industry. 

Matt continued to contribute to Western Australia upon his retirement from Parliament in 1989, serving the 
community in a wide variety of positions, including president of the Farmers Union and local ratepayers 
association, chairman of numerous management and planning authorities, and as an active member of local 
parents and citizens committees and the local Lions Club. 

On 15 April this year, less than two weeks after celebrating his ninety-first birthday, Matthew Ernest Stephens 
passed away in Albany. Matt left an important legacy of service and commitment. His most important legacy, of 
course, is that which he has left his family—a torch carried by his surviving daughter, Stephanie, and his 
grandchildren, Travis, Kristin, David, James and Ella. I offer my sincerest condolences to Matthew’s family and 
friends. His family and friends are in the gallery today. Former Deputy Premier Hendy Cowan is here today. 
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I recall meeting Matt on only one occasion. I remember him as a very jovial grey-haired, perhaps white-haired, 
man. When I was first elected to Parliament, I heard stories of Hendy and Matt being a dynamic duo in the 
Parliament and young Turks in the then Country Party—subsequently, the National Party. All the permutations 
of that disputation at that time are now lost on me, but I know that it was a dramatic time and that both Hendy 
and Matt were men of principle. 

MS M.J. DAVIES (Central Wheatbelt — Leader of the National Party) [2.07 pm]: On behalf of the 
Nationals WA, I rise to make a contribution to this condolence motion for the honourable Matt Stephens, 
a former National Party and Country Party member. I would like to express our sincerest condolences to his 
family and friends who, as noted, are sitting in the gallery today. I would especially like to acknowledge the 
presence of his daughter, Stephanie, and former National Party leader and Deputy Premier, Hon Hendy Cowan. 

It is clear that Matt’s life experiences before entering politics as the member for Stirling in 1971 greatly shaped 
his drive and determination as a state member of Parliament. Matt’s first profession was a teacher in primary 
school. He was posted to schools in Katanning, Corrigin and Bunbury. Not surprisingly, the access, availability 
and quality of education in rural areas and the challenges that parents face living in the country, particularly bus 
routes, emerged as some of his principal concerns while serving as a state member of Parliament. Between the 
1950s and 1970s, Matt found a passion for farming, acquiring farming properties in Upper Kalgan, Napier and 
Redmond in Western Australia. He also became heavily involved in the Farmers Union, which is today known as 
the Western Australian Farmers Federation. With this exposure to farming, agricultural issues and the challenges 
that rural farmers in his electorate faced soon became key focal areas of concern, too. His electorate was largely 
dependent on the agricultural sector, and farmers were facing considerable hardship during the 1960s and 1970s. 
He spoke strongly of the family farm unit being the backbone of the agricultural sector over the past 150 years, 
and said that if it was to collapse, so too would our country towns. He called for a rural industries commission to 
bring increased attention and resources to rural issues and considered the need for a statewide agricultural policy. 

Matthew was increasingly concerned about the rising discontent amongst country people at the decline in 
industry, populations and services in rural areas, and the political attention focused on metro needs over rural 
ones, and mineral development over agricultural interests. Matt has been described as “articulate and 
unequivocal in his opinion”. I can attest to that having met and received some of Matt’s advice and very well 
meaning opinion. He certainly was not backward in coming forward when he had something to say. He believed 
a member was elected from their electorate not by their party, and with that in mind, he was not ever afraid to 
stand up for what he believed was fair, just and right by crossing the floor. It was in this context that Matthew 
emerged as a key player in the decisive move to call for the Country Party’s independence from the Liberals, and 
the subsequent split of the party. He became one of the founding members of the newly merged and incorporated 
National Party some six years after the original split. Working alongside Hon Hendy Cowan, as his deputy 
leader, the party built and increased the intensity of the fight to ensure that the interests of regional 
Western Australia were front and centre. It became very evident that Matt held the responsibility and privilege of 
representing his electorate in the highest regard, and was forthright in that responsibility. In return, he was highly 
regarded amongst his constituency. There is no doubt that Matt’s courage, determination and passion for regional 
WA left a mark on the Nationals and regional Western Australia across the length and breadth of this state. It is 
a significant legacy and one that his family should be extremely proud of. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Leader of the Opposition) [2.10 pm]: I wish to make a contribution to this 
condolence motion. As we have heard, Matthew Ernest Stephens was born in April 1926 in Leederville. He 
attended primary schools in Katanning and Albany, followed by high school at Albany High School; he then 
attended Claremont Teachers College. After finishing Claremont Teachers College, he became a teacher and was 
posted to Katanning and Corrigin Primary Schools, before enlisting in the RAAF in May that year, aged 18. He 
trained as an airman and, at the conclusion of the war, he was discharged with the rank of leading aircraftsman. 

He returned to teaching at Bunbury Central School, and in May 1946 he enlisted in the Australian Army. He 
spent two years as an interpreter in Japan with the British Commonwealth Occupation Force, and was promoted 
to sergeant before returning to civil life in June 1948. He married Rosslyn Allwood in 1949. He then went to 
South Australia for a short period, and came back to WA as a farmer. He joined the Country Party in 1950 when 
he returned to Western Australia, and became actively involved in country politics and activity. 

In 1970 he was endorsed by the Country Party and retained the seat of Stirling. The 1971 election was 
challenging for both the Liberals and the Country Party, with votes fragmenting to Independents—sounds 
familiar. Matt Stephens polled 1 758 votes out of 6 547—just under 27 per cent—and he was 11 votes behind the 
Liberal candidate, Peter Drummond, in the race for second place. After the distribution of minor preferences, he 
beat Peter Drummond by 29 votes, subsequently defeating the Labor candidate by 1 330 votes in the final count. 
That was the last close result he experienced in Stirling. Three years later, in 1974, he retained Stirling, and 
Matt Stephens was elected as the Deputy Leader of the Country Party. 
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With the defeat of the Tonkin government, he became Chief Secretary and Minister for Conservation and 
Environment; Fisheries and Fauna in the Sir Charles Court coalition government. He enjoyed success at 
subsequent elections, despite the split of the coalition and tensions within the National Party, until his retirement 
in 1989. He remained most active in local life in Albany and elsewhere. Matt Stephens, in his 18 years as 
a member of the Legislative Assembly, spent only a brief term as a minister, but he played a dogged and 
influential role in the creation of the Nationals as a force in Western Australian politics. 

We convey our sympathies to Matt Stephens’ daughter, Stephanie, his daughter-in-law, Ilze, and his five 
grandchildren, his wife and sons sadly preceding him. 

MR D.T. REDMAN (Warren–Blackwood) [2.13 pm]: I rise to make a brief contribution to this condolence 
motion for Matthew Ernest Stephens. Firstly, I would like to express our sincere condolences to Matthew’s 
family and friends, and of course the National Party for the loss of a former member. 

In 2005, when I was elected to this place as the member for Stirling and took up an electorate office in 
Mt Barker, I followed in some very illustrious footsteps. The Stirling electorate had been very well served by 
a succession of long-serving National Party stalwarts with a passion for championing local and regional interests. 
These included my immediate predecessor, Hon Monty House, who served from 1989 to 2005; 
Clayton Mitchell, who served from 1962 to 1971; former Deputy Premier Arthur Watts, who served from 
1935 to 1962; and, of course, Matt Stephens, who served from 1971 until his retirement in 1989. 

Prior to entering Parliament, Matt’s experience in local government, as well as a range of community 
organisations, had given him a broad understanding of the issues facing regional residents and communities. 
Similarly, his service with Australia’s occupying armed forces in Japan post World War II had given him an 
upfront view of the wider world and its complexities. Matt came to this place determined to apply that 
knowledge and experience to improve country Western Australia. 

Matt’s inaugural speech spelt out his ethos and political agenda, and many of the words uttered in that speech 
ring as true today as they did almost five decades ago. He spoke of the need to address regional issues, saying 
that failure to do so would lead to rural towns in country areas being deserted, which in turn would have an 
economic impact on the city. He also spoke of the enormous value to this state of agriculture—an industry that 
generated export income and direct and indirect employment, and one that he said would continue to be of 
importance long after our mineral resources were expended. As a farmer, he advocated fervently on agricultural 
issues, but he was an equally strong advocate for broader regional issues. One of his slogans was 
“Making Parliament work for town and country people”, making clear that he was just as interested in the 
problems of the mechanic, the local general practitioner or hairdresser as he was in those of the farmer. 

Matt’s key areas of interest in policy reform included decentralisation, probate, education, a comprehensive 
water supply policy for the south coast, transport policy, regional water and electricity pricing. He abhorred 
injustice of any kind, and was always willing to take on bureaucracy, banks or big business over any wrongs 
suffered by his constituents. It was clear that in any battle between David and Goliath, Matt would have David’s 
back every time. Like his predecessor, Clayton Mitchell, Matt was also a fierce advocate for the many soldier 
settlers in the west of his electorate who were doing it tough in the 1960s and 1970s. Together with party 
colleagues Sir Crawford Nalder and Senator Tom Drake-Brockman, Matt campaigned for much-needed change 
to lease terms and conditions to reduce the failure rate on these farms. As Minister for Conservation and 
Environment; Fisheries and Fauna in the Court–McPharlin government, Matt was known for his desire to cut 
through bureaucracy to create real and necessary change. 

Although there is no disputing the enormous contribution made by the late Sir Charles Court to this state, his 
autocratic style did not always go down well with the men from the bush who occupied seats around the cabinet 
table. Ongoing disputes over agricultural policies and amendments to the Electoral Act, and an unwillingness on 
the Premier’s part to compromise, eventually led to the coalition’s collapse on 15 May 1975. Frustration at their 
inability to make headway on issues so important to their constituents had led to Ministers McPharlin, Stephens 
and Baxter making the reluctant decision to resign from cabinet. This strong stand in 1975 ultimately led to 
a new version of the party—one committed to an independent and effective alliance in government, rather than 
a coalition at any cost. Matt was instrumental in many achievements throughout his career, ranging from the 
establishment of a senior high school at Mt Barker through to the abolition of death duties. 

It would be remiss of me to speak of Matt’s legacy without mentioning the contributions of two special women—
his electorate officer, Mrs Helen Pickles, and Matt’s wife, Lyn. Mrs Pickles provided dedicated and loyal service 
to Matt and the people of the Stirling electorate. Over her many years of service, residents benefited from both her 
sympathetic ear and wise counsel. Lyn Stephens’ warm and gracious personality, and her efforts to attend every 
possible electorate function, made her a loved and admired figure. She was unstinting in her loyalty to Matt and 
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took a keen interest in his work, offering her own sage advice whenever she saw a need. In turn, Matt cared for 
Lyn following a severe stroke and nursed her at home for many years until she passed away in 2014. 

I think it is fair to say that in a party of regional warriors, few have had greater claim to that title than Matt. To 
the end, he remained keenly interested in politics and the party he loved, never hesitating to pass on advice to me 
and my colleagues when he disagreed with our actions. I recall that when I first got elected, Matt phoned me and 
said, “Terry, from time to time I’m going to give you a call and give you my view, but that’s where it’ll stop. 
You can take it or leave it.” Can I say that Matt never, ever let me take it or leave it! He would always phone 
back and would never, ever stop! He was very, very dogged in pursuing the things that he thought were right. 
I went along to Matt’s funeral and talked to some family members, and the issue of Matt’s dogged approach to 
things sits within the family—that is, if you had something to pursue, you stuck to it. I also spoke to 
Hendy Cowan, who is one of the two people who did Matt’s eulogy at the funeral, and Hendy had the same 
view. When Matt gave a piece of advice, it was probably something you would want to stick to, otherwise you 
were going to get yourself into trouble! 

His legacy to his electorate and state is a proud one and will long be remembered by his colleagues and those he 
served so ably. On behalf of all members I express condolences to Stephanie, Travis, Kristin, James, David and 
Ella. I conclude my contribution here in the Legislative Assembly today by acknowledging that 
Matthew Stephens, as a member, was committed to improving the lives of regional Western Australians. 

THE SPEAKER (Mr P.B. Watson): As the member for Albany, I would like to say a few words about 
Matt Stephens. In 2001, I was in my office and about the third person to come to see me was Matt Stephens. He 
said, “G’day young fella, there’s one thing you’ve got to remember”—I think a previous member mentioned 
this—“you’re not the member for the Labor Party, you’re the member for Albany and you’ve got to look after 
everyone in your constituency.” I never forgot that. As the member for Warren–Blackwood said, Matt was 
always available for advice and that advice could cover many things. Most people would make an appointment 
to come to see me, but Matt would turn up at the front and say, “I want to see ‘Watto’”, so we would shift 
everything around and Matt would come in, sit down and have a cup of tea. He told some great stories and 
I could probably write a book on them, but I would probably get sued along the way! He looked after Lyn near 
the end when she was very, very sick. He was not in the best of health himself, but he would put all his energy 
into Lyn. After Lyn passed he found it very hard. 

As members have said here, he was a person who looked after people in the bush. He started off like that; he 
finished like that. He still had advice probably a month out from his passing! He thought I was not doing a bad 
job, but I would have been better in the National Party! To his family, he was a tremendous man. He was 
someone for a member of Parliament like me to look up to. I never heard a bad word said about him from anyone 
I spoke to in the region. I express my deepest sympathies to the family, and may he rest in peace. 

I ask members to rise and support this motion by observing a minute’s silence. 

Question passed; members and officers standing as a mark of respect. 
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