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NGUYEN TUONG VAN, CLEMENCY PLEA 
Standing Orders Suspension 

MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta - Leader of the House) [10.17 am]:  I move - 

That so much of the standing orders be suspended as is necessary to enable the following motion to be 
dealt with forthwith, with no member speaking for more than five minutes and subject to a total debate 
time limit of 30 minutes - 

(1) That the Legislative Assembly of Western Australia calls upon the government of the 
Republic of Singapore to spare the life of Mr Nguyen Tuong Van, an Australian 
citizen who has been convicted of a capital offence in the Republic of Singapore. 

(2) That this Parliament’s request to the government of the Republic of Singapore is 
mindful of the following - 

(a) the provisions of the Singapore Constitution, which provide for acts of 
mercy in such cases; 

(b) the fact that Mr Nguyen has cooperated fully with the Singapore authorities 
and the Australian Federal Police authorities concerning all relevant matters 
relating to his conviction; and 

(c) certain mitigating personal circumstances surrounding Mr Nguyen. 

(3) This house requests the Speaker of the Legislative Assembly to convey paragraphs (1) 
and (2) of this motion to the Speaker of the Parliament of the Republic of Singapore 
and the Premier to convey paragraphs (1) and (2) of this motion to the government of 
the Republic of Singapore. 

MR D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN (Leschenault) [10.18 am]:  The Liberal Party will support this motion to 
suspend standing orders.  Obviously, it deals with a matter of considerable public importance, and we are quite 
happy to make this reasonable amount of time available for debate.  I want to flag one thing to the Leader of the 
House; that is, that the second part of the motion refers to “Parliament’s request to the government”.  Obviously, 
we are representing the Legislative Assembly.  Prior to debate commencing in earnest, I wonder whether the 
Leader of the House or anyone else on his side might wish to seek some advice about whether it is appropriate to 
change that. 

Mr J.C. Kobelke:  I can change that by leave, if the member wishes. 

Mr D.F. BARRON-SULLIVAN:  Okay.  I just refer to that, because I do not want us to start a debate and end 
up debating technical matters and so on rather than the substance of the motion.   

The other thing I want to put on the record is that the Liberal Party has decided that Liberal members will have a 
conscience vote on this matter, and will be entirely free to vote and speak on this matter as they see fit in 
accordance with their conscience and in accordance with the wishes of the people they represent. 

Question put and passed.   

Amendment to Motion 

MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta - Leader of the House) [10.19 am]:  I seek leave to move the motion with a 
variation; that is, to insert in the first line of the second paragraph the words “house of” before the word 
“Parliament’s”.  Is that acceptable to the member for Leschenault?  I seek leave to amend the motion so that the 
second paragraph would begin “That this house of Parliament’s request”.  

Leave granted.   

Motion, as Amended 

Mr J.C. KOBELKE:  I therefore move the motion with that variation as follows - 

(1) That the Legislative Assembly of Western Australia calls upon the government of the Republic 
of Singapore to spare the life of Mr Nguyen Tuong Van, an Australian citizen who has been 
convicted of a capital offence in the Republic of Singapore. 

(2) That this house of Parliament’s request to the government of the Republic of Singapore is 
mindful of the following - 
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(a) the provisions of the Singapore Constitution, which provide for acts of mercy in such 
cases; 

(b) the fact that Mr Nguyen has cooperated fully with the Singapore authorities and the 
Australian Federal Police authorities concerning all relevant matters relating to his 
conviction; and 

(c) certain mitigating personal circumstances surrounding Mr Nguyen. 

(3) This house requests the Speaker of the Legislative Assembly to convey paragraphs (1) and (2) 
of this motion to the Speaker of the Parliament of the Republic of Singapore and the Premier to 
convey paragraphs (1) and (2) of this motion to the government of the Republic of Singapore. 

This is an eleventh-hour effort to seek clemency for Mr Nguyen.  Clemency is clearly provided for in the 
Singaporean Constitution.  It would certainly be a very sad day if this man’s life were lost.  While there is life, 
there is hope and a chance that the Singaporean government will move to grant clemency to Mr Nguyen.  We are 
very well aware that Australia does not support the death penalty, and we should be at pains to ensure that we do 
not send a message, whether overtly or inadvertently, that we somehow tacitly accept the use of the death 
penalty.  The government of Vietnam has recently reprieved two Australians who faced the death penalty, so 
there are clear precedents for granting clemency in our neighbouring countries to the north that still use the death 
penalty, and it has happened in recent cases.   

This young man has a tragic background.  He has been in refugee camps in Thailand.  He ended up in Australia 
and had family difficulties when his brother got into trouble.  There are extenuating personal circumstances.  I 
understand that this was his first visit to Singapore.  We are not asking for clemency just because Mr Nguyen is 
an Australian; we are asking for clemency because we place a high value on people’s right to life.  We want to 
send a very clear message to that effect and, in sending that message, to make a very clear plea to the 
government of Singapore to exercise the right it has to grant clemency.  The Singaporean Constitution 
specifically allows for this to happen.   

I make it very clear on behalf of the people in this house and the people of Western Australia that we ask the 
government of Singapore to show compassion for an Australian son of Vietnamese background and to commute 
his death sentence to one of imprisonment.  Clearly, he has been found guilty of an offence.  That is not in 
question.  It is not in question that he should pay a penalty.  However, we should uphold the primacy of life and 
not support the death penalty.  On that basis, this motion can be sent forward to make it very clear that this house 
of the Parliament of Western Australia implores the government of Singapore to grant clemency to Mr Nguyen.   

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Central Kimberley-Pilbara) [10.22 am]:  I thank the Leader of the House, the Premier 
and the government for making available the opportunity for this motion to be moved.  I also thank the Leader of 
the Opposition and the leader of opposition business for facilitating the moving of this motion.   

This matter has been drawn to the attention of members of all the Parliaments of Australia.  A motion in similar 
terms has found its way through the Australian Parliament in recent weeks.  It was moved by the opposition and 
supported by the coalition government.  Similar motions have been supported in other Parliaments of the 
commonwealth.  It is appropriate that a motion such as this be considered by this house of the Parliament in 
Western Australia and, in my view, be passed in double-quick time, because Western Australia has a particularly 
special relationship with the Singaporean people, the Singaporean Parliament and the Singaporean government.   

The motion has been moved with respect.  We respect the rights of the Singaporean Parliament and the 
government of Singapore to uphold that country’s laws.  We are casting no reflection on the processes that have 
led to this decision of its courts.  The position of the Singaporean government is largely understood because of 
the strident stance it takes on drug trafficking issues.  It is quite clear that it wants to send the strongest possible 
message that it will not tolerate drug trafficking within its borders.  Sometimes, however, it is useful for people 
to swap stories.  Just as we would listen respectfully to a story that is told to us by the Singaporean Parliament 
and government from time to time about their concerns with our society and the issues that they have of concern 
to us, this is an opportunity for us to swap a story with the Singaporean Parliament, government and people and 
say that we think there is an alternative way of sending a very loud message about how abhorrent the two nations 
consider drug trafficking.  A display of compassion can be a loud gong.  On this occasion it could be a loud bell 
that rings out, indicating that an exception will be made for this stupid young man who has made a decision that 
he deeply regrets.  He has been in a correctional establishment in Singapore for a number of years.  It is clear to 
all who know him that he has learnt an extraordinary lesson and has come through the process of his 
incarceration as an extraordinary individual at the end of his ordeal.  An act of clemency by the Singaporean 
government and community would be an extraordinary witness to our country and to theirs about the value that 
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comes from respecting all human life, including the lives that can be lost through drug trafficking, as well as the 
taking of this man’s life that could result on this occasion, and unnecessarily in my view.   

I hope that the Singaporean people and government can build upon the strong relationships we have.  In my 
electorate Singaporean pilots train regularly within our borders.  In the schools in my electorate a number of 
Singaporean students take out education prizes and win the dux of their schools.  Members of the Singaporean 
community are teaching us an enormous amount, as they come here on holidays and for business opportunities.  
We, in turn, reciprocate with strong relationships with that community.   

Members of the Australian community hold that basic human right to life to be a fundamental truth that is dear to 
our hearts.  It is what motivates the Australian Parliament and the other Parliaments of the commonwealth to 
carry a motion such as this.  I think it is worth reading to the house a small quote from the young man’s mother.  
She came to this country as a refugee from Vietnam through a Thai prison camp.  She arrived here with young 
twins, of which this man is one.  Having arrived in Australia, she worked in such a dedicated way that she is 
filled with regret because the suffering and mistakes that were created in his life were partly her fault.  She says -  

I wanted my two children to have good education and good shelter, therefore I have tried to work hard.  
In looking after my children I feel that I did not give them good parenting, to lead them to live a good 
life and to guide them from the teenage years to adulthood.  I feel ashamed of what happened to my son 
and my family.   

She worked hard as a single mum, raising two kids.  Both of her children have gone off the rails.  She begs for 
clemency.  I hope that the Singaporean Parliament will understand that call.   
MR M.J. BIRNEY (Kalgoorlie - Leader of the Opposition) [10.28 am]:  This motion is essentially about the 
death penalty.  I take this opportunity to put on the record some of my views about the death penalty.  In the first 
instance, I am a supporter of the concept of an eye for an eye, insomuch as if a person takes somebody’s life, that 
person has forfeited the right to live his or her life.  Some people might think that is a fairly harsh right-wing 
view; nonetheless, that is my view on the death penalty.  However, members might find it interesting to note that 
I could not and would not support the death penalty if it were put to a vote in this Parliament for this reason: 
even though I support the concept of an eye for an eye, I do not have enough faith in the judicial system that it 
would get it right every time.  I think it would be better to let go free five or six people who were guilty than to 
convict and sentence to death one innocent person.  That would be an absolute tragedy.   
I am sure that most members will recall the case of Barlow and Chambers in 1986, both of whom went to the 
gallows.  Certainly, there was some debate at the time that one of those individuals may have been innocent and 
may have been hanged as an innocent man.  The truth is that we will never know, as both of those individuals 
have now passed on.  Indeed, in Western Australia our justice system does not always get it right.  I am sure 
members will recall in recent times the case of Mr Darryl Beamish dating back to 1961.  He was a deaf mute and 
petty criminal, and was convicted of murdering socialite Jillian Brewer.  He received the death sentence back in 
1961, which was subsequently commuted to life imprisonment.  He served 15 years in jail.  We now know that 
pre-eminent Queen’s Counsel, Tom Percy, took up Mr Beamish’s case and that he has been subsequently proved 
not guilty.  What an absolute tragedy it would have been if that individual had been sentenced to death!  What an 
absolute tragedy it would have been if we as a community had sentenced a person to death when, in fact, he was 
an innocent man!  That is a greater tragedy than anything else I could possibly contemplate. 
There is no doubt that drugs are a scourge on our society and there is no doubt that drugs are ruining people’s 
lives.  There is no doubt also that we must deal with the crime of drug trafficking in a harsh manner.  However, I 
do not and cannot support the death penalty for drug trafficking, notwithstanding my belief that it is a 
particularly severe crime and one that has a terrible effect on people’s lives, in particular young people.  If we 
were to support the death penalty for the crime of drug trafficking, we would also have to consider the death 
penalty for crimes such as paedophilia, for instance.  I am sure some members think that is probably not a bad 
idea.  However, if we were to support the death penalty for drug trafficking, we would also have to support it for 
crimes such as rape, torture and serious assaults against elderly persons.  I suggest to you, Mr Speaker, and to 
members that all the crimes I have just mentioned are at least of equal severity to the crime of drug trafficking, 
perhaps worse.  Therefore, if we were to support the death penalty for drug trafficking, we would have to adopt a 
broad approach.  I cannot support the death penalty for the reasons I stated earlier; that is, I do not believe that 
the justice system gets it right 100 per cent of the time.  I do not know whether the Singaporean justice system 
has got it right this time.  However, I do know that if the Singaporean justice system puts to death this young 
fellow, we will probably never know, and any opportunity to prove him innocent in the future will be lost.  I do 
not know whether he is guilty or innocent; I must take the advice of the Singaporeans on that matter.  However, 
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over a long period people have been convicted of crimes and subsequently they have been found to be innocent.  
That is an absolute tragedy. 
Contrary to the beliefs of some members, I do not believe that passing this motion today will result in large 
numbers of people trafficking drugs through Singapore in the belief that they will no longer be subject to the 
death penalty.  From what I have seen, spending even one day in some jails in that part of the world is a massive 
deterrent for anybody.  Of course, we know that those countries have severe and long jail terms for people 
convicted of drug trafficking, and I believe that will continue to serve as a significant deterrent to people 
considering engaging in that sort of activity. 
MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale - Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [10.33 am]:  I would like 
to briefly add my words of support to the motion.  As the member for Central Kimberley-Pilbara said, it is tragic 
that this young man, who really had no criminal record prior to this matter, finds himself in a situation in which 
he may lose his life.  Like Hon Tom Stephens, I very much affirm the close connection between Western 
Australia and Singapore.  Last year I visited Singapore and met with a variety of people in relation to my 
portfolio.  Every person I met in Singapore had a connection with Western Australia; they had either studied 
here, had a house here, had cousins here, or had a family member here.  There is no doubt that there is a great 
deal of closeness between our community and Singapore, and it is very important that we use that closeness to 
now plead the case for Nguyen Tuong Van, this young man who has made a foolish mistake.  The important 
principle that we as Western Australians and Australians should be clear about is that mandatory death penalties 
are wrong.  There is a great degree of disagreement across the world about the death penalty.  I oppose the death 
penalty for a variety of reasons but, fundamentally, because it is brutalising.  However, there is another issue; 
that is, this is a mandatory death penalty.  Whatever arguments one might be able to mount for the death penalty, 
one cannot mount an argument for the mandatory application of the death penalty.  That really is the situation in 
which we find ourselves.  The courts of Singapore have not been able to take into account the particular 
circumstances of this individual.  They have not been able to take into account, in making their decision, the 
likelihood of him reoffending.  They are therefore applying a very cruel and inhumane penalty because of the 
mandatory death penalty.  I very much urge the Parliament of Singapore to reconsider this case, not because I in 
any way suggest that it should be soft on drug trafficking, but because the sentence of mandatory death penalty is 
unfair, cruel, inhumane and ultimately brutalising of society.  Like my colleague from the Central Kimberley-
Pilbara, I very much implore the Parliament of Singapore to consider the close relationship between Australia 
and Singapore, in particular the relationship between Western Australia and Singapore, and ask it to consider this 
matter and to consider exercising the prerogative of mercy in favour of Nguyen Tuong Van. 

MR J.N. HYDE (Perth) [10.37 am]:  I also support this motion of the member for Central Kimberley-Pilbara 
regarding clemency for Mr Nguyen Tuong Van.  I am reminded that in 1986, when Barlow and Chambers were 
hanged in Kuala Lumpur, I was a journalist with The West Australian.  Copytakers with The West Australian 
were taking copy over the phone, as we used to do in those days, as that day unfolded.  Many of us hoped for 
clemency.  I still recall three of the copytakers - two of them are my constituents today - openly weeping as they 
took that unfolding news story.  It was not because of the actual case, because they knew Barlow and Chambers 
or because they were involved with them; it was because they were mothers of young sons and they knew that 
their sons could be just as stupid and gullible and be guilty of doing something totally wrong but which could 
end up taking their lives.  That is something that stayed with me.  After that point, I refused to go to Malaysia 
while Mr Mahathir was Prime Minister, and I only returned after his resignation. 

Last week the member for Girrawheen and I were in north Thailand with members of the Australian Federal 
Police.  One issue we were examining was the drug trade into Australia.  It involves the absolute scum of the 
earth: Burmese war lords and businesspeople who are by various means recruiting gullible people throughout 
Asia and Australia to take drugs into Australia and other countries.  Nguyen admits that he has done this.  The 
Singapore justice system is incredibly fair; it has able, talented and wonderful judges.  The political process in 
making a death sentence mandatory means that we need a political response.   

This weekend I have to travel twice through Singapore.  Singapore is a place that I love very much.  I will have 
to reconsider visiting Singapore if clemency cannot be shown.  I will also have to reconsider visiting if the 
wonderful tolerance and multiculturalism of Singapore, which has brought together people of different faiths, 
skin colours and backgrounds, does not show compassion to this poor Australian man and this poor Australian’s 
mother.  She escaped from Vietnam and has been in a Thai refugee camp.  Her son has been through that 
process.  The member for Girrawheen and I last week visited some of the 120 000 Burmese refugees who are on 
the Thai-Burma border.  The children are stateless.  They were brutalised in Burma.  Christian children are 
escaping from Burma to get a better life.  The same thing happened with Vietnamese people 20 to 25 years ago.  
People are brutalised by such experiences.   



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 10 November 2005] 

 p7139b-7144a 
Mr John Kobelke; Mr Dan Barron-Sullivan; Mr Tom Stephens; Mr Matt Birney; Ms Alannah MacTiernan; Mr 

John Hyde; Mr Brendon Grylls; Dr Steve Thomas; Ms Margaret Quirk; Mr John McGrath; Mr Rob Johnson; Mr 
John Day 

 [5] 

People make mistakes.  If we are really serious about stopping the flow of drugs into Australia, there could be no 
better way than by granting clemency to Mr Nguyen and having him as an advocate for other young people to 
not deal with drugs.  He expresses remorse.  For him to say that others should not do what he has done is a much 
stronger message that will, in the end, safeguard Singaporean society and Australian society by stopping future 
drug trafficking.  It will stop gullible young Australians and others from making such tragic mistakes. 

Today is the eve of Remembrance Day.  My grandfather went to Gallipoli.  My uncles fought in wars to preserve 
life.  I urge my colleagues and my friends in the Singapore Parliament to make sure that clemency is granted. 

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin - Leader of the National Party) [10.42 am]:  I support this motion, which urges 
clemency for Mr Nguyen Tuong Van.  Because time is limited I will not reiterate the comments made by other 
members.  I put on record my support for the sovereignty of Singapore.  Although some people in Western 
Australia may not agree with its rules and legislation, they are still its rules and regulations.  We ask people from 
there to respect our rules and regulations in Western Australia; the different rules of law that this Parliament 
votes for.  As such, we should respect the laws of Singapore.  However, that does not mean that we should not 
apply to the Singapore government for clemency.  In no way should it mean that we should not tell them that our 
values and morals are different and that we would like the Singaporeans to consider that when making a final 
decision.  That is very important. 

Hopefully we can win clemency for Mr Nguyen.  If we cannot, let it be a very clear message to young Western 
Australians who travel overseas that different countries have different rules of law.  Young Western Australians 
must respect that.  They cannot expect to travel to other countries and be treated the same as in Western 
Australia.  That is simply not the case.  We are seeing that in Bali and we are seeing that in Singapore with this 
case.  Let this be a clear message to all Western Australians that they cannot expect to travel overseas and live 
under jurisdictions that have the same laws as ours.  We live in a wonderful country; it is a very lucky country.  
Other countries are not always like that.  We need to understand that.  To expect to travel and have everything go 
our way will not be the case.  The last thing I want to see is more young Australians get into situations like this 
so that this Parliament must ask for clemency.  It would be far better for young Western Australians to 
understand what goes on in other countries before they travel. 

DR S.C. THOMAS (Capel) [10.44 am]:  I support this motion from the other side of the house.  I am a fairly 
ardent opponent of capital punishment.  However, it is not for the same reasons as other members.  I am a 
believer in forgiveness rather than retribution.  I also believe that we should research and make use of those from 
whom society is protected.  We should use them as an asset to give us an insight into the criminal mind.   

I do not have any specific knowledge or empathy with any individual in custody.  A difficult past is not 
necessarily an excuse for criminal activity.  However, every person, irrespective of where he comes from and 
what his standing in the community was before he committed a crime, must have the sanctity of his life 
respected.  For that reason I will support the motion. 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Parliamentary Secretary) [10.45 am]:  I support the motion.  There is no 
question of the insidious nature and the evil reach of illicit drugs.  Similarly, there is no question that those 
involved in the sinister trade should face the full rigour of legal sanctions.  However, anyone who knows the 
personal circumstances of this young man can but wonder whether the death penalty is proportionate.  It seems 
to me that we should look at his personal circumstances.  He was undertaking importation and transiting only 
through Singapore.  He was doing so to settle his brother’s debts.  As has been said in this place, Mr Nguyen is 
the son of Vietnamese refugees.  He was born in a refugee camp and grew up in Melbourne.  In my view, he has 
cooperated fully with the authorities.  There is a total lack of proportionality with the imposition of the death 
penalty.  The Singapore government should reconsider the penalty.  In seeking clemency I am very conscious 
that Singapore is a sovereign nation and that its executive government is separate from its courts.  I must 
mention that Western Australia has a very close relationship with Singapore.  However, in conclusion, I and 
many others in this country believe firmly in the value, dignity and sacredness of every human life.  It is simply 
an irrational contradiction to suggest that human life can be protected by taking another.  I support the motion 
and I ask the Singapore government to exercise clemency and compassion in commuting the death sentence. 

MR J.E. McGRATH (South Perth) [10.46 am]:  I will be brief.  I do not support the death penalty; however, 
drug trafficking is abhorrent and a scourge on our society.  Regarding Mr Nguyen’s case, as barbaric as it may 
seem to us it is not our right to interfere with the judiciary of another country.  We trade with China yet how 
many cases of human rights abuse have we seen in that country?  The Prime Minister and the Governor General 
have already made representation on behalf of the people of Australia.  As a nation, we have made proper 
representation on behalf of an Australian citizen.  I do not see it as the role of the Western Australian 
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government to become further involved in something that is a matter for the judiciary of the Republic of 
Singapore. 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [10.47 am]:  There is limited time left to speak on this very important motion.  
I thought that the time available would be more equally balanced between both sides of the house.  I put on 
record that I do not think that it has been. 

I have the utmost sympathy for the parents and family of the young man who is facing the death penalty in 
Singapore.  My views are fairly well known about the death penalty.  Some people call me a redneck.  I do not 
agree with the death penalty in many instances, even in some cases of murder.  I agree with the death penalty for 
people who commit mass murder, such as terrorists.  However, I suspect that members on the other side of the 
house would not agree with the death penalty even if terrorists killed 1 000 people.  That is a philosophical 
difference that I have with those members. 

Although I have sympathy for the man’s family, particularly his parents, at the end of the day we all make 
choices in life and we have to live with the consequences of those choices.  If the heroin had arrived in Australia, 
it is unbearable to think of the horrific consequences.  It would have adversely affected a number of young lives 
and possibly ended some of them - all due to the heroin brought into the country by that young man.  He is an 
intelligent young man but, unfortunately, he will have to face the consequences of the decision he made, as 
abhorrent as many people may find that.  I do not believe that this Parliament should be interfering in the 
jurisdiction of another country, particularly one such as Singapore, which has such low levels of crime that it 
should be the envy of many others, particularly Australia.  As much as I hate to see the life of any young person 
end through the taking, selling or trafficking of drugs, at the end of the day I cannot support this motion.  

MR J.H.D. DAY (Darling Range) [10.50 am]:  I also rise to place on record my support for this motion.  There 
is no question that Mr Nguyen has been foolish in attempting to import drugs into Australia.  Unfortunately, like 
too many young people in our community, he became caught up in a terrible trade and was misguided.  
However, the penalty of execution is far too a high a price to pay.  I join in respectfully asking the Singaporean 
government to show clemency in his case.  No-one will benefit from his execution.  It is incumbent on the 
Singaporean government to listen to calls from the Australian community.  I respectfully ask that it do so.   

Question put and passed.  
 


