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MLC Mining and Pastoral Region 22 May 2005–21 May 2009 (ALP; Independent from 2007). 
Member Standing Committee on Public Administration and Finance 2005; Joint Standing 
Committee on Delegated Legislation 2005–2007; Standing Committee on Estimates and 

Financial Operations 2005–2007. 
 
 

At the February 2005 state election Shelley Archer was one of the three Australian Labor 
Party members elected to the five-member Mining and Pastoral Region for the Legislative 
Council. She had been an ALP member since 1974, fulfilling a number of presidential and 
secretarial roles for several branches. Moreover, she had been a member of the ALP State 
Executive and a delegate to both state and national conferences. In her Inaugural Speech on 25 
May 2005, just three days after being sworn as an MLC, she spoke with gratitude of the 
influence of her father Ted Archer, whom she described as: 
 

one of this state’s most distinguished unionists… [who] embodied the values of respect for 
others, tolerance, equity and fairness, social justice, help for others less fortunate in the world 
and the right of working people to freely organise into trade unions and to bargain for better 
living standards and social conditions’.1 
 

Describing herself as a member of a large Catholic family she spoke of ‘mum and dad plus 16 
kids and the odd foster child along the way, we could almost have made an Aussie Rules 
football team’.2 Her own birth date, in Perth, as the ninth child, was 15 October 1958. 
Importantly, in terms of her profile, since February 2001, Shelley has been married to high-
profile union official, Kevin Reynolds. She has one daughter, Melanie, and two stepsons. 
 
In Shelley’s own words, ‘my father was a trade unionist and my husband is a trade unionist, 
and the same commitment defines me as well’.3 She was conscious of the contribution of trade 
unions to the improvement of living standards of ordinary workers everywhere in the nation. 
                                                           
1  WAPD(LC), 25 May 2005, p. 2248.  
2   Ibid. 
3  Ibid., p. 2250. 
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Her work in the Legislative Council was in keeping with this outlook, sometimes looking 
beyond mere wages to highlight matters such as workers’ compensation and safety in the 
workplace, aged facilities, zonal taxation allowances and the broader field of industrial 
relations, particularly with respect to the Mining and Pastoral Region, which she regarded as 
the ‘engine room of the Western Australian economy’.4 However, she considered the wealth 
generated belonged to all Western Australians and it was particularly necessary ‘to see greater 
employment opportunities for Indigenous Australians’.5 
 
Shelley’s Inaugural Speech was prefaced with an acknowledgement of the traditional owners 
and custodians of the land.6 She continually strove for the betterment of living standards for 
Aboriginal peoples. Her parliamentary record contains many questions on notice with respect 
to matters such as Indigenous child health, housing, prisons and customary law. She was very 
concerned with the practice of removing Indigenous voters from the electoral roll. She 
recounted how before the 2005 state election the checking of the roll procedures, particularly 
in the north west of the state, had resulted in many Indigenous voters being removed from the 
electoral roll. In her view ‘this practice exploits the itinerant and nomadic nature of many 
indigenous citizens and applies a white man’s one-size-fits-all law to indigenous culture’.7 
Shelley then added:  
 

Indigenous people face many problems: third-world infant mortality rates; lack of access to 
fresh, clean, running water, lack of employment opportunities and training; and alcoholism and 
other health problems. However, if they are stopped from voting, they are excluded from 
having their voices heard in our society. In this chamber I will stand up for the rights of 
Indigenous Australians. I will defend their right to vote and their right to share in the prosperity 
of this, their country.8 

 
The perspective of Indigenous peoples was necessary in many broader respects. For example, 
when Shelley was speaking to the Medical Practitioners Bill 2006 she expressed grave 
concern about a section which gave effect to conditional registration for doctors. This category 
would enable a person who had overseas qualifications to apply to work in areas determined 
by the Minister to be rural and remote areas of Western Australia. In her view, this would lead 
to a ‘less than equal’ standard of care when compared with metropolitan patients. In addition, 
she believed ‘that the government should provide appropriate cultural training delivered by an 
appropriate Indigenous organisation from the region that they are employed to work in and 
that they will be closely monitored to ensure that patient care in rural and remote locations is 
not compromised by this category of registration’.9 
 
Parliamentary representation for Shelley also meant attempting to ensure the achievement of 
satisfactory education standards in her region. Results of national literacy testing were sought 
though parliamentary questions, as were details of government support for teachers in remote 
areas. Her own school education took place at Our Lady Help of Christians in East Victoria 
Park and nearby St Joachim’s. She also attended Perth Modern School. An area of concern for 
Shelley was the number of school age children who worked in shops in her electorate who 

                                                           
4  Ibid. 
5  Ibid. 
6  Ibid., p. 2247. 
7  Ibid., p. 2248. 
8  Ibid. See also WAPD(LC), 26 June 2008, pp. 4428-4429. 
9  WAPD(LC), 6 May 2008, p. 2347. 
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were sometimes subject to unscrupulous employers. Children, she contended, must be 
provided with regulated conditions of employment.10 
 
Another strong representational suit for Shelley was the advancement of women in public life, 
with her desire to witness equal representation in Parliament of women from all walks of life. 
In particular she recognised the help and inspiration she had received through Emily’s List, a 
political network formed in the 1990s to increase the number of Labor women 
parliamentarians who were willing to support crucial issues of child care and equal pay and to 
be pro-choice, while committed to the principles of equity and diversity, including among 
Indigenous women. Particular praise was reserved for mentors Joan Kirner, Kay Setches and 
Cheryl Davenport (q.v.),11 as well as Sue Ellery (q.v.).12 In her valedictory speech Shelley 
expressed generous appreciation to many friends from family and politics, including the union 
movement, with a special tribute to the late Senator Peter Cook. She was also prepared to give 
praise to National Party MLC Wendy Duncan (q.v.), with the admission that ‘it had been a 
privilege and an honour to work with you’.13 Thanks were also expressed to the Minister for 
Health and Indigenous Affairs, Kim Hames, from the other side of the political divide, for 
displaying understanding of the issues facing Indigenous communities.14 Earlier, when 
speaking to Hon Phillip Pendal’s condolence motion, she chose to thank him for his guidance 
and his wise words about how it was possible to achieve some change ‘in this place’ as an 
Independent.15 
 
In her valedictory speech Shelley, also provided her perspective on the Corruption and Crime 
Commission (CCC). She complained, in part, that: 

 
CCC hearings are inquisitorial and the commissioner acts as judge, prosecutor and, finally, 
jury. There is no provision for defence and therefore no equality in the proceedings … It is not 
regulated, unlike other tribunals, commissions and courts, which conduct hearings according to 
the rules of evidence and procedural fairness.16  

 
To this she added: 

 
The CCC’s record to date does not inspire confidence. It claims that it is the fault of the 
legislative framework. The government is now the legislator, and the solution is in its hands.17 

 
Shelley did not specifically address her own experiences with the CCC. In this regard her main 
issues had stemmed from proceedings during her membership of the Legislative Council 
Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations (SCEFO), which had dated from 
June 2005. A few weeks earlier, as part of a heavy committee load she had been appointed to 
the Joint Standing Committee on Delegated Legislation as well as the Standing Committee on 
Public Administration and Finance. At issue was whether confidential information from 
SCEFO deliberations had been disclosed without authorisation to lobbyist and former Premier 
Brian Burke, as well as his business partner and former Minister Julian Grill. In February 2007 
                                                           
10  WAPD(LC), 24 June 2008, p. 4304. 
11  WAPD(LC), 25 May 2005, p. 2247. 
12  WAPD(LC), 21 May 2009, p. 4392. 
13  Ibid., p. 4393. 
14  Ibid. 
15  WAPD(LC), 5 June 2009, p. 3507. 
16  WAPD(LC), 21 May 2009, p. 4391. 
17  Ibid., p. 4392. 
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the issue had been publicly raised during CCC hearings. Thereafter, it was a term of reference 
for a Legislative Council Select Committee on Privilege, which, after embarking on the 
inquiry, judged that it was one of the most important in the history of the Legislative 
Council’.18 The 500 page report tabled on 13 November 2007 contained some 35 
recommendations, which included the need for a review of induction training and better 
understanding of parliamentary privilege to enable members to fulfil their contemporary 
committee responsibilities. Shelley (and others) faced sanctions by the Legislative Council19 
following earlier action by the Legislative Assembly20 and trenchant criticism by Premier Alan 
Carpenter.21 Ultimately, though, after the CCC had initially sought to lay criminal charges, 
they were dropped by the Director of Public Prosecutions in September 2009, by which time 
Shelley was no longer a member of the Parliament. Indeed, from November 2007 Shelley was 
no longer a member of the ALP, and, accordingly, until her retirement from the Legislative 
Council on 21 May 2009, she had sat as an Independent.  
 
In March 2012 there was a signal that Shelley still had a yearning for political life when it was 
publicised that she had applied to regain membership of the Labor Party. This was a first step 
in seeking to be the number three ALP candidate for a Mining and Pastoral Region seat in the 
Legislative Council.22 However, this quest met resistance from the Labor leadership, despite 
the fact that Shelley was reported to be considering legal action to enable her to be granted 
party membership.23  
 
The CCC hearings, and their consequences, had caused great consternation, hurt and financial 
cost for Shelley. She had always made light of the handicaps she originally faced to eventually 
become an MLC, with strong and sincere beliefs, particularly in terms of fairness and equal 
opportunity. She was also a very loyal person to her family and friends, with former Premier 
Brian Burke being one of the latter. Her parliamentary career had ‘certainly burnt brightly 
even if briefly’.  

 
 

Reflections by the Member on Her Parliamentary Career 
 

Shelley Archer: Burning brightly even if briefly 
 
It was almost inevitable that I would have an interest in politics—my father, Ted Archer, was 
a prominent unionist for more than 40 years. In his position as industrial officer with the Shop 
Assistants Union (as it was then), he was a central figure in many of the tumultuous events 
that rocked the Australian Labor Party in the last half of the twentieth century. Although I was 
later to develop an independent (some would say more progressive) view of the role I might 
play in Labor politics, my father’s example showed me many of the best qualities in politics 

                                                           
18  Select Committee of Privilege on a Matter Arising in the Standing Committee on Estimates and 

Financial Operations, Legislative Council, 13 November 2007, p. iii.  
19  See Harry C. J. Phillips and Liz Kerr, ‘Political Chronicle: Western Australia, July to December 

2007, Australian Journal of Politics and History, Vol. 54, No. 2, June 2008, pp. 314–316. 
20  WAPD(LA), 21 November 2007, pp. 7558–7567. 
21  See Amanda Banks and Kate Campbell, ‘Premier in push to oust Archer as MP,’ West Australian, 22 

November 2007, p. 6.  
22  Gary Anstead and Flip Prior, ‘Leader “no” to Archer comeback,’ Weekend West, 17–18 March 2012, 

p. 16. 
23  Beatrice Thomas, ‘Archer fury at Labor rejection’, West Australian, 20 March 2012, p. 14. 
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including loyalty, trustworthiness, compassion for the many families in need and absolute 
honesty. 

During these years I met and mixed with many of those on the right of the party, including the 
Beazleys and the Burkes, although there was very little that was ideological about my 
relationships. It was just that my father strongly supported them and our families socialised 
together. 
 
My interest in politics, coloured by my personal life (I was an unmarried single mother at an 
early age) combined with an increasing interest in policies impacting on women, aged care 
and the Indigenous, and this was reflected in my membership of the Labor Party at branch, 
committee and state executive level. 
 
In 1991 I met the leader of the then Builders Labourers Federation (BLF), later to become the 
Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy Union (CFMEU), Kevin Reynolds. We were 
married in 2001 and my relationship with Kevin rounded out my understanding of Labor 
politics from a more centre–left perspective and that was in many aspects the complete 
opposite of that learned from my father’s experience. 
 
In 2003 I was approached to nominate for the position as an upper House member in the 
Mining and Pastoral Region and decided to do so.  
 
Although I had been at odds with the right for some years and the left was not supportive of 
me, I was able to succeed at the pre-selection when both the centre faction, of which I was a 
member, and the right faction supported me. 
 
Even though I had not socialised with Brian Burke for a number of years, he was a close 
friend of my partner, and due to this friendship Brian supported me and was instrumental in 
persuading the right to support its ‘prodigal daughter’. I might say that Brian’s support came 
without any strings whatsoever—I cannot remember him ever asking me to support a 
particular policy or candidate at any time. 
 
In Parliament I was particularly active pursing topics that surprised no one: the rights of 
workers, women’s rights, the Indigenous issues, the concerns of the aged and matters that 
were a challenge to those that lived in regional areas. 
 
For the rights of women the following was a concern: 

 
As a woman, I am concerned at the increasing intrusion of fundamentalist religious influence 
into the political sphere of our society. This trend is particularly concerning to me because it is 
especially oppressive of women’s rights and freedoms. 

 
Due to these concerns I became a member of and worked with Emily’s List from 2001 and 
held many positions within this organisation. Emily’s List is a political network that was 
formed to increase the number of women Labor parliamentarians who were willing to support 
the crucial issues of child care and equal pay and to be pro-choice, and the principles of equity 
and diversity.  
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This is where I met others of a like mind, who encouraged and provided me with the 
inspiration to follow my dreams: Joan Kirner, Kay Setches and Cheryl Davenport (q.v.), who 
were also my mentors from even before I was preselected.  
 
My commitment to the rights of workers has helped to mould my belief system: 

 
My father was a trade unionist and my husband is a trade unionist, and the same commitment 
defines me as well. Trade unions historically have won rights and entitlements for Western 
Australian workers and have lifted the incomes of ordinary workers everywhere.24 

 
And for the Indigenous people: 

 
In this chamber I will support a vibrant and responsible private sector that creates the skilled 
jobs and good wages that entrepreneurial initiative can produce. However, the mineral wealth 
that those companies have developed belongs to the people of Western Australia. Therefore, 
in return for access to those riches, I want to see greater employment opportunities for 
Indigenous Australians and a genuine commitment in this state to value adding to those raw 
materials.  

 
I found some ruthless aspects of my journeys through Parliament: 

 
A further harsh lesson for me was in relation to the Indigenous people of this state and the 
attitude of the former government. I was told in very clear terms that the Indigenous issue was 
not a vote winner and I should concentrate on what I was told by the Australian Labor Party 
hierarchy was important. I could not do this, and I continued to fight for the Indigenous 
people of this state, although in some respects it was a losing battle for me.25 

 
My comments to my colleagues were this: 

 
All the Indigenous people ask is that they receive the same basic services that all others 
receive—decent housing, education, health, employment and further training opportunities. 
We have in our backyard a catastrophe of dire proportions. I would suggest that we have our 
own state of emergency that needs an immediate bipartisan program to address all of the 
problems facing Indigenous people. There are no easy solutions. Simply spending money is 
not the answer. Funding needs to be carefully targeted, outcomes measured, and meaningful 
monitoring and follow-up built into programs, and we need to commit for the long term. 
Importantly, the people who will be affected by government policies need to be consulted; 
that is, those Indigenous people. 

 
The four years I spent as the representative of the Indigenous people has convinced me that if 
we ignore them, leaving children without protection, parents without support, and 
communities without the basic necessities for shelter, hygiene, health and safety, we diminish 
ourselves as human beings. The plight of many Indigenous people trying to gain equal rights 
to better housing, better jobs, health and education, has been at crisis level for a long time. In 
the past 30 years the situation has deteriorated, not improved. The Indigenous people I lived 
with, was connected to and socialised with in Derby in the late 1970s are much worse off in 
2009 than they were then. It is heartbreaking and soul destroying for me to see that this has 
happened. I cannot imagine how they feel in this current environment of despair, desolation, 
misery, anguish and helplessness. Is it any wonder that suicide, alcoholism, child abuse and 

                                                           
24  WAPD(LC), 25 May 2007, p. 2247. 
25  WAPD(LC) 21 May 2009, p. 4389. 
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domestic violence are problems within these communities? Most of them have given up 
hope.26 

 
Although my parliamentary career was relatively brief, it was not without controversy or 
excitement. I had this to say regarding the time that I spent in Parliament, and it is what I 
believe most people who consider entering Parliament should keep in mind: 

 
For me personally, when it came to making the choice between remaining true to my personal 
commitment and to loyalty to my electorate and friendships, or political success, I learnt 
which one was my true priority—my electorate and my friends. I was very much aware that 
when I would not bow down to the pressure exerted on me by certain elements within the 
ALP hierarchy that I would suffer for it politically—and I certainly did. When I was told that 
my stand would damage any chance of parliamentary promotion or any other privilege that 
would have been of interest to me—such as membership of committees, or the opportunity to 
study issues of interest overseas—and when none of those threats caused me to walk away 
from my beliefs, my friends and my electorate, I knew that it would be the end of my political 
career.27 

 
Unfortunately, politics, like most other professions, has been ‘dumbed down’ to the 
disadvantage of us all. An increasingly hostile and intrusive media is much less interested in 
serious analysis than it is in the prurient details of the private lives of prominent people. As a 
result, members of Parliament are shaped differently by different forces from was previously 
the case and most members are today much more reluctant to take a stand supporting any 
controversial or unpopular cause. Politics is much less about having a vision to which people 
are persuaded and convinced than it is about reading the latest opinion polls and trying to give 
the public what it wants regardless of whether or not it is wise. 
 
Mandatory sentencing and an increasing (and unsuccessful) emphasis on harsher and harsher 
laws are examples of the concessions made much more readily to unquenchable ‘public 
opinion’. Had capital punishment not been abolished in the 1980s, it would not be tackled 
today. 
 
Another result of the changing community pressures on politics is that politicians are different 
people from those who represented us in past years. It seems to me that members are drawn 
from narrower groups and that we no longer benefit from the very broad representation we had 
when there were fewer party officers and parliamentary staffers elected to Parliament. 
Sacrificed along with, and as part of, these changes is the camaraderie that previously marked 
the Labor Party in particular. The worst enemies I had in Parliament included Labor members 
who attacked me because of my background; my refusal to blindly follow instructions; my 
relationship with Brian Burke (and their fear of him); or my preparedness to work with 
members from all parties. 
 
The conservative parties were never bound to each other by anything that might be compared 
to Labor’s passion, compassion and commitment to causes that always included the whiff of a 
vocation to public service and to others. Well, the whiff has well and truly disappeared! 
 
In the final months of the Carpenter Government, there were many victims. I was one. Simply 
put, Carpenter had absolutely no idea of how to inspire loyalty or affection from anyone, and, 

                                                           
26  Ibid., p. 4390. 
 Ibid., p. 4389. 



Women in the Western Australian Parliament 1921–2012 
 ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

 
423 

as he relentlessly led the party to its destruction, he listened to no one, proceeding without any 
counsel that any of us were aware of. In my case, Alan simply told me that he did not want me 
as a member of ‘his party’ and I left. 
 
In due course—after great expense and personal anguish—all of the matters the Corruption 
and Crime Commission raised against me were dropped and I was cleared completely of any 
wrongdoing. By that time I was no longer a member of Parliament; the Labor Government had 
lost an unlosable election and most of those jumped ship as soon as they could. Fremantle was 
lost to Labor and, in opposition, Labor has proved spectacularly unsuccessful—unsuccessful 
not just in Parliament but increasingly unable to attract people who might be future leaders or 
to convince the public it is an alternative to a mediocre conservative government. 


	SHELLEY FRANCES ARCHER

