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ANZAC DAY 
Statement 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [9.42 pm]:  As members know, Anzac Day is a special day in 
Australia.  It is part of our culture and it is a day when we remember those who fought and died for our country 
so that we could enjoy the freedoms that we have today.  We honour our dead on Anzac Day.  Therefore, I was 
very concerned when I received a letter from Sandra Playle, who is the convenor of Saving Graves WA.  She 
says that the renewal program at Karrakatta Cemetery saw the removal of 27 official war graves and the removal 
of 24 unofficial war grave headstones.  Sandra has written a paper on cemeteries in Western Australia and on the 
desecration of final resting places and historic records.  I thank her for her dedication to this ongoing process.  
Without such people, our history could disappear; it could be lost forever. 

Many of my ancestors from the Cockram side of the family are buried at the St Mary’s Anglican Church in 
Kelmscott.  Their headstones have been kept in extremely good order, no doubt by volunteers whom I have 
never met.  I am most appreciative of their dedication.  Sometimes I stand in that little church surrounded by 
family members who have gone before me.  It is a very magical feeling.  I have heard the word “magical” used 
in this place today, which is probably why it is in my head.  Nonetheless, it is a very magical place. 

When I was in Washington, I visited the Arlington National Cemetery, which is a very beautiful and peaceful 
cemetery.  I would have liked to have looked at it further but because a soldier was being buried I stood near the 
bus as a mark of respect.  I did not feel that I could look at the cemetery while a funeral was being conducted.  It 
was very hard for me to imagine those graves being desecrated or removed en masse.  My brother, Colonel 
David Cockram, is a Vietnam veteran and a former army Anglican chaplain.  He is now the Australian chaplain 
for the Federal Police.  Both the military and religion have featured in our lives. 

I will now read Sandra’s letter.  I am pleased that the Minister for Local Government and Regional Development 
is in the chamber.  All members receive many e-mails and we read some and put them aside.  However, this one 
struck a chord.  I have no way of knowing whether what is contained in the letter is the honest truth, but I feel 
that it is truthful.  Sandra’s e-mail states -  

Today I received information regarding the removal of 24 unofficial war grave headstones . . . to be 
replaced with plaques in the Garden of Remembrance.  This is not where the body of service person is.  
The family go to visit the remains of the person not a plaque on a brick wall!!!  This happens just as the 
premier announces plans for a new war memorial at Kings Park!  (These headstones are not in disrepair, 
hazardous or unreadable). 

These post war commemorations are paid for by the taxpayers and they then have to pay a second time 
for a plaque in the Garden of Remembrance. 

This renewal program saw the removal of 27 OFFICIAL war graves.  These have recently been 
replaced by the Office of War Graves however, due to the nature of the ‘beautification’ it has not been 
possible to mark the head of the grave accurately and the headstone is ‘somewhere in the vicinity’ . . .  

Notices of renewal programs in newspapers, on the radio, on television or throughout the cemetery do 
not make the process right and honourable.  No amount of coloured brochures or glossy mags full of 
broad sweeping statements aimed at desensitising and brainwashing people is going to change what 
they are doing or how they are doing it.  These are our sacred burial grounds and they should not be 
touched. 

As Convenor of Saving Graves WA I wrote a discussion paper on the issue in 2004. 

Sandra says that she has taken many damning photographs of practices throughout the Karrakatta and Fremantle 
Cemeteries and that they and her discussion paper were sent to the previous Minister for Local Government and 
Regional Development.  I understand that a review is being conducted and Sandra acknowledges that the review 
has not been completed.  She met with John Bowler on 5 February.  Sandra’s e-mail further states - 

. . . at that meeting we were given information that advised us that these Anglican sections were part of 
a five year plan although they had advised previously they were part of a 3 year plan.  On the 8th Feb the 
MCB CEO advised me that the Minister had given his approval for the reclamation of the Catholic IA 
section for the Mausoleum extensions.  At no time were we advised that the 8 Anglican sections were 
being reclaimed immediately and that they had been approved in December.  We were also told that 
they only perform about 600 burials a year in Karrakatta.  One is left to ask WHY the sudden change?  
WHY the attack on the Anglican section. 

Being a good Anglican myself, I would like to know why.  The e-mail continues - 
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WHY so many new graves?  This history has now almost be totally obliterated by this . . . desecration 
of graves. 

The tell us that they photograph each section.  From all the 23 known sections already renewed they 
have told us that only 6 have been photographed.  I shudder to think how many were not transcribed.  
They tell us that each one is carefully researched.  I wonder how many weren’t.  I hold a university 
degree in research and I seriously doubt that they have done the job well if at all.  4000 people is a lot to 
research throughout newspapers, licenses, social histories and so on . . . It has taken me almost 18 
months to research 800 WW1 soldiers in Albany and that is no where near finished and I work on those 
on a regular basis. 

These are our sacred burial grounds . . . our valuable artefacts, our valuable primary records and history, 
our culture and it is being destroyed to be used as road base!!! 

. . .  

I photographed one section just recently and there is no need for headstones to be removed from there 
as there is enough room in between for a SMALLER headstone on the new burial. 

We advocate that Karrakatta be closed for new graves, open for burials in existing family graves and 
open for cremations. 

If have a pile of information on this renewal program and none of it nice.  In the time that I have been 
fighting this process I have yet to find anyone in this state that agrees with it save the MCB.   

I am left wondering if the MCB and Australia’s politicians will shed a tear on Anzac Day?   

I end my speech with the following poem -  

War drew us from our homeland 
In the sunlit springtime of our youth.   
Those who did not come back alive remain 
in perpetual springtime - forever young -  
And a part of them is with us always.   

I will send this speech to the Anglican bishop, because I feel so strongly about this issue if, indeed, that is 
happening at Karrakatta Cemetery.  I ask the minister to look into this matter.   
 


