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GOUGH WHITLAM 
Statement 

HON ALANNA CLOHESY (East Metropolitan) [10.04 pm]: I, too, rise to honour the work and life of the 
former Australian Prime Minister and leader of the Australian Labor Party, Gough Whitlam. The enormous 
changes that Gough and his government brought to the social, economic, industrial, legal, political and creative 
life in this country are almost immeasurable. The long list of progressive reforms include the introduction of 
universal health care, free tertiary education, ending conscription, the abolition of the death penalty, the funding 
of local governments from a commonwealth level for the first time, extraordinary urban and social planning that 
engaged local residents in decisions about where they lived, anti-discrimination, the provision of land rights and 
many more. The single most enduring effect of these and so many other reforms was the immediate and ongoing 
impact in improving the quality of life for everyday Australians. These reforms changed not only people’s  
day-to-day lives, but also the very essence of our country. As the director of the Whitlam Institute, Eric Sidoti, 
said today — 

… Gough Whitlam will be remembered as the reforming leader who willed a modern Australia into 
being. His legacy is woven into the very fabric of our daily lives. 

For women in particular, some of these changes meant the difference between being able to eat and having a roof 
over their and their families’ heads. The introduction of the single mother’s benefit in 1973 gave income support 
for the first time to supporting mothers who were not eligible for the widow’s pension. The introduction of social 
housing assistance and the funding of women’s refuges gave many women the opportunity to leave often violent 
and oppressive relationships and know that they had access to money and accommodation. The Whitlam 
government removed sales tax on oral contraceptives and made them available through the pharmaceutical 
benefits scheme, which improved affordability and accessibility and allowed women, many for the first time, the 
opportunity to control and manage their own fertility. People found other aspects of their private lives receiving 
the attention of public policy for the first time. The Royal Commission on Human Relationships, established by 
Whitlam, inquired into the family, social, educational, legal and sexual aspects of male and female relationships 
as they related to the powers and functions of the Australian Parliament and the Australian government. For the 
first time, people with disability and their families had the opportunity to tell policymakers how they were living 
and what they needed in their lives. The royal commission also gave public voice for the first time to lesbians 
and gay men in openly discussing the discrimination they had experienced. 
All these changes ultimately improved the quality of life for me and my family in very many ways, not the least 
of which was the introduction of the national sewerage program by the Whitlam government in the early 1970s. 
For the first time, our family had a flushing dunny, and we were very proud of it. Members do not need me to 
describe the ways in which our quality of life improved through that initiative! 
Everyone has their favourite Gough story. Not all of them make the public record, so I asked two friends whether 
I could share their personal stories about Gough that reflect the simplicity, openness and love that everyday 
Australians have for Gough Whitlam. The first is from my friend Roderick Slapp, who is a train driver. This is 
his Gough story — 

My Edward Gough Whitlam memory was at Kalgoorlie train station, year 2000 I think. Gough and his 
wife had journeyed on a Centenary of Federation train across the Nation. On arrival at Kalgoorlie, his 
towering presence disembarked from the carriage and he gave an impromptu speech about the 
importance of the Railways, and Kalgoorlie to the Nation. He stood there with his walking stick, with 
no microphone, and his eloquent words boomed out over the noisy locomotive and crowd gathered on 
the platform. He had such a presence, and as a labor man, a Railwayman it was an honor to see him 
speak that day, today I cherish that memory. 

The second recollection I have is from Jackie Seymour, who tells us — 
Gough Whitlam in the early 70s went to Burma …to encourage the then Gen Ne Win leader of the 
Socialist … to allow … Burmese to enter into Australia. Labour force was needed in Australia more so 
in WA. By the 8Os’ there were 24,000 Burmese families in WA. Most of us joined the work force as 
labourers.  

Others joined as doctors and engineers. To continue — 
… we have benefited a lot from this man’s foresight … Most of us due to diligence and hard work … 
We are able to contribute back to the Australian community as we were given the opportunity to prove 
we could do it. There is a Burmese saying that says … When a tree is shady and large 10,000 birds can 
call it home and rest in it. 
… 
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We have lost a great person.  
They are just some of the stories everyday people have about Gough Whitlam and I am proud to have met and 
known Gough Whitlam and to experience the many benefits of his social programs. 
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