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HON BOB HAWKE — TRIBUTE 
Statement 

HON PIERRE YANG (South Metropolitan) [6.50 pm]: On 16 May 2019, one of our greatest Prime Ministers, 
Bob Hawke, passed away. For many Australians of Chinese cultural heritage, Bob Hawke was best known and 
respected for being the one who granted protection to Chinese students after the Tiananmen Square incident in 
1989. That decision forever changed Australia and the lives of those Chinese students and of their families. If not 
for his decision, I probably would not be standing here today or living in Australia. 
On 16 June 1989, less than two weeks after the student protest at Tiananmen Square was brutally crushed on 
4 June, Bob Hawke gave an emotional speech announcing that all Chinese nationals in Australia would be granted 
a one-year extension of their visa with working rights. Eventually, over 42 000 Chinese settled in Australia. 
I understand that Prime Minister Bob Hawke was the first world leader to do that. His generous action was 
followed by many other countries around the world. 
A couple of years prior to the events in Tiananmen Square, my mother’s cousin came to study in Perth. I think he 
came in 1987. He was one of the students who was protected by Bob Hawke’s decision. In the late 1990s, my mother 
was considering sending me overseas to study. She considered a number of countries, including the United States of 
America, Canada, New Zealand and Australia. In the end, she decided to send me to Australia because she knew that 
her cousin was living in Perth and he would be able to look after me if needed. Indeed, when I came to Perth, Uncle Dan 
and his family looked after me and I am forever grateful for their care in the early days of my time in Australia. 
In 2014, when the federal cabinet papers were released 25 years after the event, it was revealed that Bob had made 
that decision by himself and took all political responsibility for it as well. It would not have been an easy decision, 
especially as less than a year prior to that decision there had been calls in the community and in political circles to 
reduce Asian immigration. But he made the righteous decision. It was a courageous decision, which showed 
kindness, compassion and humanity. I had the opportunity to meet him a few years ago. I sat down next to him, 
introduced myself and explained to him that my Uncle Dan was one of the students whom he had protected. I thanked 
him for his decision and generosity. I also expressed my gratitude for his actions and to the Australian people. 
I have always enjoyed reading history books, and, when I was in China, I was a very keen history student. When 
I came to Australia in 1998 as a student, I went to the local libraries and to their Chinese language collection, and 
I sought books on Chinese history, particularly between 1940 and 1949. Prior to coming to Australia, I had very 
limited knowledge about what had happened during that time. After reading those books, I learnt, as a 15-year-old, 
about events such as the “Three-anti”, “Five-anti”, “Hundred Flowers”, “Anti-Rightist Movement”, “Great Leap 
Forward” and “Cultural Revolution”, as well as the student protests. The history books in China were pretty light 
on about these things. Equipped with this knowledge, as I grew up I became a firm believer that liberal democracy 
may not be the perfect system of government, but it is certainly the best system that we have ever developed as 
a human species. 
The good fortune to live in a democratic and free country is something that I cherish and do not take for granted. 
That is why I dedicate myself to service to this nation. I enlisted in the Australian Army Reserve and became an 
officer. I served on deployment, as members would have heard through the media. I also served my community as 
a local councillor. In March 2017, I stood as a candidate for state Parliament, and I now have the incredible 
privilege of serving the people of Western Australia as a member of state Parliament. I would not have dreamed 
of all this when I came to Australia in 1998. These things are not always possible for migrants in many other 
countries around the world, but they do happen in our democratic Australia. 
Australia and Australians have provided me with many wonderful opportunities as a new Australian. With 
Bob Hawke’s decision on 16 June 1989, the lives of 42 000 Chinese students and their families were forever 
changed. As a result, my life was also forever changed. To me, Bob Hawke represented the true Australian spirit—
compassion, generosity and a fair-go. I will forever miss him and remember his legacy. 
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