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INDIGENOUS PEOPLE OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA - APOLOGY 
Motion 

HON TOM STEPHENS (Mining and Pastoral - Minister for Housing) [2.02 pm]:  I move - 

That this House apologises to the indigenous people of Western Australia on behalf of all the people of 
this State for the past policies under which indigenous children were removed from their families, and 
this House expresses deep regret at the hurt and distress that these policies have caused. 

It is important to go over a couple of pieces of history.  I am advised that this is the last House of a State 
Parliament anywhere in Australia to yet pass a motion of apology in response to this question.  Members who 
have been here for a few years will know that motions like this have been moved previously but have not been 
brought to resolution by this House.  It is true to say that the previous Government led by Premier Court moved a 
motion of this sort in almost identical terms, and it was carried in the Legislative Assembly.  The motion was 
carried with the support of the Liberal Party, the National Party, the Australian Labor Party and the 
Independents.  However, we in this House have expressed our connection with the national apology only in this 
way: we stood momentarily in silence at the suggestion of the then Leader of the House, and that would appear 
to have happened because there was no opportunity for consensus on a motion of this sort at that time among 
government members of the day.   

A motion of regret has been carried in both Houses of federal Parliament and I am advised that under a federal 
Labor Government led by Kim Beazley, it is proposed that a national apology would be made.  It is time for this 
House to deal with a little piece of unfinished business.  This is not an expression of personal guilt, it is much 
more profound than a simple expression of regret, it is to join with the national sentiment that has been expressed 
in the lower House and in all other State Parliaments of Australia, and to apologise for the recent past practices 
that are still impacting upon the present and will continue to impact upon the future.  By itself, it is not sufficient 
to replace the challenges and opportunities that our community and our Government need to accept and embrace.  
However, it is an important step towards ensuring that the Aboriginal community can see that the wider 
community and its Government and Parliament understand the impact of those past policies, apologise for them 
and get on with tackling the programs that need to be put in place in response to the consequences of those 
practices. 

In our own community in Western Australia policies were deliberately embarked upon which brought about the 
separation of so many individual indigenous people from their own families and communities.  I suspect that 
almost all members of this Chamber have had contact with Aboriginal people affected by these policies - 
children separated from their parents and parents separated from their children.  In my case, I know many people 
who fall into both of those categories.  These policies have played havoc with these people’s lives and with the 
lives of their families and communities.  This havoc plays out its effect through dysfunction in the lives of 
individuals and the lives of the families and their communities. 

One cannot talk about tackling the problems facing Aboriginal people without tackling the history and the 
impact of those policies.  So much of this was well spelt out in a document co-authored by a distinguished 
Australian, Mick Dodson, and his colleague, Sir Ronald Wilson - another great Australian - whose reputation 
does not deserve to be besmirched and should not be attacked in any cowardly way by any one in this House, as 
occurred recently in this Chamber.  I hope that can soon be put right, by the member taking the opportunity to 
read the works of Mick Dodson and Sir Ronald Wilson and understanding how important those works are within 
the consciousness of the Australian community. 

When one looks at the policies of the recent past and understands what was being done as a result of the 
separation of Aboriginal children from their families, one can see that these shameful acts of separation were 
based on an overwhelming and misplaced sense of superiority of one race over another.  It was done with good 
intent, but it was good intent based on a wrong premise: that the removal of children into institutions or other 
care away from their Aboriginal families would automatically produce a better outcome. 

I recently had an opportunity, on behalf of the people and the Government of Western Australia, to host a 
farewell visit by His Excellency the Governor-General of Australia, Sir William Deane, to Western Australia in 
the Kimberley region.  The Aboriginal people from the east Kimberley led the Governor-General to one of the 
numerous massacre sites that litter the countryside in that region, and also other areas of this State and the nation.  
It was one of so many to which he could have been taken.  This is no ancient archaeological site.  It is a site at 
which massacres had occurred as recently as the early 1930s.  There are many more throughout that region 
which are part of our recent history.  The names of people who perpetrated the massacres are among some of the 
geographic place names of the country.  North of Kununurra, at Weaber Plain, for instance, a German pastoral 
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family almost completely massacred the Gajerrong people.  Their family name is enshrined in the landscape as 
Weaber Plain, soon to be part of the Ord stage 2 development.  

I make reference to the massacres not because I want to put separation into the same category as massacre, but 
because they are both based on the same premise; that is, the Aboriginal community is somehow worth less than 
the rest of the community.  That attitude was played out by the settlers too easily turning to violence in the form 
of massacres against the Aboriginal people.  

As the Governor General, Sir William Deane, said at Mistake Creek last week, it is a consequence of that 
attitude that had developed in the minds of the non-Aboriginal community that somehow the Aboriginal 
community was less than human and that the massacring of that community was of some reduced consequence.  

In a different order, however, was the playing out of the other policy of separating children from their parents, 
parents from their children - devastating for both and destructive for them all.  The fact that over the period of 
settlement the Aboriginal community has not conformed to our standard is no basis on which to conclude that 
Aboriginal people are somehow less than us.  Presumably, by and large, we have now all come to that 
conclusion.  The so-called universal standards to which the west is so easily able to aspire are not the standards 
that connect all sections of the international community and all races and creeds.  Within western thought there 
has been too often an ethnocentricity that played itself out in policies of the recent past - which is, hopefully, no 
longer connected to the future - and that causes enormous destruction of those with whom we come in contact.   

Governments of all persuasions reflected those attitudes, not least of which were made up of Australian Labor 
Party members. As a party, our past is no more or less glorious in this area of Aboriginal Affairs than that of our 
political opponents in relatively recent times.  Acknowledgment is appropriate for all of us, including those who 
belong to a party that is now 100 years old, who have formed governments over the past century and perpetrated 
and administered policies that delivered hardship, destruction and damage to the indigenous community of 
Western Australia.  People could say it was done unwittingly; nonetheless, those policies were based on wrong-
headed responses to the challenges of the day.   

Those policies were not only administered by the Governments of the day but also other institutions, not least of 
which were the churches.  Churches that were often involved in administering government policy on behalf of 
the community delivered destruction to Aboriginal families and communities when they enforced the policy of 
separating children from their parents, parents from their children.  Fortunately, almost all the churches have 
acknowledged the problems and the destruction that these policies have caused.  It was entirely appropriate for 
the churches to do that.   

The history pages of the churches mention people of great distinction, such as the Anglican Reverend Gribble 
whose work with Aboriginal people in this State makes him a champion of that community.  Among the 
Anglican and the Uniting Church communities are people of enormous distinction who have worked in support 
of and in solidarity with the Aboriginal community.  They have a past of which they can be very proud.  The 
Catholic community also produced people of great distinction who did their best to work in collaboration with 
Aboriginal people.  Bishop Salvado is one from the distant past and there have been many since.  By their own 
admission, as church communities they presided over shameful policies delivered on behalf of the community 
because they were the government policies of the time.  

It can never be appropriate for such separation of children from parents, parents from children, to be based 
simply on race and bloodlines.  It can never be acceptable or productive.  It can never be anything other than a 
shameful response in a period of history when the attitudes delivered such shocking results.  

There is now a truth about these circumstances that has convinced the State Parliaments of the Commonwealth to 
accept this motion.  That truth is simply that these policies were not for the good of the children, but served some 
other purpose in our community.  I think in part it made the community feel as though it was doing something 
when it might not have known what to do.  The “Bringing them home” report into the forced separation of 
indigenous children from their families contains the most shocking set of statistics about the impact on that 
community of these policies.  It is available for anyone to read.  When the Governor General arrived in Halls 
Creek last week, he was immediately taken by the Aboriginal community into one of the camps on the fringe of 
the town where he was shown the shameful conditions in which people live and the dysfunction in the lives of 
families.  He was also shown statistics in reports about the impact of poor nutrition in families for whom often 
basic knowledge about nutrition is not available.  For those families the tradition of basic home-making has not 
been established, in the absence of role models that provide continuity across generations.  In one community 
there was a gap of some 28 years between the longevity of an Aboriginal and a non-Aboriginal person.  It is 
comparable with similarly appalling statistics in places like Kenya and other Third World countries.   
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As a result of these policies and the dysfunction that continues today many Aboriginal people suffer despair and 
social problems with which the indigenous community must wrestle.  Increasingly they are rising to the 
challenge.  However, we as a community - in this case as a Chamber of a Parliament in Western Australia, very 
much a provincial part of Australia - must complete a task that every other State has completed, and carry this 
motion which shows that we understand the impact of these policies.  In presentation of Aboriginal issues to this 
Parliament I can do that in a variety of ways, as I have over the entire time that I have been a member of this 
Parliament.  The advancement of Aboriginal issues and of Aboriginal people is the core reason that led me to 
become a member of Parliament, that keeps me here today, and why I will seek to remain a member in the 
future. 

We can present these arguments at times to make a political point.  This motion is not moved in that way.  It is 
moved in a conciliatory attempt to ensure that as many people in this Chamber as are available will consider this 
motion and allow it to be brought to resolution and passed by this House, so that we can together go past this 
apology and advance, where possible with bipartisan support, initiatives that will advance the Aboriginal 
community and all of us as a result.  I think every member of this House wants to see the Aboriginal community 
advanced.  I am sure that the advancement of the Aboriginal community will be to the benefit of all 
communities, especially the regional communities of which they make up a significant part.  However, it is a 
prerequisite that their circumstances and background be understood, and that we offer an apology for our 
wrongful contribution to it.  The Aboriginal community will then have an opportunity to respond to the 
completion of this unfinished business. 

I look forward to a motion of this sort being carried through the national Parliament when there is the necessary 
precondition for it; that is, for our federal Labor colleagues to be successful and for the country to be served by a 
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs such as Hon Bob McMullan, the shadow Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, who I 
hope in a few months will take up that role.  He will do that job with great distinction.  One of his predecessors 
in that role is Fred Chaney, whose distinction is now unquestioned and unchallenged.  Aboriginal affairs is not 
about party politics.  People from all sides of politics, both in this Parliament and more widely at the national 
level, have been capable of rising to the challenge of the needs of the Aboriginal community.   

We now have the opportunity of passing this motion and completing this business.  I am a minister in a 
Government committed to making a difference in this area.  It is committed to the task of finding ways to build 
programs that can re-establish function where there is dysfunction, and some semblance of peace in the 
communities where there is regularly so much discord.  It is committed to making sure that the Aboriginal 
community can walk tall across this State, as fellow citizens able to enjoy the benefits that come from being part 
of a State that is part of one of the most blessed nations in the world.  

Adjournment of Debate 

HON N.F. MOORE (Mining and Pastoral - Leader of the Opposition) [2.22 pm]:  I move -  

That the debate be adjourned to the next sitting of the House. 

Question put and division taken with the following result - 
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Ayes (10) 

Hon George Cash Hon Ray Halligan Hon N F Moore Hon B.K. Donaldson 
(Teller) 
Hon John Fischer Hon Barry House Hon Barbara Scott  
Hon Peter Foss Hon Robyn McSweeney Hon Derrick Tomlinson  

Noes (16) 

Hon Kim Chance Hon Sue Ellery Hon Dee Margetts Hon Tom Stephens 
Hon Robin Chapple Hon Jon Ford Hon Louise Pratt Hon Ken Travers 
Hon Murray Criddle Hon N.D. Griffiths Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich Hon Giz Watson 
Hon Kate Doust Hon Frank Hough Hon Jim Scott Hon E.R.J. Dermer (Teller) 

            

Pairs 

 Hon W N Stretch Hon Adele Farina 
 Hon Alan Cadby Hon Graham Giffard 
 Hon Simon O'Brien Hon Christine Sharp 

Question thus negatived 

Debate (on motion) Resumed 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [2.28 pm]:  The Greens (WA) welcome the chance to finalise this 
matter of an apology from the Legislative Council of the Western Australian Parliament.  This matter has been 
debated before in this place but the debate was not called to resolution by way of a vote.  I look forward to a 
clear outcome from this Parliament supporting this important motion.   

I acknowledge that the Government has introduced some welcome initiatives in recognition of indigenous issues 
in this State.  I was pleased that the opening of this most recent Parliament started with a Nyoongah ceremony.  
That is excellent.  It is unfortunate that this debate was not able to be concluded before Sorry Day on 26 May of 
this year.  It would have been ideal had we been able to convey to the public on that day that this Parliament had 
moved to make a formal apology for the past policies under which indigenous children were removed from their 
families. 

Hon Tom Stephens mentioned the “Bringing them home” report of April 1997 which, I advise those members 
who have not had the opportunity to look at it, is an extremely important document.  It documents and gives 
voice to indigenous people who have suffered this injustice.  I refer members to comments in that book and I 
shall put them in context.  The policy of the removal of indigenous children between 1940 and the early 1970s 
was effectively a policy of assimilation that became the official policy throughout all the States and Territories of 
Australia, which meant a forced coercion to take children from their families.  To give members an idea of the 
numbers involved in that removal policy, I shall quote from page 37 of the national overview of the “Bringing 
them home” report - 

Nationally we can conclude with confidence that between one in three and one in ten Indigenous 
children were forcibly removed from their families and communities in the period from approximately 
1910 until 1970.  In certain regions and in certain periods the figure was undoubtedly much greater than 
one in ten.  In that time not one Indigenous family has escaped the effects of forcible removal 
(confirmed by representatives of the Queensland and WA Governments in evidence to the Inquiry).  
Most families have been affected, in one or more generations, by the forcible removal of one or more 
children. 

I always find it difficult debating these kinds of issues.  If members could for a minute contemplate what it 
would have been like if this sort of event had occurred in the white community in our recent history, they would 
see that it is akin to the sort of events that come about in wars and as a result of genocide policies.  For me, part 
of debating this motion is to acknowledge that experience.  I accept that often the motive for carrying out these 
policies was that people thought they were doing the right thing.  There is no excuse now, with hindsight, for not 
acknowledging the devastating consequences of those policies and that they were profoundly wrong. 

I shall talk a little about the effects of the removal of children.  Again the “Bringing them home” report covers 
this issue in great detail but I want to make reference to just a couple of points.  The points discussed under “The 
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effects of separation from the primary carer” on page 181 of the “Bringing them home” report does not refer 
particularly to the effects on indigenous children but to the effects generically.  I quote - 

The quality of an individual’s future social relationships is profoundly affected by a baby’s first 
experiences  . . . As early as 1951, John Bowlby identified infant separation from the primary carer and 
institutionalisation as causally connected to a variety of psychiatric disorders in adulthood ranging from 
anxiety and depression to psychopathic personality  . . . The reason for this seems to be that the primary 
carer was not replaced by a person with whom the child could form a loving attachment.  (This is not to 
deny that sometimes the infant’s primary care-giver poses risks to the child and must be replaced.) 

There is then a quote within the text, which reads - 

. . . there is a substantial body of evidence to show that discordant or disruptive family relationships in 
early life, and a marked lack of parental affection, are both associated with a substantially increased 
likelihood of both emotional disturbance and personality disorders in adult life  . . . 

To put that into context again, the report indicates the average age at removal.  I quote from page 182 - 

The evidence establishes that attachment occurs in infancy and that disruption to the process of 
attachment at this stage of development is most damaging.  Between one-half and two-thirds of children 
forcibly removed were removed in infancy (before the age of five years). 

I shall quote from a couple of personal accounts in the report because to me the most moving and important 
lesson in addressing this issue of the stolen generations is to listen to some of the stories of the people who were 
removed or had children removed.  Confidential evidence given in South Australia by a woman removed as a 
baby in the 1940s, and found on page 184 of the “Bringing them home” report, reads - 

I remember when my sister come down and visited me and I was reaching out.  There was no-one there.  
I was just reaching out and I could see her standing there and I couldn’t tell her that I’d been raped.  
And I never told anyone for years and years.  And I’ve had this all inside me for years and years and 
years.  I’ve been sexually abused, harassed, and then finally raped, y’know, and I’ve never had anyone 
to talk to about it … nobody, no father, no mother, no-one.  We had no-one to guide us.  I felt so 
isolated, alienated.  And I just had no-one.  That’s why I hit the booze.  None of that family bonding, 
nurturing - nothing.  We had nothing. 

Another quote, entitled simply “Confidential evidence 265, Victoria”, reads - 

The youngest member of our family, Jill, was perhaps more traumatised through all this process 
because she grew up from the age of 9 months being institutionalised the whole time.  She actually had 
some major trauma illnesses and trauma manifestations of institutional life evident in her life and yet 
nobody knew the root of it, or the cause of it, let alone knew the remedy to it.  [The cottage mother] 
used a lot of mental cruelty on Jill - I mean, through cutting all of her hair off at one time to exert 
authority and to bring submission and fear into you … making the kids look ugly and dress like boys.  
She did that to the younger children - well Jill in particular because she was younger and more 
impressionable.  Jill died because of those policies in law.  She committed suicide.  She was 34 and 
death was the better thing. 

We cannot underestimate the consequences of those experiences throughout the indigenous community. 

I shall also address a key issue, and perhaps one of the issues that many people found most unpalatable in the 
“Bringing them home” report; that is, the issue of human rights.  Many Australians found it very difficult to 
accept that the report declared that the policies enacted at that time were not only racist but also constituted 
genocide under the definition of a United Nations resolution.  Page 266 of the “Bringing them home” report 
refers to international human rights, and reads - 

The United Nations Charter of 1945, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 and the 
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination of 1965 all imposed 
obligations on Australia relating to the elimination of racial discrimination.  Genocide was declared to 
be a crime against humanity by a United Nations Resolution of 1946, followed by the adoption of a 
Convention in 1948.  The Australian practice of Indigenous child removal involved both systematic 
racial discrimination and genocide as defined by international law.  Yet it continued to be practised as 
official policy long after being clearly prohibited by treaties to which Australia had voluntarily 
subscribed. 

As a matter of clarification, I guess many Australians - perhaps I include myself in this - now find it unpalatable 
and difficult to come to terms with the fact that things that perhaps can be described as genocide have occurred 
in Australia.  However, I quote from page 270 of the report, which states - 
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Genocide was first defined in a detailed way in the 1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment 
of the Crime of Genocide.  Australia ratified the Convention in 1949 and it came into force in 1951. 

The Convention confirmed that genocide is a crime against humanity.  This expressed a shared 
international outrage about genocide and empowered any country to prosecute an offender.  A state 
cannot excuse itself by claiming that the practice was lawful under its own laws or that its people did 
not (or do not) share the outrage of the international community. 

The report then quotes from that convention and says - 

Genocide is defined as, 

. . . any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, 
ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: 

Points a, b, c and d then follow, but point e is crucial.  It says - 

forcibly transferring children of the group to another group . . .  

In determining whether the Australian practice of forcible transfer of Indigenous children to non-
Indigenous institutions and families was ‘genocide’ four issues must be considered. 

I will not go into those issues.  Although it is not easy reading, I encourage members to at least look at the sum 
of this report, because it is part of our history and we should all be familiar with it.  On page 275, under the 
heading “Conclusion” in that chapter on international human rights, the report states - 

Official policy and legislation for Indigenous families and children was contrary to accepted legal 
principle imported into Australia as British common law and, from late 1946, constituted a crime 
against humanity.  It offended accepted standards of the time and was the subject of dissent and 
resistance.  The implementation of the legislation was marked by breaches of fundamental obligations 
on the part of officials and others to the detriment of vulnerable and dependent children whose parents 
were powerless to know their whereabouts and protect them from exploitation and abuse. 

I will now move on to the current consequences of these policies that we, as a community, all experience.  
Inevitably, those consequences are experienced most profoundly by, and have the most impact on, indigenous 
communities.  However, it is easy to see that the consequences flow through to the broader community very 
much as well.  I argue that the ongoing consequences of these policies and the separation of very young children 
from their families are the reason that we see an unacceptable number of indigenous people in our justice system.  
The rate of imprisonment of indigenous people is 20 times higher than the average for non-indigenous Western 
Australians. 

The previous speaker raised issues concerning poor living conditions, dysfunctional families and the high rate of 
suicide.  I remind members of the suicide of Rob Riley, as a result of which the high rate of suicides was given 
some public face.  It was acknowledged that his experience as a victim of the stolen generations perhaps came to 
its ultimate tragic conclusion when he took his own life.  When that happened, the Nyoongah community lost a 
very important and powerful representative of its community.  The tragedy continues. 

I quote again from the “Bringing them home” report on the issue of juvenile justice.  On page 489, that chapter 
starts by saying - 

The juvenile justice system is mimicking the separation policies of the past (Western Aboriginal Legal 
Service (Broken Hill) submission 775). 

A quote from one of the other submissions states - 

The most distressing aspect about the level of juvenile justice intrusion in the lives of young Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people is the fact that entry into the system is usually the start of a long career 
of incarceration for many . . .  

Finally, I address the issue of why we should apologise, because perhaps that is the biggest sticking point in the 
debate in our community.  For me, the whole debate about the issue that if we apologise, we are somehow 
admitting that we were responsible or, even worse, that we might have a responsibility for compensation, is an 
incredibly limited and mean-spirited approach to an issue that is extremely simple.  I might never have met 
someone, but I might know that person’s circumstances and what has happened to him.  I can feel regret and I 
can express that.  For me, this is the biggest problem.  I cannot understand why people cannot bring themselves 
to say sorry, to apologise.  It is beyond me. 

In acknowledging this part of Western Australia’s history, we should also acknowledge that we are the 
benefactors of the taking of indigenous lands in this State.  There is no doubt that all of us, wherever we live in 
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Western Australia, live on land that once belonged to indigenous people.  The very least we can do is to 
apologise to those indigenous people for what might well have been done under former policies but which we 
now know was not right.  That is the moral and correct thing to do. 

We must take this as a first step in a healing process, not just in reconciliation between non-indigenous and 
indigenous Australians but also to heal the community as a whole.  I firmly believe that many of the ongoing 
consequences of crime and dysfunction in our community are as a result of the recent past history.  As can be 
seen from the statistics, virtually every indigenous family in Australia has somehow been hurt by past policies of 
child removal.  We must acknowledge how much pain that has caused, and continues to cause, those families.  
Hopefully, an apology will go some way towards empathising with those people.  We will also own our past, 
acknowledge it and move forward. 

On behalf of the Greens (WA), I support this motion.  I see this as a first step, on a human level, to look with 
open eyes and open hearts at the history of this State, at our legacy as non-indigenous Australians and at the past 
injustices done to indigenous Australians.  

HON N.F. MOORE (Mining and Pastoral - Leader of the Opposition) [2.49 pm]:  First, I want to say how 
disappointed I am that we have again dispensed with a tradition in this Chamber; that is, when motions are 
moved it is traditional, if a member so desires, for the motion to be adjourned to the next sitting of the House so 
that members can read the reasons for the motion and the arguments of the person proposing it, contemplate 
those matters over a period and come back and debate the issue.  As has happened ever since I can recall, and for 
as long as this House has been here, today I moved that the debate be adjourned to the next sitting of House for 
that very reason.  Yet the Government, which seems hell-bent on dispensing with tradition, has decided it will 
use its numbers plus the support of others to ensure that the debate is carried on today.  That is a shame.  It is an 
important tradition in this House in the context of the sorts of debates we have.  One of the reasons that 
consideration of a Bill is adjourned when the second reading speech is made is to allow members to contemplate 
what the speech means. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  That is not the only tradition in this House. 

Hon N.F. MOORE:  That was probably the only one left.  Mr President, there are other traditions, such as the 
precedence of speeches and so on in this place, which I will discuss with you afterwards.  After looking at some 
of the proposed changes to standing orders, I do not look forward with much enthusiasm to the way in which this 
Chamber is heading.  If this afternoon’s performance is any indication, this place will be quite different in the 
future.  

Hon Sue Ellery:  Good! 

Hon N.F. MOORE:  The member might think so, but she has not been here long.  She might be like some of her 
predecessors who came here with the same view and left thinking it was not a bad place at all. 

Hon Sue Ellery:  We will see. 

Hon N.F. MOORE:  We will wait and see what the Labor Party wants to do with the place.  Now that it has the 
numbers, I have no doubt it has some significant plans for the Chamber.   

I listened to the former Leader of the Opposition, Hon Tom Stephens, in his address on this matter today.  He 
went to some lengths to tell us that it was not a political activity.  He said that it was about a member who spent 
all his time in this Chamber supporting the interests of Aboriginal people in Western Australia and that he was 
simply carrying on that concern by moving this motion today.  What makes me sorry about today’s debate is that 
it is not what the member is about at all; Hon Tom Stephens has been the most blatant opportunist in respect of 
the Aboriginal people of any member I have seen in this House.  

Hon N.D. Griffiths:  That is outrageous!  That is wrong.  

Hon N.F. MOORE:  He knows that to be true.  He has used Aboriginal people and Aboriginal issues for the most 
blatant political purposes, and he knows it.  

Hon Tom Stephens:  You don’t mean that. 

Hon N.F. MOORE:  I have watched the member in action for 20 years and he never does anything in this 
Chamber unless a political motive is attached to it.  This motion is a straight-out political exercise by Hon Tom 
Stephens to do what he seeks to do - divide this Chamber on an issue that is very emotive and divisive in the 
community.  He is asking people to put up their hand one way or the other on whether they say sorry for an issue 
that has divided people.  That is what we are doing today.  We are not here to talk about the needs of the 
Aboriginal community, because if we were, we would be talking about health, education, alcoholism, living 
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conditions, housing and all the important matters.  No, we are talking about whether we should say sorry for 
something that happened many years ago and for which none of us is personally responsible.  We are having a 
political debate because Hon Tom Stephens, like many of his colleagues and many of those people who move 
down this path, wants to create political division in the community on issues that should not be part of the 
political divide.   

Hon Tom Stephens:  That is not true. 

Hon N.F. MOORE:  I am sorry that we must debate this issue today, because it will do exactly what Hon Tom 
Stephens wants it to do - divide the members of this Chamber.  We will then go down the politically correct path 
in which some people in the media say that the people who are saying sorry are right and those people who are 
not saying sorry are wrong.  That is what the minister is seeking to do, and he knows it as well as I.  If there is 
any great desire to make a statement on a particular day, why did we not debate it on the so-called sorry day and 
make it into some sort of occasion for this House?  We did not start the debate on that day and we could have.  
Yet, some weeks later we are being asked to debate this issue and are being told that we must do it today whether 
or not we like it, and that means nothing in the context of the debate.   

The sad point about this debate is that it is a way in which generally patronising, middle-class white Australians 
make themselves feel warm and fuzzy about an Aboriginal issue.  It is a vehicle for assuaging guilt when they do 
not have to do anything.  If people say sorry, somehow or other that assuages their guilt and they have nothing 
else to do.  All the other issues surrounding the Aboriginal community can be put to one side, because we have 
said sorry and that is all we have to do!  That is not all we have to do.  We must do things, not just talk about 
them.  The history of the relationship between the Aboriginal people and Governments of this State shows that 
Governments of our persuasion have done things for Aboriginal people, and the other side has talked about 
things and done nothing.  This is another example of political correctness stifling proper debate and analysis of 
an issue.  If people say something that is opposed to the current thinking of the white middle-class intellectuals 
of the country who argue for an apology, somehow there is something wrong with those people and they do not 
understand the thinking of Aboriginal people and the community generally.   

Interestingly, Noel Pearson, an Aboriginal person who has spent a lot of time making the point of view of the 
Aboriginal people well known to the community, is now saying that we should get off this guilt trip and start 
doing something important for the Aboriginal community.  He has been criticised by other Aboriginal people for 
saying it.  It is important for people to start listening to what he is saying. 

Hon Sue Ellery:  He also said that we should say sorry.  

Hon N.F. MOORE:  Maybe the member is right; maybe he said that.  I am just saying that if the member thinks 
that saying sorry will solve the problems of the world, she is wrong.  Noel Pearson is saying that, too.  The 
problem is that the people who say they are sorry leave it at that.  The current interest in this issue comes about 
because of Sir Ronald Wilson’s report, “Bringing them home”.  The report is, in many ways, emotive, highly 
political and, on many occasions, highly incorrect.   

Hon Tom Stephens:  Have you read it all? 

Hon N.F. MOORE:  No, I have not.  However, I am relying on other people’s advice on this issue.  I must rely 
on other people’s advice because this happened before I was born.  I was not there.  I can read Sir Ronald 
Wilson’s report and I can listen to other people’s opinions.  In the view of many people, it is inaccurate in many 
cases.  What I do know about it I have found inaccurate.  The notion of children being forcibly taken from their 
parents is anathema to me.  I could not tolerate my children being taken from me.  It would be incredibly 
difficult to cope with it.  I have no doubt that enormous grief is experienced by people who lose their children 
and who have their children forcibly taken from them.  That happened obviously as a result of former policies of 
Governments of both persuasions over many years.  We must also recognise that policies change as attitudes 
change, and attitudes in Australia have changed over the years.  I have no doubt from what I have read about this 
issue that on most occasions when children were taken from their parents it was because the authorities 
genuinely believed at the time that the course of action they were taking was in the best interests of the child, and 
Hon Tom Stephens might acknowledge that.  Also at the time these policies were being implemented there was a 
better understanding of the circumstances surrounding the effect of Aboriginal law on the Aboriginal community 
and the effect it had on part-Aboriginal children.  I will quote from an article written by Reginald Marsh, the 
Assistant Secretary of the Department of Territories and Assistant Administrator of the Northern Territory 
during the Hasluck Administration, which would have been in the early 1950s.  In the June 1999 edition of 
Quadrant he wrote -  

With increased non-Aboriginal intrusion into the Territory from the 1940s there was an increase in the 
frequency of mixed-race sexual encounters and there was much more casualness.  Previous to this, 
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many encounters became permanent associations from which derived many respected families.  In those 
cases the women moved out of the previously strict traditional life and the children were cared for, as 
children of other marriages were, because the relationship was not irresponsible and casual.  The author 
Bill Harney and the politician Harold (“Tiger”) Brennan had children from such associations and 
treasured and provided for their children to be educated in Adelaide and in Perth respectively.  There 
those children presented no problem for traditional Aboriginal societies. 

It was the child of the casual, irresponsible non-Aboriginal who presented the traditional community 
with a problem.  If the Aboriginal mother defied the group and kept her child there was, for the 
Aboriginal tribe, the unthinkable, a person in a traditional society without a link to both moieties and so 
outside the law.  Women strong enough to withstand community disapproval, with maternal instincts 
strong enough to keep, nurture and raise such a child, happened but rarely.  In too many cases the out-
born child had no standing traditionally and was rejected and ill-used by the group. 

This problem became most apparent to the church missions working in traditionally living areas, to 
such an extent that they felt it was scandalous.  They compared experience in their respective contact 
areas and decided that they should collectively apprise the government of the situation and offer to care 
for these rejected children if separate establishments were provided for them by the government.  That 
was the genesis of Croker Island, Snake Bay, Retta Dixon, St Mary’s.  The motivation was humane, not 
doctrinal (whether on grounds of sectarian or genetic doctrine).  Since the cause of the problem was the 
incapacity of traditional law to accommodate children without full moiety standing, the locations were 
insulated in the case of Croker Island and Snake Bay or where the prospective social associations were 
minimally traditional, as in the case of Retta Dixon and St Mary’s. 

That article demonstrates the thinking of people at the time; that is, traditional Aboriginal law did not cater for 
part-Aboriginal children - and many of those children were in dire circumstances - and a decision was made that 
they should be removed from their parents for the sake and benefit of the children. 

During the years I have been in Parliament I have met and discussed many issues with Aboriginal people.  I can 
categorically say that I have been told to my face by adult Aboriginal people that the best thing that ever 
happened to them was to be taken from their parents when they were children.  They have told me that face to 
face, and I believe they meant it.  They recognise that they were faced with very bleak circumstances by staying 
with their parents, but, interestingly and importantly, they also recognised that the people who took them away 
had motives that were positive and honourable.  They were not taken away for some dishonourable purpose, and 
those children were looked after and cared for in circumstances which were believed to be better than the 
circumstances in which they were born.  I acknowledge that this is not the unanimous view of all people 
involved, but it comes back to the fact that different points of view and different arguments are presented on this 
issue. 

There is no doubt that the lives of a number of young Aboriginal children were saved due to this policy, and we 
should not retrospectively apologise for saving the lives of young Aboriginal children.  I do not want to go 
through a number of examples.  Hon Giz Watson read out some examples where children were taken from their 
parents and what their views were; and we have heard the views of the parents.  I have an article, which I will 
not read out, about a young child who was saved from being put into a rabbit burrow at birth to be eaten by ants.  
I think that child was saved by a sister, and then taken from the parents.  That child is now an adult who gave 
evidence in a court hearing in the Northern Territory in 1999.  Many examples exist for both sides of the 
argument. 

As I said, policies and social issues change over time and it may well be that in 50 years the community will be 
asked to apologise to some group or other because of the policies we are now implementing.  Those policies are 
the policies we believe to be appropriate and proper at the time.  We may be getting it wrong.  We will be told in 
due course if we are getting it wrong, but does that mean that somebody in the future has to apologise on our 
behalf? 

We should also recognise that it is still government policy to protect children if their interests are not being 
totally protected or looked after.  We still take children from their parents if their welfare is under serious threat, 
and that has to be the case.  If we were to change that policy and say that it does not matter under what 
circumstances children are living with their parents, and that they must stay with their parents, then those 
children would have every right to demand an apology from us in the future because of the circumstances that 
would occur in their lives.  I am trying to make the simple point that this issue has created a huge amount of 
emotion and division within the community, and that is the reason Hon Tom Stephens has raised this matter 
today. 
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Hon Tom Stephens:  Not true. 

Hon N.F. MOORE:  He is seeking, quite deliberately, to play on that division and emotion to create a division in 
this Chamber, and somehow or other say that people who do not apologise have some sort of serious problem.  
Nothing will be achieved by today’s motion.  It may make Hon Tom Stephens and some of his colleagues feel 
good, they may be able to say that both Houses of the State Parliament have now done this, but it will make not 
the slightest difference to the Aboriginal people of Western Australia.  Recognising as I do Hon Tom Stephens’ 
genuine and personal concern for Aboriginal people - he knows I recognise that, and I have told him - I repeat 
and know it to be a fact that he has also used the relationship he has with Aboriginal people for what I consider 
to be very political activities and political purposes, such as getting them to vote en masse for the Labor Party, 
and other such matters. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Has he improved the format? 

Hon N.F. MOORE:  No, not really.  This is an example of Hon Tom Stephens using his knowledge, 
understanding and interest in Aboriginal affairs to deliberately divide this House on an issue on which there are 
genuine differences of opinion - not political differences of opinion - across this divide.  People have personal 
views about this issue which have nothing to do with politics, and it is not simply a party divide - parties have 
variations of views - but I suggest that there are variations of views within the Labor Party.  Hon Tom Stephens 
wants to highlight the differences, and by doing that he is doing us all a disservice.  He is also doing the 
Aboriginal community a disservice by highlighting that a division exists within the community on this issue.  He 
would be better advised to spend his time working on matters such as education, health, employment and 
housing, which Noel Pearson tells us we should be spending our time on. 

I do not support this motion.  I think it is tokenism.  It is designed to create the impression that somehow or other 
this Parliament is doing something concrete for Aboriginal people when it is not; it is simply another example of 
Hon Tom Stephens telling us what he believes to be the politically correct version of history.  It is another 
opportunity for him to beat his breast on a political issue.  I do not propose to support the motion.  The motion 
says that the House should apologise on behalf of all Western Australians.  I ask a rhetorical question: how can 
we, as 34 members of Parliament, apologise on behalf of all Western Australians, regardless of what they think 
or regardless of their particular point of view?  We do not have that right.  If Hon Tom Stephens wants to 
apologise personally, that is entirely up to him, but to say that this House should collectively apologise on behalf 
of all Western Australians, when many members and many Western Australians do not believe that should 
happen, takes the motion to an extremity which is not necessary.  I oppose the motion. 

HON FRANK HOUGH (Agricultural Region) [3.08 pm]:  I concur with the remarks made by the Leader of the 
Opposition.  I find the use of the word “sorry” very difficult.  I regret what happened many years ago, but our 
forefathers were there when these things happened 40 years ago, and I do not believe we have the right to say 
sorry for what happened then.  I acknowledge that what happened at that time was regrettable and was in some 
cases very sad.  I grew up in that era.  I played football with Syd Jackson and Polly Farmer, and those people 
acknowledge that their lives were the better for their being removed from their families.  Another fellow called 
Mark Smith came into my office the other day, and he was also taken from his family.  His father was a shearer 
in the south west.  He did not want to leave his family but he was taken away to Roelands Native Mission.  He 
said he would have been happier with his mum and dad even if he had had less food and less clothes.  I felt sorry 
for Mark.   

He was one of the “removed” generation - I will not call it the stolen generation - who was probably on the other 
side.  If we must make a decision on this matter, it must be agreed by referendum.  Thirty-four people in this 
Chamber do not have the right to say sorry for something that happened in the past.  If we are to say sorry, we 
must consider many other factors.  Robin Yarran, the Western Australian Aboriginal of the Year, was in my 
office this morning.  Because he came to hear my maiden speech he lost his position as an executive member of 
the Noongar Land Council.  He was my next door neighbour, another “doodly” from Doodlakine, who is a 
delightful person and who is married with 11 children.  He was one of the removed generation.  He said he did 
not suffer and that he was one of many others.  

We should remember that the way we felt in the past is not always the way we feel today.  Something that was 
right yesterday will not necessarily be right today.  As a young man I enjoyed shooting as many kangaroos as I 
could.  If I were to try to fire a rifle at a kangaroo now, I would want to be sick.  I do not have it in me, although 
I am a fairly tough character.  Our attitudes change with time.   

During his speech, Hon Tom Stephens implied that people perceived Aboriginal people as lesser persons.  That 
is a load of rubbish.  I do not see anyone in this world as a lesser or better person than me.  Yugoslavian, Italian, 
Jewish and Aboriginal people are equal in this world.  When I grew up with Aboriginal people I treated them as 
anything other than my brothers.  When I was a young person at school we called the Italians Dings, Dagos or 
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Sprogs.  Should we apologise also to them?  Our attitude was despicable.  They were trying to make a life for 
themselves in this country and we persecuted them.  The people we called the Dings and Dagos from Brunswick 
have all become my best mates.  I do not see people as “Italians”, I see them as Australians.  I do not see Rob 
Yarran as an Aboriginal; I see him as my mate, Rob.  

I am getting off the track.  If we start saying sorry, should we not say sorry to the people who did not make it at 
Gallipoli?  We should also say sorry to the people who fought in Vietnam and at whom rocks were thrown when 
they came home.  That was despicable.  We could compile a “sorry list” and include on it the elderly who were 
bathed in kerosene.  We could add many people to a sorry list, such as the ethnic people who were imprisoned 
during the war.  That was not right.  We should say sorry to all the Japs whom we locked up.  A Japanese person 
came into my office today with two Aboriginal people.  We should also say sorry to the victims of Clontarf.  We 
can add many people to the list.  We should also say sorry to the Aboriginal people for the embezzlement and 
misappropriation of their funding.  That has caused loss of resources and loss of hope for a better future.  The 
Government has not ensured that that money has reached the people who need it.  We should say sorry that we 
have allowed a select few to grab the funds and the glory while 98.5 per cent of the Aboriginal community 
wonder why they suddenly feel disempowered and have no health services in their communities.  I could go on 
for another half hour but I will not.  I do not believe we have the right to say sorry for yesteryear.  We can 
express our deep regret and acknowledge the sadness of the situation.  However, some people benefited from 
those times and some were disadvantaged.  The isolation of any group is merely a political ploy.  If we were to 
say sorry, I would insist that we added to the sorry list all the groups I mentioned.  I do not support the motion to 
say sorry.  

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [3.14 pm]:  I speak in favour of the motion.  I have heard a number of 
speakers put their view.  I agree with Hon Frank Hough that we could apologise for many things.  However, I 
will draw on my personal experience as I did in my inaugural speech to explain why an apology is important.  As 
I said initially, the two youngest children in my family were removed because the people representing the State 
at the time thought that was in our best interests.  Later, three of my brothers and my sister were fostered into a 
children’s home.  I was the only one adopted.  I suppose in that regard I am very lucky.  I was far better off 
emotionally than were my brothers and sister.  I was also financially better off.  I was raised in a house of 
privilege and given everything I wanted and I received the best education I could have hoped for.  My parents 
showed me a great deal of love and affection and they still do.  However, as I said in my inaugural speech, I felt 
something was missing from my life.  I did not understand what it was.  I cannot remember the first time I was 
told that I was adopted.  My parents were very open about it; they explained it in such a way that I felt more 
special because they said that they had chosen me especially.  I appreciated that at the time.  

My brother closest in age to me was fostered because neither of my birth parents could be found to sign the 
adoption papers.  They found my mother, but because my parents were not married they also needed my father’s 
signature.  Shane would admit that his lot was not too bad.  However, he was not told that he was fostered.  It 
was not obvious that he did not belong in that family biologically because he is white and was adopted by a 
white family.  He went through life thinking things were great.  However, he has told me that, like me, he could 
not figure out why he did not quite fit in with the family.  He eventually married and his wife bore a child, which 
ended up having some problems.  He had heard something from his parents to the effect that he may have other 
family somewhere.  He assumed they were referring to members of his adopted family, so he applied for his 
birth certificate.  From his birth certificate he suddenly learnt about his siblings.  Under New South Wales laws 
at the time, I was not entitled to my birth certificate, but he was.  The shock of learning about his real family 
caused him to go off the planet.  He disappeared to Melbourne and hit the booze for about a year and a half 
before his wife found him and eventually brought him back.  

My other brothers would tell us a different story about the home in which they were raised.  They knew they had 
brothers and sisters and that three of us had been separated from them.  As was the custom, the childrens home 
tried to find them foster homes.  The people who ran the home would corral them into a room - a bit like an 
auction; albeit that is probably not a good analogy - and prospective parents would look for a child that they 
preferred.  They were in and out of homes all their lives, with devastating effects.  One of my brothers is so full 
of bitterness and hatred that although he acknowledges us, he cannot bear to communicate with us for very long.  
When we are together he cries.  He hates our biological father.  I will talk about the significance of that later.  

Another brother who has discovered Shane and me also has difficulty communicating with us.  Being with us 
reminds him of his childhood, of which he is not very fond.  Unfortunately, I do not have a close relationship 
with him, but I have learnt from his foster family that his relationship with us is a reflection of the relationship he 
has with his children.  That is very sad indeed.  

My sister has spent her life looking for the two youngest siblings.  She has replaced her family by surrounding 
herself with every single waif and disadvantaged person with whom she has come into contact.  Although she 
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has taken on the role of social worker to all those people, and she is a physical wreck, she is mentally very 
strong.  She has paid a price.  The more we communicate, the more obvious are the effects of her past.  She is 
very happy that we have reunited.  

Another brother is very insecure owing to the family break up and the net effects of going in and out of foster 
homes.  During the time he spends with us he constantly seeks our approval.  

What is the relevance of this to an apology?  When we initially talked about this, before we knew the real story, 
we believed that it was somehow our parents’ fault because they had abandoned us.  That blame shifted from our 
birth mother and the anger and confusion about why she left us - although I did not share that anger - to our 
father.  I did some research and found out that my father went through the same scenario as I did.  Once we 
found out what were the circumstances and why we were separated and removed, we learnt that our family was 
not given an alternative or the support that is available today.  Although it was not formal departmental policy to 
break up family units that were in strife, a sub-policy that related to age groups caused the separation.  They 
moved us away.  I imagine that in those circumstances today, the social safety nets would ensure resources were 
provided to fix the problem, but removal of the children would only be a last resort.  

The first time we really began to do some healing was when we found some close family friends of our 
biological family, who told us the full story, including the intervention of the authorities.  We realised our plight 
had been due to a combination of circumstances and policy of the day.  It was not our parents’ fault.  We did not 
blame the authorities involved, but the effect of their policy was that many of us have felt bitterness towards the 
wrong people for most of our lives.  Once we realised our suffering was due to a policy decision, we were able to 
begin the healing process.  

An apology is a key to that healing.  No doubt some Aboriginal people will say that they have benefited from 
being removed from their families, as did I based purely on circumstances.  From a personal perspective, in 
terms of comfort and opportunities, I was probably better off staying with my adopted family.  However, many 
people in the community, especially Aboriginal people who have suffered under similar policies do not consider 
themselves to be better off.  The key to their healing is the word “apology”.  That takes the onus of responsibility 
away from whomever they are blaming.  I dare say they do not all blame the Government of the day.  They 
probably do what my brothers and sisters and I did.  They blame their uncles and their parents, and their parents 
blame themselves.  Nothing is wrong with stating a key word that will give those people much comfort and 
allow them to move ahead. 

HON M.J. CRIDDLE (Agricultural) [3.25 pm]:  Hon Norman Moore made some comments about why this 
motion came on now.  It is one of those issues we must settle and move on.  With the request to apologise, we 
are being asked to accept responsibility for something we did not do.  We need to think carefully about the way 
we approach this issue.  I know many people who were taken from their families, both indigenous and white 
people.  I have worked with a cross-section of them.  As Hon Norman Moore said, I have spoken face to face 
with those people.  Quite a few will say that they have done very well by being taken away from their families.  

The motion says that the House apologises to the indigenous people of Western Australia on behalf of all the 
people of this State for past policies.  If I went home and said that at the local golf club and other places, people 
would question the fact that I apologised on their behalf.  I recognise the situation.  The way in which it was 
handled over the years was very sad, especially in the early days.  It is not just a blanket issue, but has impacted 
on people in different ways.  I left home at a young age.  I came to Perth and was away from my family for 
months on end.  It was not a pleasant experience; it was difficult.  I think sometimes that my parents were 
inclined to say they were sorry they did it, but it probably did assist in making a man of me, and it gave me more 
opportunity than I would otherwise have had.   

I read an article recently about a lady who had suffered very badly as a result of being taken away from her 
family origins.  The other side of the coin is what would have happened had she stayed in that environment.  
Would she have survived?  Some people have told me they would not have made it.  They would have passed 
on; and that is a difficult situation.  This Parliament makes decisions and it is making a decision now.  My family 
works among those people in education and health, as Hon Tom Stephens well knows.  The issue now is what to 
do with those people and whether we will be apologising again in 10, 20 or 30 years.  I have a concern in that 
area and I will have more to say about it in the years to come in this Parliament. 

Hon Giz Watson said that these things happened to Aboriginal people.  It happened to more than just Aboriginal 
people.  It happened to people at Fairbridge Farm, Tardun School and others who as children were taken from 
their families and shipped out to this country to go through a process.  However, many of them handled that 
issue well and became model citizens.  I recognise that stories are told of massacres and the like years ago.  
However, it is a moot question whether we can believe in the absolute accuracy of those stories.  Obviously there 
were some difficult times and some shameful conditions.  I am not sure that those shameful conditions have not 
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continued.  We, as members, must address some very difficult conditions that exist now so that we can move 
forward.   

I cannot support this motion on behalf of all the people of this State because I know jolly well that not every 
person in this State agrees with it.  In fact, a few people from where I come who put up with difficult 
circumstances currently just do not agree with it.  Whether I agree with it is a totally different issue, but I am 
here representing those people.  If this motion brings the issue to a head and brings more attention to those 
people, it will probably serve a very good purpose; I believe I can count on that.  I would be prepared to look at 
the motion in another form, but I will not amend it.  This issue must be brought to a resolution and voted on 
today and from that point of view I will vote on it, as I believe the people in my electorate want me to vote. 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [3.31 pm]:  As I stated in my inaugural speech, it was a 
privilege for me to work with three indigenous communities shortly after arriving in Western Australia from 
England.  When I left England I was unaware of the fact that there were any indigenous people in Australia.  
When I got here I went to work at Yirrkala in the Northern Territory.  I then went to work at Fink in the Simpson 
Desert and then on to Papyuna.  It became increasingly apparent during my time in the various communities that 
there was a great deal of sorrow, especially at Fink.  Fink did not exist as an entity.  It was literally brought 
together from people who had lost their children or who, in turn, were lost children.  They had no tribal base; 
they were just people who had been living on the edges of the Ghan railway line, fossicking for sustenance.  
Eventually, the good fortune of a nurse in the region brought them together to form their own community.  That 
was the second community I worked with.  By that time, I had started to become aware that bigger issues were 
involved.  The problem for indigenous people is not just the loss of their parental basis, but also the loss of their 
notion of country.  That is as important to the stolen generation as the loss of parental support. 

I now turn to the notion of apology.  We seem to ascribe all sorts of things - sorry, and others - to it.  I refer to 
Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, which states that an apology is an admission of error or discourtesy 
accompanied by an expression of regret.  I therefore have no problem apologising to those people who were 
inappropriately dislocated from both their parents and their land. 

I am fairly emotional about this issue and will not stay on my feet too long.  I encourage the State Government to 
continue the work in this area.  A report carried out on an analysis of the Western Australian Government’s 
response to the recommendations in the “Bringing them home” report concluded - 

. . . there has been an inadequate response to the Report overall.  It concludes also that there needs to be 
greater transparency to determine how much funding the government has received for the 
implementation of the Report’s recommendations, and how that funding has been used. 

That quote refers to the previous Government.  I encourage the current Government to consider the matter and to 
implement as many as possible of the recommendations in the “Bringing them home” report.  I point out that the 
former Premier of this State Hon Richard Court delivered an apology in this matter.  I support his apology by 
adding mine to this debate. 

HON DEE MARGETTS (Agricultural) [3.35 pm]:  I rise briefly to deal with one of the issues raised in the 
debate; that is, the worth of passing this motion by this Parliament.  I remind members that many relationships 
throughout history have broken up over words, the lack of words or the use of a particular expression in one way 
or another.  To many people those things are important.  The gesture of somebody saying, “I recognise there is a 
problem” is the first step to healing that problem.  It is extremely important to Aboriginal people, and it is not for 
us to denigrate the importance that many Aboriginal people attach to such an apology.  If other people in the 
community do not feel aggrieved at this motion, I am sure they would not be hurt by it.  I suppose I should not 
speak on their behalf.  However, the absence of a motion such as this will do more harm to the people who have 
been deeply hurt than the presence of one will do to the people who do not believe it is necessary. 

Our obligation is to understand that a policy specifically aimed at a race of people to separate their children from 
them is not the same - and never could be - as a general policy of child welfare.  Issues of child health and child 
welfare have always existed in our community, and there have always been mechanisms to deal with those 
issues.  We owe it to those people who are aggrieved and who have been scarred and damaged to assist them 
onto a path to recovery. 

I do not believe that any member of this Chamber believes that passing this motion is the last step we should 
take.  On the contrary, it is the first part of a step in our recognising what needs to be done and moving forward.  
It is not a kiss-and-make-up step.  It is the first stage of recognition.  I shall use an analogy: the first step to the 
healing of people who have a problem with substance abuse is their admitting to that problem.  This is a similar 
situation.  Our society needs healing, and the first step for many people is to admit that we need to acknowledge 
a wrong policy and apologise for it.  That step is important for our healing as well as for the healing of 
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indigenous Australia and indigenous Western Australia.  That is why the words are important.  For those people 
who do not need to hear those words and who have managed to survive well, regardless of the policies, I am 
pleased that is the case.  However, for those people who are deeply aggrieved and need that support and first 
step, I believe we have an obligation to take it. 

HON TOM STEPHENS (Mining and Pastoral - Minister for Housing) [3.40 pm]:  I thank all members for their 
contribution to this debate.  This motion is not about me or my motives.  It is not about the Government either, 
although the Government was prepared to sponsor and support this motion in the Chamber.  What is it about?  
The motion is a response to the “Bringing them home” report, which highlighted the sorry chapter in Australian 
history that dealt with the removal of Aboriginal people from their families under the policies that have been 
described.  An apology in the Parliaments was one of the recommendations of that report - not as the be-all and 
end-all but, as has been described by various members, including the previous speaker, as just one of the steps 
along the way to some progress together for the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities. 

I will avoid mixing it with my colleagues who have taken the opportunity for a bit of a spar.  I simply say that in 
the end this matter must be above politics; and I do not want to put it in that context.  I know that on the other 
side of the House many members feel goodwill towards the Aboriginal community and to questions like this.  I 
call on them to put aside the politics of the matter and to join with all of us in carrying this motion. 

I say to my new colleague Hon Frank Hough that I appreciate what I consider to be his relatively measured 
response to the motion I moved.  I believe he articulated well the response in some sections of the Western 
Australian community.  To that extent, Hon Frank Hough has presented to the Parliament a view that is held 
strongly by a section of the Australian and Western Australian community.  That view was expressed well.  Hon 
Frank Hough also expressed well that there is another side to the experience of himself and the community he 
represents, which has brought him, and the community that voted for him, in close contact with a range of people 
with varying experiences.  That contact is not necessarily antagonistic towards people who have had 
circumstances that have been challenging for them.  I have seen how One Nation has now connected with many 
Aboriginal people.  I understand that.  I saw Hon Frank Hough’s visitors arrive in the Parliament today.  I 
recognise who they are and what they express.  I know that within that small section of the Aboriginal 
community are people who find expressions of support in what the member says. 

Last night, I think Hon Derrick Tomlinson told the Chamber that we need to understand what is being said by the 
people and the questions that are being asked.  In the communities that voted for Hon Frank Hough, people are 
asking very good and crucial questions.  I do not dismiss those people or those questions.  Hon Frank Hough 
expressed himself in an unexpectedly moderate way. 

I am up against the clock.  I will finish my remarks immediately after question time.  I do not dismiss Hon Frank 
Hough or the views he has expressed in the Chamber.  I appreciate the moderate way in which he responded to 
the motion.  It is not simply my motion; it was moved by the Government to provide the House with the 
opportunity to respond to a report - a response that should have been made some time ago.  I and many others 
have come into personal contact with people who have had the stolen generation experience. 

[Continued on page 1119.] 
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