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STOLEN WAGES REPARATION SCHEME 
Motion 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [10.20 am] — without notice: I move — 
That this Council notes — 
• there are many unanswered questions in relation to the wages, entitlement and other moneys that 

were withheld from Aboriginal people living and working on pastoral properties in 
Western Australia between the years of 1905 and 1972; 

and further acknowledges — 
• the effects of limiting the scheme to those born before 1958 who are still alive; 
• the effects of limiting the scheme to selected missions and hostels and excluding reserves, pastoral 

stations and other locations where income was withheld; and 
• the inadequacy of the maximum payment of $2 000 and whether the operation and outcomes of the 

scheme achieved justice and resolution. 
I considered many aspects when preparing to speak to this motion. I had intended to go through the federal 
Senate inquiry and a number of other things, but recently I attended the launch of a series of essays that were 
given at the Perth Town Hall. I am trying to remember the title of the series. One very telling essay, produced by 
Steve Kinnane, Judy Harrison and Isabelle Reinecke, encapsulated in many ways a lot of what I was going to 
address. I will at times refer to this essay, which is titled “Finger Money”. 
In 2006, the Senate Standing Committee on Constitutional and Legal Affairs conducted an inquiry into stolen 
wages. It was basically initiated by the work done by the Queensland historian Dr Ros Kidd, and local 
Aboriginal activists. It stemmed from the same issues that we had in Western Australia, where a large number of 
Indigenous people were “employed” in the pastoral industry and government institutions in those early years. 
It is clear from reading elements of the report of this inquiry that, although the payments made by the 
Western Australian government for stolen wages were, as we have identified, just a notional 
$2 000 compensation, not payment of stolen wages, they limited the eligible period of employment. When the 
matter came before the Senate committee in December 2006, all the states were asked to provide information to 
the federal government about what they were going to do. The report states — 

1.7 The committee also acknowledges the submissions provided by the Queensland and 
New South Wales (NSW) Governments, and the appearance by a Queensland Government 
representative at the public hearing in Brisbane. 

1.8 The committee did not receive submissions from the Western Australian, South Australian, 
Tasmanian or Victorian Governments. 

That was the first element of the process that was amiss here, because Western Australia and Queensland were 
the two highest users of Indigenous workers in a process in which wages were withheld. I felt that it was a bit 
remiss of the state government at that time to not have any input into that inquiry. It is also of note that, although 
Western Australia limited its compensation payment to wages paid during a certain period, it is clear that, if 
a person was of an age at which they could work, they were identified, but a healthy young male who was not of 
an age at which he could work was not put into the system, but remained on the station and became part of the 
workforce. This was quite clearly identified in paragraph 2.16 of the report, which states — 

Dr Ros Kidd noted in her submission that, from 1897 to approximately 1970, children were indentured 
to work from government settlements: 

Boys were sent to farm work and pastoral stations, and girls to fill the insatiable demand for 
domestic servants, often in remote areas. As in the Northern Territory and Western Australia, 
however, the government frequently left ‘full-blood’ boys on the stations, many less than 
ten years of age, reasoning that they were already instructed in labouring and the stations 
would suffer without their input. 

The Western Australian review of stolen wages led to the decision made by the minister to implement the 
$2 000 payment, which was announced on the ABC on 6 March 2012. We already know that many aspects of 
compensation were looked at by the federal Senate Standing Committee on Constitution and Legal Affairs. The 
model that seemed to be presented for Western Australia to follow was the New South Wales stolen wages 
scheme, which made an ex gratia payment of $11 000 to eligible applicants. New South Wales did not have 
nearly the number of Indigenous people working on stations and in government institutions as Western Australia 
had. I felt that it was offensive, to a large degree, to Indigenous people who had knowingly had a significant 
portion of their wages withheld and were allowed only a percentage for their general activities with the rest held 

 [1] 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Thursday, 26 March 2015] 

 p2231b-2240a 
Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Ken Travers; Hon Peter Collier; Hon Stephen Dawson 

in trust, that the $2 000 was not, as has been identified by the minister, compensation for stolen wages, but an 
ex gratia payment made out of the kindness of the government’s heart to Indigenous people for a certain period. 
From answers to questions that I have continually asked in this place, we know that many people fell outside of 
this process. They were working on stations as stockmen and putting in the hard yakka, but either because their 
ages were not recorded or they were underage they do not fit within the criteria. I went to a community in the 
Kimberley and interviewed a gentleman who produced three birth certificates. The interesting thing is that most 
birth certificates for Indigenous people are dated 1 July, because that is when the audit was done. That also 
immediately led to a false set of circumstances in which people were assessed under the scheme initiated by the 
minister. 
The Kinnane, Harrison and Reinecke study, entitled “Finger Money”, which was part of the Griffith Review, 
states that the Queensland historian Dr Ross Kidd initiated the 2006 inquiry, and then states — 

Lauren and I accessed hundreds of administrative files, to aid families who sought to piece their history 
together, as part of community-based historical research from 1988 to 2004. While conducting this 
research we were also able to track the ‘ghost files’ destroyed by the government. For instance, of the 
15,400 personal files that were created by various Aboriginal administrations in WA and used to 
manage people between 1926 and 1959, a fifth (3,276) were destroyed. 

So a group of people worked in those situations and their records were destroyed — 

Of the 10,787 administrative files created for the same period, more than half (5,919) were destroyed. 
Government files were kept for eighty-six years from 1886 to 1972, providing a vast bureaucratic 
record of surveillance. The level of destruction of administrative files is significant, but enough 
examples exist to create an accurate picture of how this system worked. In my evidence to the senate 
inquiry I described how most Aboriginal people who had worked on stations received no wages, with 
some exceptions for valued head stockmen — who were paid far less than comparable white stockmen. 

In her detailed submission, Lauren Marsh explained how the administrative files dealt with many 
subjects: child removals, missions, stations, government settlements, rations, employment regulations, 
co-habitation laws, section-twelve transfers where people could be removed from one part of the state 
to another without warrant, paternity files and so on. The personal files were the centralised summation 
of the state’s actions against individuals: whether they were to be imprisoned in the Moore River Native 
Settlement in the south or Moola Bulla in the north; permits that enable white people to employ them; 
how much pay kept as pocket money and how much banked in trust accounts. 

As they commenced in the era of ‘protection’ they were unlike any personal files government clients 
would expect today. They were the tools that the Aborigines Department used to maintain control. 
UNESCO describes such collections as ‘archives of repression’, and likened the files to those kept by 
the East German Stasi or South African security forces. They also detail how wages and other income—
maternity allowances, age pensions or deceased estates—were withheld, stolen from Aboriginal people 
in Western Australia. 

All of this was presented in a report of the federal Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional 
Affairs and, as a result, a state report entitled “Reconciling The Past: Government control of Aboriginal monies 
in Western Australia, 1905–1972”, was produced in 2008 by the Stolen Wages Taskforce. I note, however, that it 
took four years before that 2008 state report become a public document. That report dealt in many cases with the 
recommendations of the Senate standing committee. It is important to note both what the Senate standing 
committee recommended and the impact it had on the WA committee report “Reconciling The Past” 
recommendations. The federal Senate inquiry recommended that — 

… state governments facilitate unhindered access to their archives for Indigenous people and their 
representatives for the purposes of researching the Indigenous stolen wages issue as a matter of 
urgency. 

That did not really happen until after the “Reconciling The Past” report, and once the minister had made his 
announcement that there was to a be repayment, a very limited period was allowed for submissions. I will touch 
on that in a minute. Recommendation 2 of the Senate standing committee states — 

 The committee recommends that the Ministerial Council on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Affairs agree on joint funding arrangements for: 

a. an education and awareness campaign in Indigenous communities in relation to stolen wages 
issues; 

I am going to move through this quickly because I am starting to run out of time. Another recommendation of 
the Senate committee states — 
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 The committee recommends that: 
1. the Western Australian Government: 

i. urgently consult with Indigenous people in relation to the stolen wages issue; and 
ii. establish a compensation scheme in relation to withholding, underpayment and non-

payment of Indigenous wages and welfare entitlements using the New South Wales 
scheme as a model, 

In New South Wales, $11 000 was paid as an ex gratia payment. We really cannot work out how much money 
was withheld from individuals, even though, as identified in the report by Steve Kinnane, a large percentage of 
those documents are still available. However, we plumbed for $2 000 and that seems to be the figure that 
eventuated. I know that Kimberley Community Legal Services has written to the minister to try to establish how 
we came up with this amount of $2 000, but there has been no justification for where it came from. It seems to be 
just a figure that was plucked out of the sky, notwithstanding the recommendations of the Senate inquiry. 

The WA task force also made a huge number of recommendations, of which only one was adopted. Those 
recommendations went to many cultural aspects about what was needed to happen in official apologies. As 
members have just heard, we are dealing with the constitutional recognition of Aboriginal people, and I would 
like to thank Josie Farrer in the other place for moving her motion in the other place. We are also dealing with 
the issue of formal recognition in every function, in terms of welcome to country, community recognition 
through projects that include funds for headstone, memorials, special burials and signposts for significant places 
and sites, and other information. The list of recommendations goes on. This was the set of recommendations put 
forward in the “Reconciling The Past” report, which, as I say, took a long while to hit the public domain. 

The key issue I want to put forward in this motion is to get a clear understanding from the minister about how we 
ended up with a payment of $2 000; why we restricted payments to people to only that period of time, when we 
know children were being employed well before and after that time in government institutions and the pastoral 
industry; and why many of the people who worked in the pastoral industry were excluded from this whole 
process. This seems to make a mockery of the recommendations of the Senate inquiry and, indeed, the 
“Reconciling The Past” report. I would also like to know—and I hope I can get this from the opposition—
whether the Labor Party when it becomes the government of the day will review the appalling state of affairs that 
has led the present minister to provide this paltry amount to a select few. 

HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [10.39 am]: In a debate such as this, we should start by 
acknowledging that it is being held on Noongar land. As I have done previously in this chamber, I acknowledge 
the elders, past and present, with whom I certainly wish to walk on a path to reconciliation. I also say at the 
outset that I accept that, as an individual person, the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Hon Peter Collier, has 
a strong commitment to trying to resolve many of the past injustices. From my experience with him in training 
matters and the like, I know he is committed to trying to find the pathway to reconciliation, although we may 
occasionally disagree about the correct pathway. Even though my comments today may be critical at times, 
I acknowledge the minister’s personal commitment to these matters, although I sometimes wonder whether all 
those who sit around the cabinet table with him share that commitment. 

I think it is worth reminding ourselves why this scheme was put in place. I will quote from the Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs website, which provides the background to the stolen wages reparation scheme WA. 
It states — 

Under past legislation, — 

It then mentions the two acts — 

employers, including the State Government, held money and property belonging to Aboriginal people 
from 1905 to 1972 in a complex network of trust accounts administered by the then Department of 
Native Welfare. 

The control of wages was permitted under legislation which gave the Department the power to hold up 
to 75 per cent of earnings in a departmental trust account. There is little or no evidence that these wages 
were returned. 

This was one of many unfortunate controls imposed on Aboriginal people by Commonwealth and 
State Governments across Australia. 

I think that reminds us all of why we are having this debate in this place today. 
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I note that in an answer to a question asked by my colleague Hon Stephen Dawson, who I expect will make some 
comments shortly, about whether there would be a review of the scheme and its effectiveness, the Minister for 
Aboriginal Affairs, Hon Peter Collier, stated — 

None. The Western Australian Stolen Wages Reparation Scheme will not be reviewed or reopened. The 
ex gratia payment offered was not an attempt to repay wages that were withheld, but rather an 
acknowledgement that the practice of stolen wages did occur. 

Those are all very good issues, but one of the big issues in all this is the amount that was set. The amount that 
was set by this government was $2 000. One of the points about which I hope we get some explanation from the 
minister today is how that figure of $2 000 was arrived at. It is my understanding that the government sought 
actuarial advice in 2008 on an appropriate ex gratia payment to be made to the people in the circumstances we 
are talking about. My understanding is that the recommendation in that actuarial advice was that $10 000 was 
reasonable and that the figure of $10 000 was based on actuarial logic. Redress WA had also established 
a baseline of up to $10 000 for people who suffered abuse while in state care, with more available in certain 
circumstances. A similar Canadian scheme had a baseline of $10 000 for people who suffered abuse while in 
state care. The Canadian scheme had been referred to by the Aboriginal Legal Service of Western Australia, 
which was seeking the payments. The advice from the Queensland government officers involved in 
administering the Queensland scheme suggested that $10 000 would have been a more acceptable figure for that 
jurisdiction. I am sure that that advice would have been given to the government by the department. It certainly 
was given to the previous Labor government in July 2008, so I would find it extraordinary if that same advice 
was not provided to the incoming government that took over shortly after that. 

Why did we arrive at a figure of $2 000, when clearly the actuarial advice was $10 000? We have to ask 
ourselves why we do these sorts of schemes. If it is about providing recourse, but the actuarial advice was that 
$10 000 was an appropriate figure, why would we even quibble? In the grand scheme of things, with all the other 
financial issues that face a state government, this would be a drop in the ocean in the bottom line of the accounts. 
Whether the government pays $2 000 or $10 000 makes very little difference, but it makes a significant 
difference to the person who receives that money. It is about whether we, as representatives of the community in 
this place, and those who seek the high office of a cabinet minister acknowledge that an injustice has been done 
and that we want to be part of providing an answer to that injustice and moving on. 

This is part of a bigger picture. It is not just about stolen wages. It is about talking to Aboriginal people about 
how we can redress some of the injustices of the past and move forward in reconciliation. Whenever I come to 
these debates and think about these issues, I am reminded of one of my favourite songs From Little Things Big 
Things Grow. Even though it is a fantastic song, it tells a very interesting story in Australian history. Some of the 
words from that song are — 

Gurindji were working for nothing but rations 
Where once they had gathered the wealth of the land 
Daily the pressure got tighter and tighter 
Gurindji decided they must make a stand 

Later it goes on — 

Vestey man said “I’ll double your wages 
Seven quid a week you’ll have in your hand” 
Vincent said “Uhuh we’re not talking about wages 
We’re sitting right here till we get our land” 

Although wages are important, that reminds us that this is a broader question about how we resolve those issues. 
We see this government taking one step forward and two steps back. The debate about remote Aboriginal 
communities is another part of that process that we need to engage in. We watched the difficulty that the minister 
had yesterday when he tried to justify the way in which Aboriginal communities in remote areas—these are the 
same people we are talking about now who have lost their wages—were slurred by a Premier trying to justify an 
economic decision that was made by a commonwealth government. I again make the offer to the minister that 
this side of politics is happy to stand alongside him and attack the commonwealth government for withdrawing 
from WA the funds to administer those remote communities. 

The reason that some of those remote communities exist can be traced back to the history of the stolen wages. 
It was about people working on their own land on pastoral leases for no money. These issues cannot be 
separated. They walked off the land because they were not getting paid proper wages and they went into 
townships. They then suffered further dysfunction within their communities. They went back to their homeland, 
as it was called the homeland movement, to try to re-establish. That is how many of those remote communities 

 [4] 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Thursday, 26 March 2015] 

 p2231b-2240a 
Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Ken Travers; Hon Peter Collier; Hon Stephen Dawson 

came about. These issues are intricately linked. Sadly, the attempts by the government to address those issues 
with stolen wages in the past has led to the goodwill that should have been built out of that being damaged by 
not providing an appropriate figure. On top of that, we are now having a debate about these same people, who 
are under threat of losing the communities that they have lived in. That is a very sad stage. 

I assure Hon Robin Chapple that members of the opposition, such as Ben Wyatt, who is our shadow 
spokesperson on this matter, and Josie Farrer, who is the member for Kimberley, will be engaging with 
Aboriginal communities about how we move forward from where we are today to get on that path of 
reconciliation. I am not going to stand here today and try to tell the house the answer to that. That would be 
completely disrespectful to those people who have already started that process of consultation. I hope that 
members will support Josie Farrer at the next election so that she can continue the work she has done in the past 
on these matters through talking to Aboriginal communities in the Kimberley about the priorities that they want 
us, as a community and not only the Labor Party, to address with them. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Minister for Aboriginal Affairs) [10.50 am]: I do not 
think too much has been said today that we would disagree on, quite frankly. Pretty much we see eye to eye on 
most things. Probably the thing that we do not see eye to eye on is the amount of money that has been provided 
to those Aboriginal people throughout Western Australia who had their wages taken from them between 
1905 and 1972. I am referring to the figure that was arrived at to, dare I say, repay or compensate people for 
losing those wages. To repay the wages in isolation would be virtually impossible. I think everyone agrees with 
that. The lack of clarity about how many people were involved, the amount of the wages that were taken and 
who was responsible for those wages makes it a simply impossible task to achieve. Having said that, I will get to 
the actual figure in a moment, because it has been asked, dare I say it, by Hon Robin Chapple—I respect his 
fortitude on this—on 40 occasions through questions on notice and he has had the same response on every 
occasion. I will be repeating the same response even though — 

Hon Ken Travers: That is why I have added new information to the debate toady about actuarial advice, so, 
hopefully, you can answer that, minister. 
Hon PETER COLLIER: Unfortunately, that is the one thing about which I will not be able to placate members 
opposite. 
Hon Ken Travers interjected. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I am very conscious of the advice that has been provided. I say at the outset that 
I think it is pretty poignant that today we are having this debate on exactly the same day that the 
Attorney General handed down the report into the recognition of Aboriginal people in the Western Australian 
Constitution and pretty much exactly the same time as, legitimately, the topic of Aboriginal people and the future 
livelihood of Aboriginal people in remote communities has captured the attention of most Western Australians. 

I turn to the wages. The government, of course, relied very heavily upon the Stolen Wages Taskforce report of 
2008, which provided a significant amount of evidence and information on the actual wages and the constitution 
and compilation of those wages. The task force was established in 2007, as members would know, in an attempt 
to uncover the individuals who had their legitimate earnings, pension entitlements and other property held in 
trust and not returned, and the value of those entitlements. That was a difficult task in anyone’s language. We are 
talking about a number of instances of people who had their wages taken 100 years ago. Having evidence of the 
wages that were taken was virtually impossible. The task force undertook extensive consultation between 
October 2007 and January 2008 with Aboriginal people, communities, agencies and other parties on the scope 
and nature of the issues associated with the government’s control of Aboriginal people’s moneys. Members of 
the task force included Aboriginal people. That needs to be recognised. It was not just a government agency or 
government handpicked group of advisers or members on that committee. It included Aboriginal people. 
Six Aboriginal advisers were appointed through a public application process to provide cultural and ethical 
guidance and support to ensure the cultural integrity of the work of the task force. As I said, the sensitivities 
involved with Aboriginal people and what needed to be considered were taken into account. 

In total, the task force conducted 62 open community forums in 58 towns and communities throughout 
Western Australia with approximately 920 attendees in total. More than 500 submissions were received by the 
task force. The task force found extensive evidence of systemic direct control over Aboriginals’ money 
throughout the period in question. The task force attempted to undertake actuarial modelling using a substantial 
range of archival and published data to build a database of payments in the review period. As I have said, 
unfortunately, due to the complexity of trust accounts in Western Australia, the significant lack of surviving 
records and the passage of time, the task force could not develop an actuarial model that could illuminate the true 
value or full impact of any compensation. The task force acknowledged that the lack of surviving records and the 
passage of time meant that it was not possible for the state government to identify and repay the actual amount of 
moneys that were withheld. I will get back to that in a moment. 
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The Stolen Wages Reparation Scheme WA was initially open for six months. That closed on 6 September 2012. 
It was open for six months and a considerable amount of information about that scheme was provided to all 
communities. I know that the member opposite has often said that that information was not sufficient. I took on 
board the advice from the honourable member and I asked for the department to ensure that that information was 
disseminated through the communities and there was much more accessibility for people who may have been 
affected. In addition, I extended the scheme for another three months, from that closing date to 30 November 
2012. That may not have been satisfactory, but, again, I made an allowance cognisant of the legitimate concerns 
of the members opposite and members of the Aboriginal community who had spoken to me. 

A total of 2 026 applications were received under the scheme, of which 1 276 were deemed eligible. I will get on 
to that in a moment. I turn to the $2 000 ex gratia payment. I want to again emphasise that the $2 000 provided 
was never deemed as a repayment of wages and it never could be; $10 000 would not be deemed a repayment of 
wages. Is it appropriate? Everyone understands that we simply cannot put a figure on the stolen wages that 
would have rigour and accuracy. 

Hon Ken Travers: There was actuarial advice provided to government that put that into context. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: As I said, actuarial advice was provided through the task force report and that is all 
we can count on. We cannot provide anything that is of any great accuracy to say that this is an appropriate level. 

Hon Ken Travers: It still arrived at the $10 000 figure. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I understand that. We were faced with a significant dilemma and we have to, as the 
honourable member mentioned, look at this in a bigger picture, and this will definitely not placate him, but we 
have to look at things in — 

Hon Ken Travers: You spent more on planning for MAX, which you never built. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I do not think that is appropriate, with all due respect. 

Hon Ken Travers: It is. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It is not. I will not delve down to that level of debate, with all due respect. I suggest to 
the honourable members opposite that we are spending collectively—federal and state governments; the state 
government the majority—$5 billion a year on Aboriginal welfare in one way or another. That is $5 billion. We 
need to consider not whether we should spend money on MAX or on schools or whatever it may be, but where 
that $5 billion is going. I said this in the debate yesterday: with all due respect, as Minister for 
Aboriginal Affairs, I cannot put my hand on my heart and say that it is an appropriate dispersal of funds. 

Hon Robin Chapple: Thank you for that. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I simply cannot. I cannot in all conscience say that what we are doing for Aboriginal 
people, and particularly Aboriginal children, is appropriate. Honourable members cannot, as I said yesterday, 
look at literacy and numerous rates and the National Assessment Program — Literacy and Numeracy results of 
Aboriginal students and say that all the money I am responsible for in education is providing positive and 
effective outcomes. It is not. I have gone off track a bit there, but this was brought up through a comment by 
Hon Ken Travers. We have to look at the stolen wages, as I said, in a much broader context. What is being done 
for the collective good of Aboriginal people in Western Australia? We have to do that, honourable member. 

Hon Robin Chapple: I suggest what you do for Indigenous people is something that governments need to do. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes. 

Hon Robin Chapple: But in terms of stolen wages and proper reparation, that is a separate issue. It’s actually 
about recognising a failure of institutions in the past and providing proper compensation. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I am conscious of that and I am conscious of the member’s views on that. I guess we 
will have to differ in our views on that, and I have made that quite clear. 

Hon Ken Travers: I agree with you, in essence, that it is not an answer to and does not repay the wages, but by 
setting the figure so low, do you accept that you actually haven’t got the goodwill that this scheme was intended 
to get from Aboriginal people as we try to move down the path that you are talking about? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes. Realistically, I would concede that I do not think too many people, recipients of 
the money, would have been satisfied. 

Hon Ken Travers: That’s my point, and that’s why I was very clear not to be critical of you as a person, 
because I do accept that you have genuine goodwill on this issue. 
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Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes. Without a doubt, those recipients of the money—the unpaid wages—would not 
have been satisfied with the total, as I said. However, I have to look at that in the bigger picture and in light of 
the fact that it was never intended as a repayment of those wages. That could never have been done. There are 
other avenues for the Aboriginal people involved to take other forms of recourse for the recovery of those funds. 
That has not been denied them. It has been denied them in other jurisdictions; that is, an acceptance of those 
moneys for unpaid wages has come on a conditional basis that they could not take any further action through — 

Hon Ken Travers: Queensland had better records than we had. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: Yes, it did. Queensland is the jurisdiction that I am referring to. 

Suffice to say, as I said, the $2 000—I will emphasise this once again, but I have done this with relentless 
monotony—was never intended to be a repayment of wages. I want to make that perfectly clear. We, as 
a government, felt that we needed to recognise the fact that people had their wages stolen. We have done that; 
we have recognised the fact that wages were stolen. At the time—I guess this is something that is 
controversial—it was done, I am sure, in a number of instances for what would be deemed to be for the benefit 
of Aboriginal people in ensuring that they were ultimately better off. Unfortunately, it did not work out that way. 
I am not saying that it happened across the board. I am sure that in some instances it was entirely inappropriate. 

I wanted to comment on one other thing. I did say that the scheme did not affect the legal rights of any applicant 
who may wish to pursue other courses of action. I want to make that perfectly clear. 

Hon Robin Chapple: What might other courses of action be? 

Hon PETER COLLIER: It might be legal action. It may be any other form of compensation that anyone is 
entitled to, but, in particular, if Aboriginal people feel that they can quite legitimately say, “Yes, I’ve had my 
wages stolen from me”, and that can be proved. 

At the close of the scheme, 1 266 Aboriginal people had had their income withheld as a result of this 
discriminatory practice, and they received a total of $2 532 000 in payments. The ex gratia payment is intended 
for Aboriginal people who were of working age—that is, 14 years or older—during the time the state 
government legislation allowed for wages to be withheld, which was from 1905 to 1972. I pick up on the point 
that there may have been some younger people—I have no doubt about that—but there is no way of knowing 
that. We need to have some credibility behind a scheme that we introduce. In this instance, we have provided 
a sum of $2 000 to Aboriginal people as a recognition that they had their wages stolen. We acknowledge that 
they had their wages stolen. It was not deemed to be a repayment of the wages. That could never be done with 
precision or accuracy. As a government, we have done something. We are talking about what happened in 2012. 
Members should not forget that this goes back to 1972. Successive governments on both sides of the ledger 
ignored it for decades. We have done something about it. Has it satisfied those who were affected? No, definitely 
not, and I am conscious of that, but I do know that at last we have actually recognised the fact that these 
Aboriginal people had their wages stolen, and even if it be in small part, we have done something about it to at 
least alleviate that ill that was bestowed upon them from 1905 to 1972. 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral) [11.05 am]: I, too, rise to support Hon Robin Chapple’s 
motion this morning. Perhaps I am a little disappointed, though, honourable member, because although I think it 
is a very worthy motion—the member has asked the Council to note a very important thing, and he has asked us 
to acknowledge a range of things—he has not actually called for something. Had I had the opportunity, 
I probably would have called for some sort of action by — 

Hon Robin Chapple: By way of interjection, I did consider calling for an inquiry, but knowing the nature of 
these debates, the outcome of that call might have been negligible, so I didn’t know whether I wanted to go 
down that path. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Fair enough. The honourable member has to live a little sometimes. I think it is too 
important a motion to condemn anyone, but I think he could have asked for a bit more. 

I believe this issue is another shameful stain on the state’s history of dealing with Aboriginal people in this state. 
Successive governments—Labor, Liberal, Liberal–National or whoever—have not acted on this issue for a very 
long time, so we are all to blame. I am certainly not going to blame the minister. I echo the comments of 
Hon Ken Travers this morning. I believe this minister cares for his portfolio. I also agree with Hon Ken Travers 
that I am not sure that too many of his other ministerial colleagues in cabinet care as much about the issue. 

As we know, because of past legislation such as the Aborigines Act 1905 and the Native Welfare Act 1963, 
employers in this state, including the state government, could hold money and property belonging to Aboriginal 
people up until 1972. Some of that money was held in a complex network of trust accounts administered by the 
then Department of Native Welfare. We know, too, that it was not just the state government; the 
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federal government also did not pay Aboriginal people a series of pensions or other entitlements that other 
Australian citizens would have received at the same time. 

Hon Robin Chapple mentioned the Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs and its 
2006 report titled “Unfinished business: Indigenous stolen wages”. Recommendation 4 of that report states — 

The committee recommends that: 

(a) the Western Australian Government: 

(i) urgently consult with Indigenous people in relation to the stolen wages issue; 
and 

(ii) establish a compensation scheme in relation to withholding, underpayment 
and non-payment of Indigenous wages and welfare entitlements using the 
New South Wales scheme as a model, and 

(b) the Commonwealth Government conduct preliminary research of its archival material 
in relation to the stolen wages issues in Western Australia. 

It was because of this report and this recommendation that we finally got some action on this issue. It was under 
the leadership of the then Minister for Indigenous Affairs, Hon Michelle Roberts, in May 2007 that the then state 
government announced a new task force to investigate the stolen wages of Indigenous workers. The 
announcement made on that date also coincided with the fortieth anniversary of the 1967 referendum that 
changed the Constitution to allow the commonwealth Parliament to make special laws regarding Indigenous 
people, and enable Indigenous people to be included in the national census. It was a good time to do it, but it 
certainly was long overdue. The task force established by Hon Michelle Roberts was given a role to look at this 
issue. It was charged with determining the scope and the extent of the stolen wages issues, and it was due to 
report back to her by June 2008. Obviously, a report came back, and months later the state government changed, 
with the Barnett government being elected in August 2008. The task force reported back to government in 
2008 and I have to say that it took four years for government to act. We did not see any action on this issue until 
the new Minister for Aboriginal Affairs released a statement in March 2012, when finally he said that the 
government would act on the stolen wages issue. In that statement, the minister advised that an ex gratia 
payment of up to $2 000 would be made available to Aboriginal people born before 1958 and still living, and 
able to evidence the withholding of entitlements. 

As Hon Ken Travers said today, advice was provided to the last government in 2008 that a more appropriate 
ex gratia payment would be $10 000. I have to say that there is a huge difference between $2 000 and $10 000. 
The minister was right that the government could not put a figure on the compensation that would need to be 
paid to make amends and to repair the decisions that were made by successive governments, but I believe that 
a payment of $10 000 would have been much fairer. That figure was not pulled out of thin air. It was, as 
Hon Ken Travers said, based on actuarial logic. It was based on advice from Queensland government officers, 
who said that $10 000 was a more acceptable figure in their jurisdiction. It was deemed reasonable because the 
Redress WA scheme also had a baseline of up to $10 000. There were reasons behind that figure of $10 000. 
I too agree that there is little or no goodwill among the Aboriginal population for this scheme. A payment of 
$10 000 would not have pleased everybody—absolutely not—but it may well have led to more people accepting 
the scheme and the nature in which the ex gratia payment was made. 

I have asked questions of numerous ministers in this place about how many people applied for the scheme and 
how many were successful in accessing the $2 000 ex gratia payment. Although 2 026 people applied, only 
1 276 were successful in getting a payment. That quick back-of-the-envelope calculation says to me that this 
policy essentially cost $2.5 million. I know that we will never make amends for the amounts that were lost over 
the years, but I do not believe that the total cost of $2.5 million shows Aboriginal people that we were serious 
about apologising. The advice given to government in 2008 by the task force referred to an ex gratia payment 
and to a package of other initiatives in the scheme that could help to make some sort of reparation. The package, 
I believe, would have cost about $70 million—a sizeable figure. This $2.5 million package to 1 276 people is 
a lot less. It also came at a time when the state economy was booming. At that particular time in the history of 
the state—there have been probably others—the state was rolling in cash. The state could have put its hand in its 
pocket and made a meaningful ex gratia payment to Aboriginal people in this state. 

I have to say that I am disappointed in the answers given by the minister to some of my questions. Unlike 
Hon Robin Chapple, I have not asked 40 questions but I have asked a couple. I asked whether the scheme would 
be reviewed, and the minister said, “No, it won’t be reviewed or reopened. That’s the end of it.” I think that is 
shameful. 
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HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [11.14 am] — in reply: I want to thank the Minister for 
Aboriginal Affairs for admitting to the house in some regard that the decision to make an ex gratia payment of 
$2 000 was not a decision he wanted to make. The minister could have identified a number of points made by the 
task force. In 2008, the WA task force produced the document identified by honourable members. Once the task 
force report had been tabled, it would have been a good thing to have released it to the broader community so 
that Indigenous people, their representatives and legal entities could have read it. Unfortunately, the report came 
out and virtually within a month or so the government was coming up with the idea of a payment of $2 000. 
I take the minister’s point that he does not believe a payment of $2 000 was good enough and that it was not 
compensation for wages. However, it is interesting to note that the task force did not say that the government 
should run a scheme of the kind it did. The government set up this scheme and decided on the way in which it 
would operate. The task force did not recommend that the government should proceed in this direction. If the 
task force report had been out for an extensive time, perhaps the community would have had some input into the 
way the government responded. 

I have already identified that not all of the records were kept, but a significant number were. Logic says that if 
a large number of records—10 000 or so—were kept, that indicate the withheld amounts of money and that 
a third of the records were missing, analysis could indicate the real number of people who had money withheld. 
Given that we know the amounts withheld for those 10 000 people, an analysis could have extrapolated that 
number in a roundabout way across the spectrum of people who had their wages withheld. Had we done that, we 
would certainly have come up with a figure well beyond the $10 000 figure originally recommended, or indeed 
the $11 000 figure recommended in New South Wales. I therefore feel that that part of the process is most 
probably the Achilles heel in the failure of this whole process. The government rushed into this scheme, once the 
report was published, which was some four years after it had been received by government, and that is where it 
fell down. The minister has said that the government will not revisit this scheme, but the key issue is, 
notwithstanding the paltry compensation of $2 000 that has been paid, wages were withheld and thereby, as far 
as people are concerned, stolen. 

The task force report was not made public before the scheme commenced. Aboriginal people and the community 
generally did not know about the task force report and did not have an opportunity to provide input. 
I acknowledge and thank the minister for having extended by three months the six-month application period. 
However, most of the recommendations I have seen about this report suggest that the application period should 
have been about three years, the reason being that we are dealing with remote Aboriginal communities. Even 
after the scheme had finished, I was still meeting, along with people from representative bodies, people in 
remote communities who had worked as stockmen for the government and institutions and did not know that this 
scheme was on the go. Notwithstanding the fact the minister did provide a three-month extension, and I thank 
him for that, when we are dealing with remote Aboriginal communities, six or nine months is not a long enough 
period to enable people to put in their submissions, particularly when many of the people in the communities that 
I met with were still unaware of the process.  

Hon Peter Collier: That is not the information that I have received. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I understand what the minister may have received. I can go only on the fact that 
I visited communities and sat down with old men who were stockmen — 

Hon Peter Collier: Do you have some communities that you would like to identify? 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: They are mainly the communities along the road between Derby and Kununurra. 
I spoke extensively to a number of communities along that road. I cannot remember the names off the top of my 
head. 

Hon Peter Collier: I have to say that I am surprised about that, because after you raised the point in Parliament, 
I did ask officers from DAA to go out specifically to those areas, and that is why I extended the process and 
ensured that the consultation was more extensive. So, I am surprised to hear that there were a number that were 
not consulted. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Kimberley Community Legal Services actually found the same thing, and it put out 
its own brochure, which it handed out to remote communities, to try to get people to make an application. As the 
minister would know from questions that I have asked in this place, many people feel that they have been missed 
out in the process, either because they could not get their application in on time or because they did not fit the 
criteria. I understand that the minister did need to have a cut-off period. However, this issue is far bigger than 
some bean-counting exercise. This issue is about Indigenous people—Aboriginal people—on country. The 
problem is that the government has not resolved anything. The angst and anguish is still out there. 

Hon Peter Collier: I understand that. I acknowledge that.  
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Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Unfortunately, that is being compounded, as other members have said, by the changes 
to the Aboriginal Heritage Act and the talk about the closure of Aboriginal communities. That is permeating 
deeply among Indigenous people. If we just keep attacking Aboriginal people, they will feel very repressed and 
unloved in this situation. That is basically all I have to say in reply. Indeed, the Greens will seek in future 
Parliaments to revisit this issue. As the minister has said, this is not about repayment of stolen wages; it is merely 
a compensation package, and it does not have any strings associated with it. I would therefore hope that a future 
Labor government — 

Hon Peter Collier: I thought you would be looking forward to a Green government! 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: We are not quite there yet, but we are working on it, don’t you worry! 

Hon Helen Morton: You’re only a couple less than they are! 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Oh! We will take that as a compliment!  

I thank the minister for his response, and I thank the minister for his mea culpa in many ways. I hope that 
a future government of any ilk, whether it be Green, whether it be National, or whether it be Liberal—heaven 
help us—does have another shot at looking at the whole issue of stolen wages, because it is an issue that needs to 
be properly looked at. 
Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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