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STOLEN WAGES — WARDS OF THE STATE 

Statement 
HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.56 pm]: I rise tonight to talk about an important issue that has 
quite a bit of history. It is not quite as current as I have just heard outlined but it is nevertheless extraordinarily 
important. Since taking my seat, I have been assisting a number of Redress WA applicants to make their way 
through the process of Redress and also deal with their anger and despair over the cutting of the payments to the 
scheme, as well as a number of other concerns that keep arising in relation to the way the process is rolling out. 
These concerns have been well documented in this place and I suspect they will continue to be raised right up 
until the next state election. There is a particular issue that has resonated with a number of Redress applicants 
and keeps coming up. Although the Redress scheme is designed to compensate, however meagre—I am sure we 
would all acknowledge in the overall scheme of things it is inadequate for the abuse and neglect that was 
suffered by so many of our wards of state—there still remains the outstanding issue of the lost wages of many 
former wards of state.  

I suspect that many members in this place are familiar with the important campaign that has been pursued within 
a number of Australian states, including this one, in relation to the lost wages of Indigenous Australians. In 2006, 
the Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs recommended that the former WA 
government consult Indigenous people in relation to the immediate establishment of a stolen wages 
compensation scheme. As a result, in 2007 the Stolen Wages Taskforce was appointed. This task force undertook 
consultation. It also did archival research and policy analysis to better understand the nature and scope of 
government controls of Aboriginal people’s money in WA. It also received over 500 written submissions. The 
report of the task force was due to be released in mid-2008 and was reportedly given to the then Minister for 
Indigenous Affairs just before the election, and so was not released. I understand from questions asked in this 
place and the other place that the current government, having inherited this report, is working through details of 
a compensation package for consideration by cabinet. This is a really important issue. I am looking forward to 
hopefully seeing something revealed soon because it is long overdue. I also certainly hope that money will be 
made available in the budget because it is currently unclear where the money will come from for such a 
compensation package.  

The issue of stolen wages is, sadly, one that was also experienced by many of our non-Indigenous child migrants 
and state wards who ended up in state care. In past decades, it was common practice to withhold the wages of 
young people who had been recently released from institutional care and placed into employment while they 
were still under state guardianship and control. In some cases, wages were paid into trust accounts but they were 
never subsequently disbursed to the rightful owners, and in other cases bank books were lost or stolen. What we 
are talking about perhaps amounts to millions of dollars in unpaid wages. This will have been well documented 
in many of the Redress WA applications: the employment and living conditions of the newly released care 
leavers they themselves often describe as akin to slave labour. What we do know is that the stories of so many of 
these children are incredibly sad. Many of the teenage child migrants in particular were forced to work outside of 
their institutions as either domestic or agricultural labourers. The main concerns raised about these employment 
placements were either the extraordinarily low wages or the fact that in many instances they received no wages 
at all. There was also in those days a complete failure of government to facilitate or ensure access to any of these 
accumulated moneys, where they existed, that were being held in trust by churches, charities and also the 
government itself. 

From at least the 1920s, trust accounts were part of the formal service agreements that were signed by 
employers, who were usually farmers. Children or young persons were generally, but not always, paid a small 
token amount of pocket money, with the rest being banked by the child welfare department. As I say, many 
children never received, or cannot remember receiving, these moneys that were held in trust. What the evidence 
has revealed is that for the most part child migrants provided a cheap and fairly powerless labour force for 
farmers and supporters of the respective, mostly religious-based institutions. On leaving their employment, when 
child migrants did go to access their moneys they were invariably told that there was none to collect. Many are 
now taking action, or have taken action decades later, to try to get what they are owed, only to be informed that 
records were destroyed or that there is no evidence at all that these moneys ever existed. But they are determined 
not to give up on reclaiming what they believe is rightfully theirs. 

We know that the child welfare records of these times are really patchy. A whole lot of records were destroyed 
back in the 1950s. I acknowledge that there are difficulties in accessing records, but this is no excuse. Other 
countries and other states have managed to find ways around these challenges and I have no doubt that the report 
into the stolen Aboriginal wages is likely to be recommending ways to get around the lack of information. 
Certainly in Queensland and in New South Wales they have established schemes to provide ex gratia payments 
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to Indigenous people who had their wages and other entitlements diverted into government-controlled trust fund 
accounts and never repaid. They have managed to get around the issues arising from the lack of records. 

Governments and Parliaments across Australia need to remember that there were over half a million children in 
institutions and in care during the last century. We know that so many of them suffered unspeakable treatment by 
their so-called carers and that they are enduring adulthoods that have been marred by their damaged childhoods. 
Most importantly, they deserve access to substantial, ongoing funding and resources and to advocacy, including 
addressing the stolen wages case. It is said that justice delayed is justice denied. There is possibly never a truer 
statement when it comes to talking about child migrants and the forgotten Australians. 

Let us remember that these people entered their adult lives with nothing—no inheritance, nothing. They often 
had substandard education, laboured for years and then got nothing. These people were effectively turfed out 
into adult life utterly ill-equipped. I firmly believe that this represents the most shameful exploitation of, and 
theft from, vulnerable children and young people. These were children who had already been failed miserably by 
their legal guardian, which was the state. These are people who spend their lives being haunted by their lost 
childhood. The poverty, poor health and disadvantages suffered by many care leavers are a direct result of their 
experiences in childhood and early adulthood. 

This issue stretches back to early last century and obviously most of the people are no longer alive, but we do 
have a relatively small window of opportunity to address the issues of some of these people, although it is 
getting smaller as a lot of these people succumb to illness, old age or simply despair. I firmly believe that the 
government needs to take action now urgently in order to address these terrible injustices, and I for one intend to 
continue to pursue this. 
 


