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REMOVAL OF CHILDREN FROM UNMARRIED MOTHERS — APOLOGY 

Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.47 pm]: On behalf of the Greens (WA) I wish to 
acknowledge the significance of an event that occurred in the Parliament today. I speak, of course, of the 
apology given by the Western Australian Parliament to those mothers who had their children removed and given 
up for adoption either through coercion, intimidation, threats, guilt or just plain fraud. Today’s apology was very 
important to so many people, and I thank the ALP, the Liberals and the Nationals for recognising how important 
this apology is and for treating it with the bipartisan approach it so deserves.  

I particularly acknowledge the hard work of the member for Mandurah, Hon David Templeman, whose 
perseverance, I believe, has been absolutely instrumental in bringing about this apology. I also thank him for the 
generous way in which he has been prepared to work with others, and for the sensitive and compassionate way in 
which he has worked with the mothers. I also acknowledge the role that Dr Kim Hames has played and the 
willingness with which he was prepared to ensure that the apology came about.  

For the women so tragically affected by past adoption practices, for so many of their children, for the fathers 
who never consented to give up their babies and for so many of the extended families, I hope and pray that this 
apology—the first public acknowledgment that what was done to them was wrong, and it was wrong—will be 
the first step towards some sense of healing, although I am not convinced that complete closure will ever be 
possible. To be honest, when I hear the stories of some of these women, I wonder whether I would ever be able 
to recover if that happened to me. I think about my own relationship with my children and how sacred that is. I 
think about my beautiful daughter, whom I had out of wedlock and raised on my own only 14 years after these 
terrible forced adoption practices ceased. I think that it is only because of an accident of history that I was able to 
have my little girl when I did and I was able to keep her when so many other women could not. 

The stories are horrendous and devastating. Around Australia thousands of young, unmarried, primarily teenage 
mothers, who in the period from the 1940s until as recently as the 1980s found themselves pregnant were subject 
to the cruellest adoption practices of their children, which in many instances can be described only as 
institutionalised baby theft. Young women were subject to practices that denied their rights as mothers and told 
them they were unworthy, sinful, substandard and selfish for even falling pregnant, and worse if they wished to 
keep their children. They were ostracised, degraded and diminished. They were denied the chance to see their 
babies, hold them or name them. The state and churches intervened to sever that primal relationship that exists 
between a mother and her child. These women were weak and vulnerable; they had no advocates and, in the face 
of the unassailable power of the church and of the state, they had no power. 

Some women tried to keep their children, or even just tried to see them, to assert their fundamental rights as a 
mother but were forcibly drugged and restrained. Many women were tricked into signing adoption papers, 
believing that they were signing other documentation, or were so deeply in shock or affected by medication that 
they were simply unable to provide legal consent as we know it. Women giving birth would have their face 
covered to ensure that they did not see their babies. The point is that they did not want to relinquish their 
children, yet they were forced to, whether it be by coercion or straight-out fraud.  

What we know now is that many of those women never survived this experience. We have been told of mothers 
who, unable to live with the guilt and grief, committed suicide. I have also been told of adoptees who, never able 
to understand why they were given up, have also taken their life. What we also know is that for those who have 
been left behind lives have been shattered and families ripped apart. Mental illness and depression have become 
recurrent themes in the lives of these women. They live with the eternal shadow of grief and loss and, tragically, 
the sense of guilt at their utter powerlessness to keep their baby. 

Members who spoke in the other place referred time and again to their relief at today’s changed social mores and 
their gratitude that the practices of those terrible times would no longer be tolerated or accepted. Of course, it is 
true that the absolute worst of it is in the past. Adoption practices are clearly far more stringent and models of 
open adoption are clearly designed to ensure the long-term emotional wellbeing of all parties—the new parents, 
the relinquishing mother and, of course, the child. We are also grateful that this is now the way. But I cannot 
agree that the thinking that drove these abhorrent practices is entirely dead. Prejudice and discrimination against 
women who raise their children out of wedlock and on their own are still very much alive and well. Those who 
peddle this hurt may not be stealing the babies anymore but they are still attempting to perpetuate the thinking 
that led people to think that it was okay, if not preferable, to steal these babies from their mothers. 

Every time someone claims that children raised by a sole parent are more likely than other children to become 
alcoholics or drug addicts, or have a mental illness or become delinquent, or every time they predict some other 
inevitable catastrophic and desperate outcome, or attempt to justify this warped thinking on some bogus study 
produced from some entirely partial source, they continue to be part of the problem, because this is the thinking 
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that remains a painful hangover from exactly the same thinking that enabled the state and the churches to tear at 
the very heart of the mother–child relationship and to undertake the very behaviour that we are apologising for 
today. What we know now, which was not accepted then, is that marriage in itself is no guarantee of a happy and 
stable home, and that having a mother and a father figure is not automatically a substitute for the love of a birth 
mother. Families in all their forms can succeed or fail, and there is no one right or wrong way to do it. 

I am grateful for today’s apology. I think it is particularly special that it has been Western Australia that has led 
the way. I would have liked the opportunity to have this chamber echo its support for the apology in a more 
formal way, but this was not meant to be. However, I hope that Western Australia’s example is now just the 
beginning. I am aware that there were women from around Australia who flew here to hear the apology and who 
are desperate to have the role of their own state governments, departments and churches acknowledged and 
admitted. I also support calls for an apology and an inquiry to be issued in our federal Parliament, and I am 
pleased to know that my colleague Greens Senator Rachel Siewert will again be introducing a motion calling for 
this exact thing next week in the Senate. 

So to those mothers, to their children, on behalf of the Greens, you are not to blame for what happened to you. 
And on behalf of the Greens, I am truly sorry. 
 


