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CONSTITUTION AMENDMENT (RECOGNITION OF ABORIGINAL PEOPLE) BILL 2015 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 20 August. 

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Leader of the House) [2.20 pm]: I proudly declare the 
government’s support for this bill. The significance of this bill cannot be understated. I will make a few 
comments on why the government feels it is significant but also why I personally feel it is a very significant bill 
not just in the eyes of Aboriginal people but in the eyes of all Western Australians. 

I would like to begin by acknowledging and thanking the member for Kimberley, Josie Farrer, MLA. Josie has 
had a tremendously challenging life. If anyone wants to acknowledge just how far Josie has come, they need to 
have a one-on-one conversation with her to understand how much adversity she has overcome. Born at 
Moola Bulla station, she was taken from her home at a very early age and transferred to Fitzroy Mission. That is 
where she grew up. The adversity that Josie and her family faced was extraordinary. The fact that she has 
reached the heights that she has to represent the people of the Kimberley and Aboriginal people in this place is 
testament to her strength and character. I acknowledge the role that Josie has played, not just in the progression 
of this bill but right throughout her life, doing all that she possibly can for her family, for the people of the 
Kimberley and also for Aboriginal people as a whole. 

I would also like to acknowledge all members of the Joint Select Committee on Aboriginal Constitutional 
Recognition—that is, the chair, Hon Michael Mischin; the deputy chair, Josie Farrer, MLA; Hon Jacqui Boydell; 
Hon Sally Talbot; Murray Cowper, MLA; Wendy Duncan, MLA; and Ben Wyatt, MLA—for the role that they 
played in formulating the bill in its current form. Frankly, the bill in its current form is not dissimilar to the 
original bill; it is very similar. But the government felt it was important that all parties who were involved in 
formulating the bill into its current form in one way or another ensured that there were no potential issues with 
the intent of the legislation. I thank all members of the committee for the role that they played. Fundamentally, 
I acknowledge the fact that it is Josie’s bill. She instigated it and she deserves the credit for it. I have no problem 
with that whatsoever. 

In short, the bill itself pretty much has a very simple intent—that is, to recognise Aboriginal people. Some would 
ask why we should bother and why do we need it. Well, we do need it. It is very much long overdue. It will not 
create new rights or privileges for Aboriginal people. It will not ensure that the literacy and numeracy rates 
among Aboriginal children will improve next week. It will not close the gap in so many areas of disparity 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. It will simply formally recognise Aboriginal people as the first 
people of the land of Western Australia. That is so important. In addition, there is an aspirational component; 
that is, expressing the Parliament’s desire to effect reconciliation with Aboriginal people. I will get on to that in 
a moment. Why is that reconciliation so significant to Aboriginal people? I am not offended by the term at all. 
Some people are assuming that we do not need it. We do need it. There is a genuine desire on the part of 
Aboriginal people that reconciliation is very much a part of the way forward for our society, our community and 
our nation. 

There are amendments that seek to remove old sections of discrimination around the Aboriginal Protection 
Board and that is captured in that whole notion of reconciliation. We are the last mainland state to recognise 
Aboriginal people in the Constitution. It is long overdue but we have got there. It is a proud time for all Western 
Australians that we have caught up with the rest of the nation in this instance. Around 96 000 Western 
Australians identify as Aboriginal. I have no doubt that they will be very pleased with the outcome of the 
passage of this bill. In addition, I am not an Aboriginal man. There are literally thousands upon thousands of 
non-Aboriginal members of the Western Australian community who will equally be very pleased with the 
passage of this bill. It acknowledges the history, culture and heritage of the oldest living race on earth—
Aboriginal people—and that is very, very significant, not just to Aboriginal people but to Australia as a whole. It 
reflects the shift in how far we have come as a community, particularly over the last 10, 15 and 20 years with 
what has happened both on the national stage and also what has happened here in Western Australia. It is 
important that we reflect. Not so long ago Aboriginal people were not even recognised in our Constitution. Up 
until 1967, they were not even included in the census. Every member of this chamber will remember the role that 
Aboriginal people played 100 years ago in 1915 in World War I. All members have a book that I gave them from 
the Department of Aboriginal Affairs called They Served with Honour. That is a great reminder of just how much 
adversity Aboriginal people have overcome. A total of 120 Aboriginal people from Western Australia fought in 
World War I. Thirteen Aboriginal men fought at Gallipoli. This was at a time when they were not allowed to 
enrol in the Australian Imperial Force but they took it upon themselves to overcome those barriers and they went 
and fought for their country. As I said, that is testament to the strength of character of those men. During the 
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100 years from 1915 to today, we have recognised Aboriginal people in the census at the national level and now 
at the state level we are at last recognising them within our Constitution. 

I know that my views on the necessity of this bill are at odds with the views of a lot of Western Australians, 
including members of my party, and I can wear that. Just as a personal anecdote, I was at a Liberal Party 
function recently when someone asked me whether I felt that Aboriginal people needed to be recognised in the 
Constitution. I gave an emphatic yes and I gave reasons why. The same woman said to me afterwards, “Well, it’s 
not going to make any difference whatsoever. You’re going to spend all this money at the state level and at the 
federal level recognising Aboriginal people and it will not make any difference whatsoever to their quality of 
life.” I said that we cannot use the two issues in the same sentence because closing that gap with Aboriginal 
people has a dual responsibility. We have to close the gap in their quality of life and overcome the huge disparity 
in their quality of life but we also have to close the gap in reconciliation. We cannot use one above the other 
because both are so powerfully symbolic and important in ensuring that the original Australians have the quality 
of life that they so desperately deserve. In closing the gap in the quality of life, I have no intention of making any 
political points about this bill; it is far too important. I think successive governments have always been altruistic 
in ensuring that they have done as much as they can to provide for Aboriginal people. We talk about billions of 
dollars. Successive governments have spent billions of dollars to ensure that the quality of life of Aboriginal 
people is enhanced. The way we have done that probably has not been as effective as we would like. We are 
undergoing a new program with regional reform. We think we will probably more effectively direct resources to 
assist Aboriginal people. The simple fact of the matter is that there has always been a desire to ensure that 
Aboriginal people are provided with the resources that ensure that that gap is narrowed. 

As I have said before as Minister for Education, the fact that we literally have thousands of Aboriginal students 
who fall well below the benchmark of their non-Aboriginal counterparts in the twenty-first century is 
unacceptable. The fact that we have thousands of Aboriginal students who do not attend school regularly is 
unacceptable.  

The fact that 65 per cent of juveniles who are incarcerated in juvenile detention are Aboriginal is unacceptable. 
They are the facts that we all know about and that we talk about. They roll off the tongue day in and day out. 
That aspect of the attitude of government and community to Aboriginal people must continue; it must not to be 
remotely diminished and must continue to be a pivotal priority of any government of either persuasion. We must 
continue to do all that we possibly can to overcome that gap. 

In closing the gap with reconciliation, I get back to the point I made a moment ago. Some people might say, 
“Why bother? What difference is it going to make for Aboriginal people?” Again, this gets back to the notion of 
doing what we feel is right for Aboriginal people through a top-down approach. We are telling Aboriginal people 
what is good for them. We have been doing that for over two centuries now. We tell Aboriginal people what the 
policies are and what will be best for them, as opposed to what Aboriginal people want, which is the bottom-up 
approach. What do Aboriginal people want? They want reconciliation and recognition, which is what this bill is 
about. This bill will give Aboriginal people what they want. That is not too much to ask of us. They have not put 
this enormous burden on our shoulders; they have carried this enormous burden for over 200 years. They are 
saying to us: show us recognition as the original inhabitants of land in Western Australia. That is why this is 
absolutely important and why this bill is so significant. 

That brings me to a few final comments. From a personal perspective, I have a deep personal attachment to 
Aboriginal people. When I grew up in Kalgoorlie, I literally grew up with the Wongatha people, the Wongais. In 
the early 1960s, my parents had a grocery store in Johnston Street in Boulder. The Aboriginal people would 
come in from the lands once or twice a week. My father would keep from our shop the bread and anything else 
that he could, such as fruit and vegetables, for the Aboriginal people, who would literally camp in our backyard. 
I grew to have an enormous personal regard for Aboriginal people. They were my friends. My wall was covered 
with boomerangs. I grew an amazing attachment for these Aboriginals who could come in week in and week out. 
As a young fellow, a little tacker, that was really important to me. I went to school at North Kalgoorlie 
Primary School and then Eastern Goldfields Senior High School. I had a problem with the fact that Aboriginal 
students were educated in a detached fashion from the non-Aboriginal students at Eastern Goldfields 
Senior High School. I am not sure whether Mr President would remember this as my social studies teacher, but 
the Aboriginal students were taught in a demountable at Eastern Goldfields Senior High School; they were 
segregated from us. I, quite frankly, could not understand that. I genuinely could not understand that, because 
they were my friends.  

My attitude changed somewhat in the later years of my adolescence. We moved from Boulder to Lamington, which 
was the posh area of Kalgoorlie, where we got a grocery-cum-liquor store. To be honest, that is where I saw for the 
first time an aspect of Aboriginal people that was not attractive, which was Aboriginal people who became addicted 
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to alcohol and the impact that it had on their lives and their interaction with non-Aboriginal members of the 
community. When I left Kalgoorlie and came down to Perth to get my education, I had a very comprehensive 
history and personal understanding of Aboriginal people that has remained with me to the present day. I have 
always had this innate desire to do all I possibly could personally for Aboriginal people, mindful of the history that 
goes back to being a little fellow, a two or three-year-old, in 21 Johnston Street in Boulder. That time was so 
important. Since that time a lot of water has gone under the bridge. I never did get back to Kal to live. I wanted to 
go back, but I did not get back. I have a sister up there and I still have a lot to do with Kalgoorlie. 

In my current role, I spend an enormous amount of time traversing the length and breadth of Western Australia 
and interacting with Aboriginal people through all areas of the state. It is one of my greatest privileges. I am 
proud to say I have dozens of very close Aboriginal friends. A large number of those Aboriginal friends are high 
profile, high achieving individuals, but equally a large number are not. A large number of my Aboriginal friends 
have gone through the missions and been part of the stolen generations and have lived a life of despair, inequity 
and inequality, but they still remain my valued friends. Having said all that, I accessed the views of a large 
number of my Aboriginal friends over the last couple of months to determine the significance of this bill and 
why it is important to them. They told me in no uncertain terms why it is important, which is why I have said 
that this bill is so important. At last we have listened to Aboriginal people. It is significant to Aboriginal people 
that they are recognised within our Constitution and it is a powerful message on their part. 

I will read the words of one man in particular who has been a friend of mine for a number of years, a very proud 
Aboriginal man who is the current West Australian of the Year. Robert Isaacs is a very well respected Noongar 
elder. I asked Robert to put down in a few words why this bill is important to him as an Aboriginal man, and on 
behalf of his people. These are Robert’s words — 

The success of this constitutional recognition will unite us all as Western Australians. We know that our 
state’s unique Aboriginal culture and diverse language groups enrich not only our state but our nation, 
which is important to our distinctive national identity. It will give us a greater sense of pride and deeper 
connection to the first peoples of this land. 

Aboriginal people have been for too long silent and invisible peoples in our Constitution. This 
government has remedied part of this issue through its Native Title Agreement across the state of 
Western Australia and with the Noongar people of the Metropolitan area and the southwest of Western 
Australia. Through this Agreement, Noongar people say it will have a massive and revitalising affect on 
Noongar people, culture and generations to come. 

This amendment will be the cornerstone for change and for true Reconciliation and Aboriginal people 
in this state will celebrate and embrace this piece of history making legislation. 

Now is the right time for change. Let us walk into history with sincerity and pride and truly reconcile 
with the first inhabitants and traditional custodians of the lands throughout our great state or the place 
we have all come to know and live in, Western Australia. 

These are the words of a proud Aboriginal man, Robert Isaacs. This bill is the product of a proud Aboriginal 
woman in Josie Farrer, and I am a proud member of the Western Australian Parliament who gave Aboriginal 
people what they wanted, and that is recognition. 

HON SALLY TALBOT (South West) [2.37 pm]: It is my honour to follow those words from Dr Isaacs that 
I find very moving and to add my own contribution to debate on the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of 
Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. We are dealing here with some very simple words, which is not always the case 
when we debate legislation in this place. This week we will become the last Australian state to acknowledge 
Aboriginal people as the first people of the state and to acknowledge that in the Constitution of the state. 

These simple words, essentially, are inserted into the preamble to the Constitution, and they read — 

And whereas the Parliament resolves to acknowledge the Aboriginal people as the First People of 
Western Australia and traditional custodians of the land, the said Parliament seeks to effect 
a reconciliation with the Aboriginal people of Western Australia: 

It is very, very important that we understand quite clearly that the Constitution, in fact, is not silent about 
Aboriginal people. We are not inserting into the Constitution the first recognition of the existence of Aboriginal 
people, and honourable members will see that when they read further clauses of this five-clause bill, 
clauses 4 and 5 deal with the excision of certain clauses that do indeed refer to Aboriginal people. The first is the 
deletion of section 75 of the Constitution Act 1889, which is the definition of the Aborigines Protection Board. 
The second, which forms the nucleus of the comments that I want to make, is about the deletion of section 42, 
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which is the reference to Aboriginal natives. This reference was specifically framed as an enabling clause about 
calculating the population of Western Australia.  

Section 42 of the Constitution Act 1889, which the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) 
Bill 2015 will delete, is a reference to the fact that when doing the headcount of Western Australia to determine 
how many people live here, Aboriginal natives should not be counted. That is the key to what we are doing here 
today. Up until today, Aboriginal people were made to feel that they did not count. By deleting those 
two sections, which of course will have no effect in any kind of statutory sense under the legislation of this state 
because they both involve spent provisions, and by putting a specific acknowledgment in the preamble to our 
Constitution we will be telling Aboriginal people that from this moment on they do indeed count. 

Hon Peter Collier, in leading this debate today as Leader of the House, referred to the fact that public opinion has 
changed over the years, and that we have now arrived at a time when the community is ready for this kind of 
move. It surprised and saddened me, when doing my research into the provisions of this bill, to realise that it was 
only about a dozen years ago that similar words were proposed to be introduced to this Parliament, but at that 
stage there was no cross-party support for such a move. We in this place have also moved a great distance in 
a relatively short period of time. I would like to point out at this stage that it is actually we—white people; non-
Aboriginal people—who have had to move the distance. We are not talking about Aboriginal people having to 
move the distance; it is we who have had to move our own thinking to get up to speed, get up to date and be able 
to reflect sentiments in line with fairness and equity. 

Of course, the reason it has taken us so long to get to the stage of being prepared to say to Aboriginal people that 
they do indeed count is that over the centuries we have seen the propagation of what can only be called lies and 
misrepresentations about the lives of Aboriginal people who have lived here, as we now know of course, for 
thousands of years. They are lies and misrepresentations like the concept of terra nullius—the idea that there was 
nothing here before white people arrived—and the misrepresentation of Aboriginal people as somehow 
fundamentally different from other species of homo sapiens. The lie propagated by white colonisers the world 
over was that people who were not white were somehow lesser human beings. Of course we have learnt that not 
only through our own endeavours—through our own, as Hon Peter Collier said, friendships with people across 
that racial divide—but also because we have heard some very powerful statements from our legislative leaders. 
I would have to name Paul Keating at the head of that list because he did some quite remarkable work in shifting 
white Australian opinion in that regard. We have also, of course, had some very powerful statements made by 
our cultural leaders, of whom I will mention two. They are numerous, and I am sure that other people in this 
debate will refer to many others, but I just want to refer to two of them. One is the academic Henry Reynolds, 
who, to my mind, was able to do a very important thing when he showed the precise location of the politics of 
terra nullius. I will give members a very brief flavour of the way he described it. In the book Forgotten War, 
Henry Reynolds was able to go back to the sorts of impressions that the first white settlers had when they arrived 
in Australia. It is fascinating to find out that their impressions were not that there was nobody here who counted; 
in fact, they were the very opposite. I will give members a flavour of that by quoting from Forgotten War, by 
Henry Reynolds. One of the early white settler leaders said — 

They are the native burghers of this wilderness … which they have inherited from their Ancestors. … 
cannot be expected to give up or retire from their native hunting grounds, unless they be purchased 
from them, without struggle, … 

That is a very different view of terra nullius from the one that became the received notion in the second half of 
the twentieth century. The original white settlers did not arrive here and find an empty land, as is borne out in 
this very quaint way of designating the situation that states that Aboriginal people — 

… are the native burghers of this wilderness … 

The other cultural leader I want to make reference to very briefly is the Western Australian novelist Kim Scott, 
who I think has written a series of quite remarkable accounts of white settlement and the lives of Aboriginal 
people during that period. I refer to That Deadman Dance, which I commend to people. The 
Parliamentary Library has a copy if members do not want to go and buy it—I would urge members to buy it to 
support the book trade in Western Australia—and if members are inclined to sit down one night and cast a look 
over it. It is a remarkable book. It is written as a novel, but he has based a great deal of the content on historical 
transcripts taken from the early nineteenth century. Most particularly I am intrigued by the extent to which he 
has drawn on the academic work of Tiffany Shellam—a fine historian who wrote a thesis called “Shaking Hands 
on the Fringe: Negotiating the Aboriginal World at King George’s Sound”. That Deadman Dance means a lot to 
me, coming, as I do, from the Albany–Denmark region because it is the story of white settlement in that region 
and its effect on the local Noongar people. Tiffany Shellam’s argument, which informs the narrative throughout 
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the book, is that in fact certainly the Noongar people of Denmark and Albany, contrary to the way it was usually 
represented in historical accounts, saw the first ships — 

… as vehicles for significantly extending kin networks and enhancing geographic knowledge and 
perspectives of country … 

In other words, when the local Noongar people of Denmark and Albany saw the white settler ships arriving they 
actually went out and welcomed them because they saw the arrival of strangers as an opportunity to expand their 
horizons. That is far from the accounts that are usually fed to us of people who did not have any kind of 
meaningful, established traditions and links with the land. Those are just two examples of those kinds of lies and 
misrepresentations that I have referred to—the very things that have kept us from being, until now, able to make 
this extremely significant move; the myth that nobody who counted lived here before we came. 

We are here today to make a small but significant gesture of reconciliation—a small but significant step in 
righting those terrible wrongs that were done either by us, or, if not by us, in our name. I will tell two brief 
stories that will indicate the dimensions of those terrible wrongs that were done. The first was a story told to me 
by a friend down in the Denmark region, which makes Kim Scott’s account in That Deadman Dance particularly 
poignant. When her father died, she went through his papers and found his grandfather’s diaries and, of course, 
read them with considerable interest. In one particular diary she found an account of the perfect Sunday. The old 
man talked about going to church in the morning, having the family around to lunch, what they ate for lunch and 
how well prepared it was, and then said that after they had had a bit of a rest after lunch the men saddled up their 
horses and went out to shoot Aboriginal people. It was stated as baldly as that in these diaries. That deeply 
shocked my friend; she still gets very emotional when she tells the story, because it was just so matter-of-fact. 

I was reminded of that story the other day—this is the second account I want to give—when Josie Farrer, 
member for Kimberley, spoke at a function and made a comparison between then and now. She made the point 
at the beginning of her talk that some of the things she was going to say would be quite shocking to people. They 
were indeed, because the story she told—remember the story I just told from back in the 1800s in Denmark—
was about her grandfather. This story only goes back to 1910 when Josie Farrer’s grandfather was captured by 
white men and shackled in a relatively public place that was quite well frequented in the Kimberley. People 
asked why he had been shackled and the fact was that he had not committed a crime and he had not been 
arrested. He was shackled in this place because the white men wanted to use him as bait. His cries were 
supposed to lure people out of hiding because the whole community had gone into hiding. Josie Farrer went on 
to say, and I quote her here — 

This was so those white men could steal the children, murder the men, keep the women and rape them. 
Josie Farrer went on to make the point that at the same time that her grandfather was shackled to lure people out 
of hiding so that they could be captured, murdered and raped, white settlers were using Aboriginal people’s 
expertise and their knowledge of the land to further their own enterprises. They were using Aboriginal people to 
find water and to lay fences; all the labouring on the stations was done by Aboriginal people. They were using 
the women to cook and clean. They were using young men as blacksmiths to make shoes for horses, and, of 
course, they were using Aboriginal women as midwives because there was no medical expertise in the bush in 
those days. 
The wrongs are terrible and they are not new to us; none of these stories are new to us. I have made the point in 
this place many times that we probably do not need more documentation; we probably do not need more reports 
about Aboriginal disadvantage. I think that was the point of the remarks made by Hon Peter Collier. My own 
particular source of reference, an enormous body of work that was done twice over because governments were 
not prepared to listen to him, is the work done by John Sanderson. I commend anybody who wants to take this 
seriously to go back to the latest round of Sanderson reports in which he documents very, very clearly in simple 
language, the long, sad history of the legacy that we have inherited of colonisation, forced removal of children, 
the disconnection from family and culture and the ongoing, systemic racism that still pervades our society today. 
I commend John Sanderson’s work and I hope that the day will come when he can stand up and take credit for 
some significant changes. 
I want to say a little bit more about Josie Farrer. Josie has become my friend. I am part of her family. I am proud 
to be her sister and I am proud to be “JaJa” to her grandchildren. But it hurts me enormously when Josie Farrer, 
the member for Kimberley, tells me that there are still times now at the hotel where she stays down at the bottom 
of Mounts Bay Road when taxidrivers will not pick her up because she is an Aboriginal person. Josie Farrer has 
to go back into the hotel to bring the reception staff outside so that they can explain to the taxidrivers that she is 
a member of Parliament. Josie’s has been a remarkable journey, but what I want to say, while respecting the 
remarks made by Hon Peter Collier, is that it is my honour to serve in this place with Josie Farrer. I feel I have 
had to travel a very long way to work in partnership with a woman who is so clearly a natural leader. She has 
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been leading her community now for many, many decades, in the public office roles that she has played in local 
government and now in state government, but particularly—we know how important this is when we talk about 
righting the wrongs in Aboriginal communities—Josie realised when she was a very young woman that the way 
she could make a difference was to parent the un-parented. That is why wherever a person goes with Josie, they 
will find her children from the top to the bottom of this state. I always remember the first political meeting that 
I walked into with Josie, aware that this was an enormously intimidating experience for a person who does not 
speak English as a first language—does not even speak English as a second language, I may add. We walked in, 
looked around, and a young man rushed up to her and burst into tears and said, “Mum, I wasn’t sure when I was 
going to see you again.” He was another one of the people whom Josie had parented over the long time that she 
has been doing that in the Kimberley. 
There are a couple of other acknowledgements I want to make. One, very importantly, is to Hon John Cowdell. 
Hon John Cowdell has made a remarkable impact on this Parliament. He, of course, was the President who 
refurbished this place to give us an Aboriginal People’s Room. He had been to New Zealand and seen the Maori 
people’s meeting room in the New Zealand Parliament and came back to WA determined that we would have 
a similar space. I was showing some people around the Parliament as recently as last Friday with 
Hon John Cowdell and we went into the Aboriginal People’s meeting room, looked at the glass and at the 
magnificent art collection that is now there. It is a great source of pride to me as John’s successor in this place 
that I had such an illustrious predecessor. I can tell members that he will never, ever be forgotten in this place, 
not only because he made the Aboriginal People’s meeting room but also because just over a decade ago he first 
began the work of drafting the changes that we are dealing with today when, as I said, we could not get 
unanimous support across the parties in this place to bring those changes in. I know that it will be a proud 
moment for John later in this week when this legislation finishes its passage through the Parliament. It is a great 
source of pride to him to see that there is bipartisan support for such a significant measure. 
There are some other acknowledgements that I need to make. I have done this at much greater length elsewhere 
so I will not use my full speaking time. I was a member of the Joint Standing Committee on 
Aboriginal Constitutional Recognition and I want to acknowledge my colleagues on that committee: 
Hon Michael Mischin, Hon Jacqui Boydell, Murray Cowper, Wendy Duncan and Ben Wyatt. I must also 
acknowledge the staff. It was a hard job to fit everything into the time. We wanted it to be short and sharp and 
thanks to the advice and help we got staff-wise, that happened. Tim Hughes and Adam Sharpe played a major 
part in that, as did our expert external advisor Peter Quinlan, SC. I thank them all and acknowledge their roles 
and their parts in bringing about this significant change. 

I want to finish with one more very brief reference to Josie Farrer. I speak only one language and a tiny bit of 
another. I do not speak any Aboriginal languages but I have picked up a bit by sharing a room with Josie. She 
does not actually own anything; she does not own a house and does not own a car but she does have what she 
calls her “dungarup” car. Her dungarup car does not really go. We would probably not even try to run it, but it 
does get people from A to B most of the time. I think that when Josie first looked at the Constitution she thought, 
“What we’ve got here is a real dungarup Constitution, but maybe we can scrub it up a bit and it’ll still get us 
from A to B.” She has managed to do that with the simple words in this bill. She has managed to bring us right 
into the twenty-first century in terms of our recognition of Aboriginal people. 

My final comment is to leave honourable members with the words of Kim Scott. I want to finish with this 
because I think it is a good indication of how important this is. I really respect the fact that Hon Peter Collier 
concentrated on this fact: why does this matter? It matters, and I am going to use Bobby’s words here as written 
by Kim Scott. Right towards the end of the book, Bobby says — 

This is my land, given to me by Kongk Menak. We will share it with you, and share what you bring. 

… 

Because you need to be inside the sound and the spirit of it, to live here properly. And how can that be, 
without we people who have been here for all time? 

The recognition of Aboriginal people in the Constitution of this state is one of the ways that we can show the 
people who have been here for all time that they count. 

HON JACQUI BOYDELL (Mining and Pastoral) [2.58 pm]: I rise today to speak on the 
Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. It is a historic bill for this Parliament 
and I am proud as a member of this house and also as a member of the committee to have been involved in the 
process. Before I start, I would like to pay my respects today to this land and to the Noongar people, the original 
inhabitants and traditional custodians of the land on which we meet today in this house. 
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I made reference in my speech when the committee handed down its report and I want again to take a moment to 
commend the member for Kimberley—in the debate in the other house she was twice referred to as the member 
for Kalgoorlie and once in this house today as the member for Kingsley; let us make it clear: she is the member 
for Kimberley, Josie Farrer, and is a proud Gidja woman from Halls Creek—for bringing this historic bill to the 
house and for bringing in last year the original private member’s Constitution Amendment (Recognition of 
Aboriginal People) Bill 2014. As I previously noted when I spoke on that bill, I think this bill will be forever 
referred to as the “Farrer Bill”. 

As the member for Kimberley stated in the second reading speech on the 2015 bill in the other place in June last 
year — 

Recognition, acknowledgement and acceptance are necessary steps to true and lasting reconciliation and 
this bill is just one of those steps. In a way it is more than a step, it is a confident stride forward. 

I think that is a really profound way to sum up exactly what this Parliament is doing by recognising Aboriginal 
people in its Constitution. 

I sat in the other house during debate on this bill and listened to the member for Kimberley’s story, which is very 
personal and very moving. Her delivery of her story was felt, I think, by every member of that house and by 
everyone who was listening at the time. She reminded us that constitutional recognition is an opportunity for us 
to come together as a Parliament and as a community in a sincere, mature and heartfelt spirit of reconciliation. 
I want to say, therefore, in my contribution today that I believe members across all parties represented in both 
houses agree that we should recognise Aboriginal people in the Western Australian Constitution and the time is 
right to do this now. There is wideranging support for the principle of constitutional recognition and a general 
consensus that, given that 126 years have passed since the passage of the Constitution Act 1889, such 
recognition is well overdue. I have referred before to the fact that the member for Kimberley received a standing 
ovation when she read her second reading speech on the bill into the house and that I think that shows the true 
bipartisan approach and feel of this Parliament that the time is now. 

Western Australia’s founding document in its Constitution is yet to include recognition of Aboriginal people. It 
will do so by the passing of this bill. That is something about which every member of this Parliament should be 
proud, despite the fact that our state existed tens of thousands of years before the British colonials arrived and 
the Constitution therefore fails to paint a full and accurate history of our state’s history. 

Reconciliation between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians is about ensuring that the history of our 
nation is consistent and involves taking ownership of our past. Western Australia is yet to synchronise the vast 
story of Aboriginal Australia with the state’s colonial history. We as a society will not reach our full potential 
until we formally recognise the role of Aboriginal people in our history and until we have some pride in that. As 
I stated in my maiden speech to this house, I highly regard Aboriginal culture and spirituality, and I would like to 
see the day when all members of society understand and value our Aboriginal heritage. 

I also emphasise the need for children and families to understand where they fit in the world. That is because if 
they do not understand that, they do not have the confidence to move forward knowing where they came from 
and where they are heading. I think that this bill will help to substantiate that for many Aboriginal people. To 
me, a fundamental starting point on which people can base themselves and their life is understanding where they 
came from, because without a defined starting point it is difficult for people to know where they are going. As 
I stated in my maiden speech, I have tried to teach my own children the value of the relationships they build with 
their family and communities in which they live and how important it is to know their history so that they can go 
forward with a great deal of confidence in knowing who they are. 

Therefore, as a member of this Western Australian Parliament and the godmother of two young Aboriginal men, 
I am very proud to be part of this process. I will do all that I can to ensure that my godchildren’s heritage is 
recognised so that they can stand strong and proud in their communities, as they have a right to. It is also 
heartening to know that successful constitutional recognition will also safeguard their proud Aboriginal heritage. 
I know that this bill is important to them. They are young Aboriginal men living in the community. We often say 
that we wonder who is listening to Parliament. They are two young men who are listening today. 

It is for this reason that I now want to refer to the contribution from the member for Victoria Park, Ben Wyatt. 
I was also in the other house to hear his contribution to the debate last month. He reminded us all that the actions 
of government, which saw Aboriginal people controlled, bullied and demeaned for many decades, have taken 
place in recent history. I am not talking about hundreds of years ago but within his family’s recent history; and 
the resounding impacts are still felt today, as evidenced by the story of his grandmother and father that he retold 
to the house. I think that was a very poignant moment, and I was glad to be in the house to witness that. He 
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rightly noted that although constitutional recognition is largely a symbolic gesture, we should not underestimate 
the importance of these amendments for changing the document that discriminated and excluded his people for 
over a century. 

As we know, the bill was referred to the Joint Select Committee on Aboriginal Constitutional Recognition. I was 
honoured to be a member of that committee and I want to formally thank the other committee members: the 
chairman of the committee, Hon Michael Mischin; the deputy chair, Josie Farrer, member for Kimberley; 
Hon Sally Talbot; Murray Cowper; and Wendy Duncan. We had a very short space of time in which to report. It 
was a complex issue we were discussing but the committee worked very well together and I thank my colleagues 
for working with me over that period. 

The report made two recommendations. Firstly, the report’s 16 findings concluded that the words of the 2014 bill 
were a suitable starting point for considering an appropriate form of words for constitutional recognition in 
Western Australia, and recommended some minor amendments to improve readability. It was important to the 
committee that the words be simple and easy to understand. It was important to me as a member of that 
committee that we not try to complicate the issue because it was important to the owner of the bill, the member 
for Kimberley, that the preamble we recommended be easy and simple to read so that all people across Western 
Australia, including Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, could understand the intent of that preamble. 

Secondly, the report concluded that the 2014 bill appeared to be an option available to Parliament should it wish 
to consider a bill to recognise Aboriginal people in the Constitution Act—and we have done that. 

The report also highlighted provisions in the Constitution Act 1889, referred to by Hon Sally Talbot, that were 
seen to be inconsistent with the spirit of reconciliation. I am talking about section 42 of the Constitution Act 
1889, which relates to the formation of the state and legislature, and the amendment to section 75 to remove the 
reference to the Aborigines Protection Board, and I welcome those changes. 

Most importantly, the report quashed a number of concerns from members about how the changes would affect 
the government’s legislative power and found that if the bill were to be passed, the risk of unintended legal 
consequences would appear to be negligible; and I think that is important to note. The intent of the bill is 
reconciliation. 

As a member for Mining and Pastoral Region, I particularly want to pay homage to Aboriginal people for 
assisting in the establishment of the pastoral industry and making it a successful industry for the state of Western 
Australia. I want to recognise their historical contribution to that industry. They made a historical contribution to 
many other industries, of course, but Aboriginal people’s historic and ongoing involvement in the pastoral 
industry I know is highly regarded by pastoralists and people in the Mining and Pastoral Region. 

I conclude my remarks by referring to two things raised during the 2014 debate on the Constitution Amendment 
(Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill in the other house. First, there was a fear that recognition of Aboriginal 
people in the Constitution in passing this bill would impact on and put at risk pastoral leases; and, second, that 
such recognition may have the unintended consequence of triggering a futures act under native title. The 
committee resolved that those were not areas of risk for the state. I place that on record because I think it is 
important for the pastoral industry and how we consider the Native Title Act in WA. 

Western Australia is the last state to officially recognise Aboriginal people in its state Constitution. The 
recognition of Aboriginal Australians as the first people of Australia and the passage of the Constitution 
Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill in Western Australia cements the sentiment of the nation. 
The nation is united in its recognition of Aboriginal people in the constitutions at a state level. Now it is time for 
this Parliament to show leadership as we vote on this bill today to right the wrongs of the past that have seen 
Aboriginal people left out of Australia’s Constitution. In the words of Josie Farrer, the member for Kimberley — 

Let us be magnificent in this moment. 
Western Australians pride themselves on equality and opportunity, and it is important that we have 
a Constitution that reflects those values. The passage of this bill will demonstrate to Aboriginal people that we in 
this place are genuine about acknowledging the importance of Aboriginal history in our state. I am extremely 
proud to be part of the Western Australian Parliament that makes history today by acknowledging the truth of 
our past and officially recognising our Aboriginal people as the first people of this land. In doing so, and given 
that the nation is united on a state front, I urge our federal counterparts to act swiftly to address this important 
issue at the federal level. 
I commend the bill to the house. 

HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [3.13 pm]: I begin my remarks 
today on the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015 by paying my respects to 
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the traditional owners and their elders, past and present. One hundred and twenty-six years after the Constitution 
was passed, we now seek to amend it to add into the preamble, amongst other words, one very special set of 
words — 

And whereas the Parliament resolves to acknowledge the Aboriginal people as the First People of 
Western Australia and traditional custodians of the land, the said Parliament seeks to effect 
a reconciliation with the Aboriginal people of Western Australia: … 

Those powerful words were developed by a bipartisan committee of both houses on the initiation and 
determination of one proud Gidja woman, the member for Kimberley, Josie Farrer. Her second reading speech 
urged us to note that if we do not want our cultures to remain separate forever, we must recognise who was here 
first so that from this point on, we join and go forward together. There is another debate. Indeed, 
Hon Jacqui Boydell referred to the debate that is being had nationally about a similar proposition. In that debate, 
I have heard some people say that if it is just a set of words that does not have a practical impact on the daily 
lives of Indigenous Australians, why do it? To that I say that if you hold the view that words and symbols do not 
have practical import, you are thinking way too small and way off the mark. In years to come, if not already, 
young Indigenous and non-Indigenous students in schools across Western Australia will learn how this bill came 
to pass. In their society and environment curriculum, in their school National Aborigines and Islanders Day 
Observance Committee Week celebrations and in visits to this Parliament and the Constitution Centre across the 
road, children will learn that in 2015, at the behest of the member for Kimberley, the Western Australia 
Parliament recognised the first and traditional owners of the land and, by doing so, sought to effect 
a reconciliation with the Aboriginal people of Western Australia. Hon Jacqui Boydell made the point that we all 
need to know where we come from and where we fit in the world. The amendments in this bill spell that out for 
every Indigenous Western Australian. If that adds to the sense of self and self-worth of Indigenous 12-year-olds 
of today and those of future generations, we will have done a very important thing. 

Words and symbols do matter. I started school in 1968. I was at school with a few Indigenous students, but not 
many. We were taught nothing of the traditional owners of the land. Our curriculum was silent. It was as though 
that history had not occurred. I remember learning about migration waves and the connection felt by many of the 
Italian students in my class with the post-war waves of Italian and other European migration. I found the focus of 
history in secondary school frustrating because it was not Australian at all; it was the history of England and the 
United States post World War II. I had 12 years of school education with Indigenous students in my classroom at 
various points, but we learnt nothing of the rich and ancient culture that is right here—neither, of course, did we 
learn about the dispossession and the loss and exclusion of Indigenous Western Australians. Words and symbols do 
matter, and putting these words into the preamble and removing those provisions that gave effect to discrimination 
says to Aboriginal Western Australians, “This is your place. Here is your place. We as parliamentarians on behalf 
of all Western Australians recognise you and your place.” Words and symbols do matter and these words say to all 
Western Australians that on your behalf we recognise the traditional owners and on your behalf we seek 
reconciliation. It is not every day that we have bipartisan support for something and it is not every day that we see 
our little role in history, but today is one of those days. I am pleased to support the bill. 

HON SAMANTHA ROWE (East Metropolitan) [3.18 pm]: Similar to my colleagues who have spoken before 
me, I am very pleased to rise this afternoon to make a contribution to debate on the Constitution Amendment 
(Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. I begin my contribution by acknowledging the work of my 
parliamentary colleague Josie Farrer, MLA, the member for Kimberley, who has fought very hard for this 
historic change to Western Australia’s Constitution. When Josie Farrer, as the member for Kimberley, 
introduced the bill into the other place, she made history for her people. She will be forever remembered for her 
work towards making this constitutional amendment a reality. I also acknowledge my other parliamentary 
colleagues who have assisted in this hard work to bring forward this constitutional amendment. Similar to my 
colleagues before me, I thank the Joint Select Committee on Aboriginal Constitutional Recognition and the hard 
work of our Victoria Park MLA, Ben Wyatt. 

This Parliament has an opportunity to make history for Western Australia, and I am proud to be a part of this 
significant achievement. Like so many important historical achievements for Aboriginal Australians, this 
constitutional recognition has been a long time coming. Slowly but surely we have moved towards this 
moment—and I note that there is also growing momentum for recognition in the Australian Constitution, and 
I look forward to the day when that takes place. 

Constitutional recognition will rightfully recognise our Aboriginal people as the first people and traditional 
custodians of Western Australia. It will acknowledge their unique and incredibly strong connection to country. 
Constitutional recognition is about reconciliation, acknowledgement and healing. It is about forging meaningful 
relationships with Western Australian Aboriginal people and moving forward in a spirit of cooperation and 
respect. I am also very proud that, with the passing of this bill and the subsequent changes to the Western 
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Australian Constitution, we will join the other Australian states, which have also amended their constitutions to 
recognise Aboriginal people. As previously mentioned, I think there is growing momentum for change to the 
commonwealth Constitution. I will read a brief quote from Harold Ludwick, a Bulgun Warra man from 
Cape York, who said — 

If the Constitution was the birth certificate of Australia, then we are missing half the family.  
I am confident, and maybe somewhat optimistic, that change cannot be far off. It is up to the entire Australian 
community to make sure that this change happens sooner rather than later.  
I also make mention of taking pride in our Aboriginal cultures. We often hear people remark that we are a young 
country and, if we simply look at our history in terms of British settlement, then we are. But our human history 
goes back so much further than that. Australia has an unbroken human history stretching back some 40 000 to 
60 000 years; it is home to the world’s oldest surviving culture. Australian history is not separate from 
Aboriginal history; they are the same. It is a story of a unique country, its ancient past and its modern present. 
We should take great pride in our ancient history, and I believe that the bill now before us for constitutional 
recognition will go some way towards demonstrating that pride. We cannot travel around this great state of ours 
without feeling the presence of ancient cultures, whether in the south west or the great southern regions, or the 
rugged and expansive areas of the Pilbara and Kimberley regions. Each area has its own unique Aboriginal 
cultures, languages and traditions. Aboriginal cultures are an integral part of the Western Australian story. It is 
therefore only fitting that we now recognise in our Constitution the Aboriginal cultures as the first people and 
traditional custodians of Western Australia. 

In her second reading speech in the other place, Josie Farrer challenged members not to be afraid or timid on this 
issue, and I hope that other members will be bold and forthright in their pursuit of this change. In her speech, 
Josie also invited members of Parliament to step forward with her and support this bill. I am proud to step 
forward with this Parliament and create a new chapter in the history of Western Australia’s first people, the 
traditional custodians of this land. 

HON ALANNA CLOHESY (East Metropolitan) [3.24 pm]: I, too, pay my respects to the Noongar people, the 
traditional owners of the land on which we meet today. I also pay my respects to the other Aboriginal nations of 
Western Australia, and I recognise that Aboriginal people are the first people of Western Australia and the 
traditional custodians of this land. Like all my colleagues, I am honoured to speak on the Constitution 
Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. This is one of the most important and significant bills 
that this house will consider and that I will have the opportunity to speak on. It is a very important bill for 
Aboriginal people, but it is also very important for our society as a whole. After many long and tortuous decades, 
this bill recognises in our Constitution—the supposed foundation document of our state—that Aboriginal people 
originally owned and occupied this land. This bill is important for our community as a whole because it puts us 
firmly on the path to reconciliation and, because we are on that path to reconciliation, it makes us better people. 
It makes our community stronger and places us on a more caring and understanding footing, and caring and 
understanding are concepts that we could always do with more of in this world. 

The bill to include Aboriginal people in the Constitution has a couple of features. Firstly, it clearly states that all 
citizens are equal, but in doing so recognises that there has been a past in which Aboriginal people were not 
considered citizens. This bill once and for all puts a full stop to that notion of inequality before the law, saying 
once and for all that all people are equal. As a number of my colleagues have noted today, and as the member for 
Kimberley, Josie Farrer, pointed out, words are important. Words provide meaning to people, including whether 
all people are involved in the work and life of this state. By adding the simple words that Aboriginal people are 
the first people of this land, this bill achieves that aim. Actions are also important, and what we do next as 
a Parliament will be watched closely. We have much to do on the long path to reconciliation. 
The committee that inquired into this bill made a number of important findings. I thank the members and staff of 
the committee for working very hard to consider this bill, at a time when not many other people were working, 
over the summer break. Their commitment to the bill and to the work should be recognised, and I thank them. 
That report found that the bill, as presented last year, contained no different interpretation of the Constitution 
Act, and that that in itself was really important. It enabled the bill to be accepted, as it did not change the intent 
of the Constitution to any significant extent. That was one of the reasons given to people over the years—that 
they could not attempt to pass a bill like this because it would change the meaning and intent of the Constitution. 
The committee found that the bill did not do this. 
This bill also removes from the Western Australian Constitution the references to Aboriginal nature, and to the 
Aboriginal Protection Board, established under the Aboriginal Protection Act 1886. To depict that act as 
anything other than insidious and cruel would be to understate it. It forcibly removed Aboriginal people from 
their families, prevented Aboriginal people from marrying, and in some cases even prevented Aboriginal 
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families from cohabiting. People are still living with the consequences of that act today. People who are living 
today have experienced the implications of that act in their lives and those younger than that still live with the 
consequences of that act today. That is why this Parliament and the government must move forward very quickly 
towards reconciliation and real action. As the member for Kimberley, Josie Farrer, pointed out, the act does 
something that is both symbolic and important in nature; that is, recognise Aboriginal people. I cannot think of 
a better piece of legislation to support. Members before me have quoted probably one of my favourite quotes of 
my political career from Josie Farrer, the member for Kimberley, in which she said — 

Here is an opportunity for us as parliamentarians to do something remarkable; let us be magnificent; let 
us step forward and deliver a great act for all Western Australian Aboriginal peoples: let us move 
together Towards a True and Lasting Reconciliation. 

HON MARTIN ALDRIDGE (Agricultural) [3.31 pm]: I rise to make a contribution to the 
Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015 this afternoon. In doing so, I would like 
to acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which we meet and pay my respects to their elders, past and 
present. The bill before us is of great significance to our state and to our people and probably one of the most 
important pieces of legislation that I have considered in my short time in this place. I must first pay due 
recognition to the member for Kimberley for the role that she played in initiating this bill. I agree with all the 
members who have spoken before me that this bill is known now and will be known into the future as the 
Farrer bill. I am sure that this has not been an easy road for her, bringing a bill of any type to Parliament in her 
first term as a member, particularly a bill of this significance. 
In preparing for the debate today, I took the opportunity to look at some of the initial contributions that were 
made in response to the 2014 version of the bill. I found some of the behaviour exhibited and the comments 
expressed throughout the debate challenging and felt that they belittled the importance of this issue. Due 
recognition of Aboriginal people in our Constitution is a matter that we should all take very seriously. It is one of 
those issues about which party politics ought not to play a role. This is an issue that I will come back to later 
when I talk a little more about the parliamentary processes that have got us to the point we are at today. 
According to the 2011 census, 8 452 people associated themselves as Indigenous in my electorate of Agricultural 
Region. That is just over six per cent of my constituency, with the state average being 3.8 per cent. In almost 
every indicator we can possibly think of, our Aboriginal people continue to be the subject of disadvantage. Many 
of the speakers before me, including the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, have articulated some of those 
challenges quite well. 
With the passage of this bill, we will insert some very important words into our state Constitution and at the 
same time repeal redundant provisions which I agree with previous speakers today are contrary to recognition of 
itself. Words alone will not assist Aboriginal people in my electorate. We all have enormously privileged roles in 
this place and for those a bit closer to the front, some very powerful ones. It is important for our Constitution, 
our foundation document marking self-government in Western Australia, that it truly reflects the history and the 
Aboriginal people as the first Australians of our country. When I went to school, which was not all that long ago, 
this history was largely overlooked or ignored. It is important that we recognise Aboriginal people as the first 
Australians. It is important that we pledge to do more but first we must understand the history before us and the 
challenges that we have here and now. 

When the member for Kimberley introduced her bill in June 2014, I recall my parliamentary colleagues making 
it a priority to attend the chamber in the other place. It was a significant moment not only for her but also for the 
Parliament. Debate on the bill ensued later that same year—early to mid-November, if my memory serves me 
right. Around that same time we received a briefing in our party room from very senior public servants of the 
Department of the Premier and Cabinet and the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. They raised a number of 
concerns, including that the bill was not sound and some of the risks were high. They had probably not judged 
the appetite of our party room towards the notion of constitutional recognition and the support that we have for 
the member for Kimberley in that regard. I recall putting to them the option of a parliamentary committee 
inquiring into and reporting on the very concerns that they had. The issues that they were articulating, without 
having an opportunity to further scrutinise them, were concerning. There were references to the impact of 
pastoral leases, which Hon Jacqui Boydell mentioned earlier in her contribution today, and the potential to 
jeopardise the future tenure and lease renewal process that was well underway at the time, even more reason in 
my view that we got this right.  

I recall recommending a committee inquiry at that time, which was immediately downplayed. The ability of the 
Parliament to deal with this important matter in a mature and professional manner was significantly 
underestimated in my view. I know that we received criticism, particularly in the lower house, for a desire for 
a committee inquiry. It was suggested that this was a delay tactic—a plan to reject the bill and introduce a bill in 
the name of government. All I can say is that our intention was always genuine and without consideration for 
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party politics. One of the things that we always held strong in the negotiations that took place was that the bill 
that was to proceed through the Parliament should be the bill belonging to the member for Kimberley. 

The Leader of the National Party in the other place articulated on 19 November the work he undertook to bring 
the parties together, including a series of meetings with the Premier, the Deputy Premier, the Leader of the 
Opposition and the member for Kimberley. He also said on that day that if a committee referral failed and the 
member for Kimberley took her bill to a second reading vote, he would have crossed the floor to support it. This 
was not his preference in negotiating what he thought was the best outcome for the passage of this bill but 
nevertheless the commitment that he had to constitutional recognition of Aboriginal people. 

At this time I would like to recognise the work of the Joint Select Committee on Aboriginal Constitutional 
Recognition. This committee undertook some solid work over the summer before reporting in March—quite 
a challenging time frame I am sure for those members during that time on what was quite an important and, at 
different stages, complex matter to consider. The report was comprehensive, well laid out and easily understood 
to the layperson. Most importantly, the committee dismissed the concerns that had been put to me and my 
colleagues previously and expressed support for the words proposed by the member for Kimberley. Although 
delaying the passage of this bill considerably, the committee process has instilled confidence in the decision we 
are hopefully making here today. If nothing else, this experience has cemented for me the importance of our 
committees in our parliamentary process.  

We are the last mainland state to recognise Aboriginal people in our Constitution. This is even more reason that 
we move swiftly with the passage of this bill and continue the conversation on how we effect a true, long-lasting 
reconciliation. I pledge for whatever time I serve in this place to ensure that our first Australians enjoy the 
opportunity and prosperity of this land that we all call home. I commend the bill to the house. 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [3.40 pm]: I rise on behalf of the Greens to support and 
contribute to the second reading of the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. 
Before going any further, I would like to recognise the traditional owners on whose land we stand, the 
Whadjuk Noongar people, their elders, past, present and future; they are the custodians, the owners of this land. 

One of the points I want to talk about shortly is this notion that we are recognising Aboriginal people when, in 
fact, we are recognising Aboriginal peoples, because there are many; there are tens of nations in Western 
Australia. I would also like to commend from the outset the work of Josie Farrer, MLA, a Gidja woman from the 
Kimberley, who had the courage and fortitude to bring this recognition bill to the Parliament. I would like to 
commend all members of Parliament for unanimously supporting this legislation. 

On 11 June 2014, Josie Farrer introduced the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 
2014 into the Legislative Assembly. A motion was passed in both houses to establish a joint select committee to 
consider and report on the appropriate wording to recognise Aboriginal people in the Constitution of Western 
Australia. The first report of the Joint Select Committee on Aboriginal Constitution Recognition, “Towards 
a True and Lasting Reconciliation: Report into the Appropriate Wording to Recognise Aboriginal People in the 
Constitution of Western Australia” was tabled in both houses on 26 March 2015. The report’s 16 findings 
concluded that the words in the 2014 bill were a suitable starting point for consideration of an appropriate form 
of words for constitutional recognition of Aboriginal people in Western Australia, and recommended some 
minor amendments to improve the readability. The report also supported the removal of section 42 from the 
Western Australian Constitution Act 1889. This section is no longer applicable, since Parliament has been 
constituted. The amendment to section 75 will remove the definition of Aborigines Protection Board. I want to 
make a point on this, which is quite interesting. If members read the work done in Canada, Norway and many 
other places, it is interesting to note that our bill refers to Aboriginal people, whereas in most other nations they 
are referred to as Aboriginal peoples. One thing we must remember is that the benchmark work done by 
Norman Tindale showed there were many nations—as I said tens of nations, with 20 or so in the Kimberley 
alone—all speaking different languages and dialects, with up to 90 in this state. I have some problem that in fact 
we are to a large degree putting all these nations together under one banner. I, and some of the people I have 
spoken to, would have preferred the word “Aborigines” in the bill as opposed to “Aboriginal”, because then it 
references to a large degree that we are a state of many nations. The joint select committee recommended in its 
report some minor amendments to the 2014 bill’s wording for a Constitution Act 1889 WA preamble. The 2014 
bill is an option available to Parliament should it wish to consider a bill to recognise Aboriginal people in the 
Constitution Act 1889. The report found that if the 2014 bill were passed, the risks of unintended legal 
consequence appeared to be negligible, thus this 2015 bill is substantively the 2014 bill with the joint select 
committee’s recommended changes incorporated. 

The history of the legislation in other states is interesting. Again, I go to some of the work contained within the 
report “Towards a True and Lasting Reconciliation” which dealt with matters in not only other states but also 
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other nations. In that regard, the committee had a really good look at some of the other facets involved around 
the processes leading to this piece of legislation. It is interesting that in places such as Norway, Columbia, 
Ecuador, the United Mexican States and many others, there is a much more meaningful interpretation of 
recognition than within our Constitution, both the proposed federal Constitution and this state’s Constitution. 
The Greens support this piece of legislation unreservedly. Whatever happens with the battles that still exist over 
sovereignty movements and the treaty now organisations, the advancement of the proper place of Aboriginal 
people in our nation will continue. This is not where it stops; this is where it starts. That has been articulated by 
Josie Farrer in the other place. 
South Australia was the most recent state to recognise Aboriginal people in its Constitution through the 
Constitution (Recognition of Aboriginal Peoples) Amendment Bill 2012, which was introduced into the 
South Australian Parliament on 29 November 2012, passed on 5 March 2013 and assented to on 28 March 2013. 
The New South Wales Parliament introduced the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) 
Bill 2010 on 8 September 2010, passed the bill on 19 October 2010, and it received royal assent on 25 October 
2010. It is interesting to note that the passage of that bill in New South Wales was roundly supported by 
everybody in that debate. The Greens spokesperson on Aboriginal Affairs in that place, Jan Barham, welcomed 
the passage of her motion supporting constitutional recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
by the New South Wales Legislative Council. At the time, Ms Barham stated — 

The passage of the Act of Recognition through the Senate last week was another important step towards 
Constitutional Recognition, but it is crucial that politicians across all Parliaments and parties help build 
support for a referendum. 

That is one of the important components of the passage of this legislation in this place that clearly marks to the 
federal Parliament that we need a national position on and national support for recognition, and quickly. To 
again quote Ms Barham — 

“The Parliament passed an amendment to the NSW Constitution in 2010, and now the upper house has 
thrown its support behind constitutional change for Australia. I hope the Premier and his Government 
will work toward ensuring public support for Constitutional Recognition.” 
The motion that was passed by the Legislative Council also recognised the contributions of the 
Expert Panel on Constitutional Recognition of Indigenous Australians, along with community 
organisations such as Recognise, for their work in establishing the path toward a Commonwealth 
Referendum. 

I have met on a number of occasions with Recognise here in Western Australia, and I think that the incredible 
step by Josie Farrer, MLA, of moving the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 
2015 forward in this Parliament is a credit to the work of Recognise. It is also an incredible recognition of the 
work Josie has done from her Kimberley base. 
Josie Farrer’s second reading speech continues — 

Queensland introduced the Constitution (Preamble) Amendment Bill 2009 on 24 November 2009, 
passed it on 23 February 2010 and the bill received assent on 25 February 2010. The first state in 
Australia to give constitutional recognition to Aboriginal people was Victoria, which introduced the 
Constitution (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2004 on 26 August 2004, passed the bill on 
4 November 2004 and it was assented to on 9 November 2004. At a federal level, the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Peoples Recognition Bill 2012 was passed by the House of Representatives on 
13 February 2013 and was read into the Senate on 25 February 2013. 

During the second reading debate on the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015, 
all members of the Legislative Assembly who contributed recognised the traditional owners of this land and gave 
historic and personal accounts. This bill has received positive and bipartisan support, for which I commend all 
members of Parliament. 
Josie Farrer’s second reading speech continues — 

Passing this bill will make Western Australia the last mainland state to recognise Aboriginal people in 
its Constitution. This Western Australian bill recognises that Aboriginal people are the original 
custodians of Western Australia. Recognition of Aboriginal people as the first people of Western 
Australia through our Constitution is vital in addressing the ethical issues that face all Australians. 

We the Greens acknowledge the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as Australia’s first peoples, and 
recognise their strong cultural and spiritual connection with the land and their rights and obligations as owners 
and custodians. As I have already stated in this house, we have to understand that culturally Aboriginal people 
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do not own the land; they are of the land and the land is of them. We are committed to seeing those rights 
reflected in our laws and society. 
This is an incredibly good first step, but many are still to be taken. It is concerning to me that although we are all 
standing here with genuinely heartfelt support for this motion, agendas still run that diminish the standing of 
Indigenous people in Western Australia. All Australians, including those living in remote communities, have equal 
rights to essential government services such as health, education, training, housing, community infrastructure, 
employment support and policing. We recognise that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people must be partners 
in the development and implementation of policies, programs and services that affect them. To that extent, 
I acknowledge today’s announcement of the members appointed to the committee that will assist government by 
providing direction, with Grahame Searle, for the programs that government wants to run. But we have to 
remember that a limited number of people have been chosen to represent many peoples. They have an extremely 
difficult task ahead of them, because as Josie Farrer, MLA, has said in the other place, it is sometimes very difficult 
for her to represent people she is not culturally of. We need to understand that we need to listen to many people, 
and it will be the task of the members appointed to that committee to seek wide counsel. 
The Greens in Western Australia are concerned that governments continue to overlook important international 
agreements that recognise the rights of Indigenous peoples, and do not invest enough in efforts to bridge the gaps 
in many areas of our society. We are committed to delivering constitutional recognition for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, compensating the stolen generations and improving the native title system, which, 
I have to say, I am beginning to find more and more adversarial and problematic throughout WA. We stand with 
Josie Farrer and agree that constitutional recognition is vital to improving the conditions for Aboriginal peoples 
and recognising their rights as traditional owners, their language, culture and connection to the land and water. 
As I have already mentioned in this place, it is really rather frightening that we have already lost so many 
languages in Western Australia. There is a great struggle amongst Aboriginal people, whether they work out of 
Wangka Maya Pilbara Aboriginal Language Centre or many of the other language centres or Laverton, who are 
trying very hard, with the help of linguists, to record languages from the one or two speakers who remain 
capable of imparting that knowledge. 
This bill is long overdue. Aboriginal people have been here over 60 000 years, and white settlers have been here 
for about 400 years. I wish to acknowledge Senator Rachel Siewert of the Greens, who has been a member of the 
Joint Select Committee on Constitutional Recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. She has 
done a lot of work and met with many hundreds of communities around Australia to listen to their concerns 
about the federal recognition process. Constitutional recognition needs to be substantive, address race provisions 
and be supported by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Federally, we must keep up the momentum on 
achieving constitutional recognition in our nation’s founding document. Constitutional recognition may be 
substantive, and archaic race provisions that remain within the Constitution should be removed. We must also 
address racial discrimination in the Constitution. This aligns with the views of the Australian community. I urge 
the federal government to not waste this opportunity. 

A motion moved in the Senate by Senator Siewert yesterday reads — 
That the Senate— 

(a) notes that legislation amending the Western Australian Constitution to recognise Aboriginal people 
as the first peoples of Western Australia recently passed in the Lower House of the Western Australian 
State Parliament; and 

(b) calls on the Federal Government to keep up the momentum in moving towards substantive 
Constitutional Recognition for Aboriginal and Torres Strait peoples in Australia's Federal Constitution. 

My only other comments would be that there are moves out in the community to attempt to engage. I am mindful 
of the Aboriginal women’s group that is based at Port Hedland, which was doing a really tremendous job in 
working with Aboriginal women throughout the Pilbara, the Central Desert, the Martu lands and down to 
Onslow. It had brought together meetings of over 2 000 women to discuss mental health issues and family 
violence with the last one being held at Auski roadhouse. Unfortunately, this really progressive group of people 
has been left unfunded. They are losing their coordinator and their offices. This group was doing something that 
was really positive and working well. These initiatives are really powerful, grassroots-driven and substantial, yet 
whenever we find our shoestrings a little too tight we cut loose the funding for Aboriginal communities. 
A meeting is coming up very shortly on 25 September 2015 to which, I understand, most of the members of this 
chamber and members representing that area have been invited. I hope to see the minister there and 
Hon Terry Redman, MLA. Hon Colin Barnett and Hon Helen Morton have been invited. Hon Mark McGowan, 
MLA, Hon Stephen Dawson, Hon Jacqui Boydell, Ms Josie Farrer, Hon Brendon Grylls and Mr Vince Catania 
have also all been invited to what will be one of the most substantive bush meetings held in recent times. The 
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Yule River bush meetings used to have a gathering of 4 000 to 5 000 people and old man Parker—I will not use 
his first name—used to convene those meetings. It was one place where the mobs from the whole of the Pilbara 
and the north west used to come. Those meetings recommenced again last year and about 2 000 people attended 
that meeting. It is anticipated that this year the numbers will grow, if not double. It is a very important forum for 
people to go to and listen to the aspirations of Indigenous people from throughout the Pilbara and the north west. 
I encourage people to attend that meeting. 

Although this is an incredibly important step and one that we cannot disavow in any way, shape or form, the 
Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act as it existed in that state in 1976 established many of the things 
that Aboriginal people right across Western Australia strive for: the right to speak for country and to protect 
country. One of the fundamental tranches of that legislation were those very elements. Unfortunately, native title 
in Western Australia has become one of the most divisive and destructive elements to Indigenous people. It 
drives family against family, kin against kin, and tribe against tribe. I remember about 10 years ago talking to 
a man who was entrusted with songlines in the Roebourne area who said, “I was born in Roebourne. I was part 
of the Roebourne mob. Native title came along and I had to choose sides. I had to become Yindjibarndi, 
Ngarluma, Yaburara or Mardudhunera. I had to become somebody. Suddenly I found that my aunty was in 
another group. We found ourselves arguing over who should speak for country when prior to native title we all 
spoke for country.” In the Northern Territory Aboriginal people can speak for country and stand up for country 
without the bickering associated with native title as it rolls out in this state. I work in those areas and one of the 
biggest problems I have is that people say to me, “So-and-so is doing this” or “so-and-so is doing that” and they 
want me to take sides, but I will not do that for the simple reason that once a person does he is pigeonholed or 
caught. If we continue to go the way we are going, I am very fearful that Aboriginal people will be further 
disenfranchised by the native title process and the possible removal of people from the communities and the land 
to which they were born. 

I must also talk about the inequities established between the Aboriginal Heritage Act and the Heritage of 
Western Australia Act. Heritage under the heritage act has far greater protection and fiscal impediment than that 
contained within the Aboriginal Heritage Act. In that regard, I urge the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs to take 
the essence of this motion, which is to recognise the rights of Aboriginal people in the Constitution, and give 
them the respect that they as Aboriginal people of Western Australia deserve. 

HON MARTIN PRITCHARD (North Metropolitan) [4.07 pm]: I rise to speak on the Constitution 
Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. Firstly, it gives me great pleasure to take this 
opportunity to acknowledge and recognise the Noongar people who are the traditional owners and custodians of 
the land on which we meet. I pay my respects to their elders both past and present. I would also like to commend 
Josie Farrer, MLA, a traditional Gidja woman from the Kimberley, for her tenacity and commitment to get this 
legislation before us today. I understand that this bill has bipartisan support as it should, but I thank those 
members opposite for their approach to this most important step in trying to right some of the wrongs of our 
history. It is good to see the government and the opposition working together to achieve something that is 
important to not only Aboriginal people, but also all the people of this great state. This bill is designed to 
recognise that Aboriginal people are the original inhabitants and custodians of Western Australia and that 
settlement by Europeans was without the consent of those original inhabitants. 

To fully acknowledge the import of this moment, we need to look at what has led us up to this point. The human 
history of Western Australia began some 40 000 to 60 000 years ago with the settlement of Australia’s original 
people, our Indigenous people. Western Australia’s so-called modern history began with white settlement first in 
Albany in 1826 with the founding of a British military outpost, and then the colonisation of the Swan River area 
a few years later in 1829. A quote from the reconciliation.org.au website may give members some flavour of 
how colonisation was achieved. It reads — 

… Aboriginal people were dispossessed and displaced from their lands, forced into reservations and 
killed in battles for their land, by hunting parties and the poisoning of waterholes. … many died from 
introduced diseases such as small pox. 

It goes on — 

As numbers declined and traditional lifestyles and cultures were disrupted, the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples become increasingly marginalised. Many were moved, often forcibly, to 
missions or government reserves. Some became fringe dwellers on the outskirts of cities and towns, 
while others managed to earn a meagre living in the casual workforce of rural and outback Australia. 
They were no longer allowed to live as they had done for tens of thousands of years, but neither were 
they able to become equal partners and citizens in the wider society that had taken their land. 
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In 1890, Western Australia received its own Constitution and representative government. Unfortunately, this 
important document was written from a common viewpoint of that time that the Indigenous people of Western 
Australia were somehow inferior. This led to the leaving out and non-recognition of the original inhabitants and 
custodians of this land. This then led to a time line of racially discriminatory actions such as paternalism, the 
protection policy, native institutionalisation, assimilation and the tragedy of the stolen generations—not proud 
moments in our history. They were all put into legislation because of the discriminatory wording of our original 
Constitution. 

There was no relief for Aboriginal people when Australia federated in 1901. They were excluded from 
participating in the new commonwealth, and continued to suffer restrictive and discriminatory laws that stripped 
them of any rights. They could not work as they wished or spend the money that they earned as they saw fit. 
They could not raise their family within their own culture and had little right to health care. They could not enter 
many public places, such as hotels, and they could not own land or live were they wished. In some cases, prior to 
1967, Aboriginals who wished to enjoy some of the rights that were freely given to white people often had to 
apply for a passport that granted them citizenship in their own country. Even those who had fought for this 
country were given no special dispensation. 

I can find no concrete date for when reconciliation started in Western Australia, or indeed in Australia as 
a whole, but just a growing acknowledgement of the past wrongdoings and the need to ensure that those same 
mistakes would never be repeated. There has been some progress over the years, in particular the introduction 
and enactment of the Aboriginal Heritage Act in 1972, which was groundbreaking for its time as it brought about 
the protection of sacred and ritual sites, although this was still bound in a mindset of white superiority. 

There was further progress in 1975. The World Council of Indigenous Peoples was founded. The Aboriginal Land 
Fund Commission was established to buy land for Aboriginal groups across Australia. The Senate unanimously 
passed a resolution moved by Senator Bonner that acknowledged prior Indigenous ownership of Australia and 
provided compensation for dispossession of land. The Racial Discrimination Act was passed by the 
Whitlam government, which overrode state and territory legislation and made racial discrimination unlawful. 

In 1991, the Australian government established the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation, which for 10 years 
worked to promote reconciliation and advise government on the formal ways by which reconciliation could be 
achieved. Also in the 1990s there were the Mabo and Wik decisions, which washed away the ridiculous notion 
of terra nullius. I cannot imagine how as a people it must have felt to be so disrespected that their very existence 
was questioned. 

In 2008, then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd issued a formal apology to the members of the stolen generations. 
More recently, other states of Australia have preceded us by providing recognition for Aboriginal people in their 
Constitution: Victoria in 2004, Queensland and New South Wales in 2010, and more recently South Australia in 
2013. 

Recommendation 290 of the national report overview and recommendations of the 1989–1996 royal commission 
into Indigenous deaths in custody states, according to my notes — 

It is recognised all over the world that when communities have traumatic experiences, there are long 
term consequences. Their children and grandchildren are affected, and depending on whether and how 
wrongdoings are acknowledged and continuing problems addressed, the trauma tracks down the 
generations. West Australians of today are not directly responsible for what happened in the past. But it 
is part of our shared history as Indigenous and non-Indigenous West Australians and, together, we are 
responsible for what happens in the future. 

When moving ahead we must look to our past, the triumphs and tragedies, and although we cannot change 
history, we can certainly ensure there is a vehicle to acknowledge and correct those mistakes as far as we can. 
The amendments to the Constitution in this bill are part of this. 

In this place we have acknowledged the rights of Aboriginals for a long time, and now it is time to recognise 
them formally in our Constitution—only 125 years later! Some may say that these changes are symbolic, but 
even if they are right, I would agree with the member for Victoria Park, Ben Wyatt, when he said — 

… symbols inspire us, and unite us. And they have a power to make people feel included, and that will 
spur on and complement the practical agenda on jobs, health and education. 

… 

To ignore the symbolic is to take a profoundly small view of the very nature of humanity. 

 [16] 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 8 September 2015] 

 p5763c-5781a 
Hon Peter Collier; Hon Dr Sally Talbot; Hon Jacqui Boydell; Hon Sue Ellery; Hon Samantha Rowe; Hon Alanna 
Clohesy; Hon Martin Aldridge; Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Martin Pritchard; Hon Darren West; Hon Adele Farina 

I happen to believe that this bill is more than symbolism, and I encourage all members of this place to take up the 
member for Kimberley’s challenge and be magnificent. I commend the bill to the house. 

HON DARREN WEST (Agricultural) [4.16 pm]: Like the previous speakers, I also rise to support this very 
important piece of legislation, the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. 
I begin by acknowledging the Whadjuk–Noongar people, the traditional owners of this land, and pay my respects 
to their elders past and present. 

It is 186 years since white settlement in Western Australia, for which Western Australia Day—formerly 
Foundation Day—is celebrated in Western Australia, and finally the Aboriginal people, the first inhabitants of 
this land, will be recognised in the WA Constitution with the passage of this bill. It is a great day. When many of 
us look back on our political and parliamentary careers, I am quite sure that this will be the stand-out piece of 
legislation that we will recall from our time in Parliament. WA is the final state in the Federation to make this 
historic acknowledgement, which I think after 186 years is good. 

It is somewhat disappointing to note that the bill was delayed by having to be worked through the committee 
process. Although in the words of Vincent Lingiari we know how to wait, I thought that given WA is the last 
state to bring in a bill such as this brought in by Josie Farrer, it may have passed through Parliament more 
expeditiously. However, I take the opportunity to make special mention of my colleague and friend the member 
for Kimberley, Josie Farrer—this quietly spoken Gidja woman who has brought us this bill for debate. I think 
that she will go down in Western Australian history as the person who was the driver of this final draft of the bill 
that we are debating.  

I also acknowledge Hon John Cowdell, a former President of this Council, for his work 10 years ago when 
bipartisan support was not quite as forthcoming, but eventually we were able to get an acknowledgement that the 
legislation was supported by the majority. He certainly made a substantial contribution to getting the bill to this 
point. We have seen many other significant milestones in the journey to reconciliation: from the 
1967 referendum to the Lingiari–Whitlam famous days in the 1970s, to land rights, to the Mabo decision and, of 
course, as mentioned earlier, to the apology to the stolen generations in 2008 by then Prime Minister 
Kevin Rudd. We have far to go on the journey towards reconciliation, but we are making steps and it is good to 
be a part of that. 

I work with a lot of Noongar and Yamatji people in my electorate and it is a constant reminder of how much 
work there is yet to do. I will quote a letter written by the Midwest Aboriginal Organisation Alliance in 
Geraldton, an organisation that I deal with a lot. We had a meeting with MAOA when Ben Wyatt was in 
Geraldton recently. The letter is to Josie Farrer, and reads — 

On behalf of the Midwest Aboriginal Organisations’ Alliance (MAOA), I would like to thank you, and 
congratulate you, for your determination and courage in your recent re-introduction, for a second 
reading, of the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. 

It is indeed an important historic event to amend the State’s Constitution in recognition of Aboriginal 
Western Australians as being the traditional custodians, and first people, of this land. 

MAOA is an alliance of 17 Aboriginal organisations in Western Australia’s Midwest region. MAOA 
leads, and supports, an established group of dedicated Aboriginal organisations and service agencies 
which encompass a broad range resource agencies; media and art facilities; housing providers; health, 
social and emotional wellbeing services; sporting and youth agencies; and employment services. 
MAOA values the contribution of each of its member organisations, and works collaboratively with 
community, industry and government partners in addressing key issues affecting the health, education, 
housing, justice, socioeconomic and cultural futures of Aboriginal people living in the Midwest region. 

As a result of your dedication and work, this Bill will be etched in history. It will be a defining moment 
in moving forward in unity, and in recognising and respecting Western Australia’s Aboriginal people as 
the first people and traditional custodians of this land. It will also propel us towards true reconciliation. 

Yours faithfully 

Gordon Gray 

Chairperson 

Midwest Aboriginal Organisations’ Alliance (MAOA) 

I do not think I can say it any better than that. That is how important the Constitution Amendment (Recognition 
of Aboriginal People) Bill is to Aboriginal people, and I quote people from my electorate. I am very proud to 
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stand here and be part of the passage of such an important piece of legislation. There is a lot of work to do, but 
we are getting there, and it is terrific that we have this piece of legislation before us. It is a great day. 

HON ADELE FARINA (South West) [4.22 pm]: I acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which 
we are meeting, the Noongar people. My electorate of South West Region encompasses a large portion of 
Noongar country so many of my remarks today will relate to that area. However, I would like to acknowledge all 
Aboriginal peoples in Western Australia and the unique contribution they have made to the culture of the place 
we call home. I also express my gratitude to our colleague from the other place the member for Kimberley for all 
she has done to ensure that we are here today debating this very important Constitution Amendment 
(Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill, and to all members of the Joint Select Committee on 
Aboriginal Constitutional Recognition. The members of the committee are to be congratulated for the wording of 
the amendment as it appears before us in the amendment bill. They did not succumb to using flowery language, 
to making emotive statements or using subjective language that would encourage unproductive debate about the 
intent of the amendment. They used plain English in a manner that can be easily understood by all who make 
a straightforward statement of historical fact and provided a clear framework for future work in this area. 
I commend them for their work. 

The amendment focuses on a clear statement of historical fact but, of course, underpinning that statement and the 
apparent commitment of this Parliament to make that statement is thousands of years of history. The history of 
the past few hundred years saw the intersection of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures and experiences. The 
amendment deals primarily with the appropriate recognition of Indigenous people and I would argue that that 
recognition—or the lack thereof—is what has underpinned the relationships between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people since colonial times and has been a key contributor to the many injustices that litter our 
history. I would also argue that another key characteristic that defines this narrative is the sheer resilience of 
Aboriginal people. Enshrining the statement of recognition in the Western Australian Constitution will be 
a touchstone for the acknowledgement of the inequities of the past and will charter a different course for the 
future of this state that includes an indelible commitment to the principles of reconciliation. In making this 
recognition we enrich our knowledge of our place in the world, for without knowing and without acknowledging 
that Aboriginal people are the traditional owners of this land, we deny the 50 000 years of history for which 
Aboriginal people in Western Australia are the custodians. 

Noongar people hold oral histories that tell of the time of Wadjemup, Rottnest Island, when it was still connected 
to the mainland and when people would walk across the sandbars to visit a place that is now only accessible by 
boat. The Noongar language contains the word “nyitting” meaning ice age. Such a word exists only because it 
has meaning and because it describes a recognisable event, the knowledge of which has survived thousands of 
years because of the retelling through oral histories and traditions. The Noongar people were witness to one of 
the most monumental environmental periods on earth and its impact on this place. For tens of thousands of years 
Noongar people were fire-and-stick farmers in the south west region. The knowledge and understanding of the 
country developed by Aboriginal people far exceeds that we have been able to develop over the past 100 years or 
so. To deny ourselves access to this history is to deny ourselves a comprehensive understanding of the place in 
which we live.  

To put this into perspective, when the Egyptians were building the Great Pyramids 4 500 years ago, and when 
the Romans were building the Colosseum in Rome almost 2 000 years ago, Aboriginal people were living and 
thriving, and recording their oral histories here. Two of the great ancient civilisations of the world with 
a profound influence on the way our society has evolved have disappeared, but Aboriginal people are still here 
and their oral histories predate by thousands of years all the achievements of those earlier civilisations. We are 
home to the oldest living culture on earth and that is something that we should be extremely proud of. Access to 
that history and understanding of this place is a unique gift, a priceless asset that we should never take for 
granted. It is perhaps in understanding and recognising the concept of continuous culture, history and occupation 
of this land that we see the first example of the unparalleled resilience of Aboriginal people. As I said, all of 
those great ancient cultures have gone, but Aboriginal people are still here not only in a physical sense, but also 
in a cultural sense. They have evolved their way of being and adapted to an ever-changing culture and 
environmental landscape, but remain with a distinct, unique and identifiable culture in contemporary Australia. 
This is the greatest of human resilience and an unshakeable commitment to maintaining values and identity 
despite innumerable obstacles. 

In acknowledging Aboriginal people as the traditional owners of this place, we are recognising an incomparable 
cultural achievement. Many Australians see our habitation of this country as some sort of battle from which we 
emerged the victors after surviving inhospitable bush and weather—fire and flood—to secure our place in the 
world, which is so different from the Aboriginal view of country. The Aboriginal connection to country and the 
identity it affords is something beyond our usual comprehension of what it is to call a place home. We use the 
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land and resources to achieve our ambitions; Aboriginal people are a part of it. One of the many things we have 
failed to give due recognition to is the role Aboriginal people played in the success of early settlers in surviving 
what was then alien land. Diaries of many early settlers in the south west are peppered with references to the 
positive relationships between those people and the local Noongar people. These were relationships of 
dependence, but not of the Noongar people being dependent on settlers bringing a modern way of life, but of 
settlers using the knowledge and open-hearted sharing of Noongar people to survive this alien land. Despite this, 
the relationships were far from equitable with massacres such as those that occurred at Pinjarra and 
Lake Minimup. These are examples of the settlers exerting their power over not just land but also the 
dispossessed original inhabitants. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 5794.] 
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