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Introduction

The Hon. Robert (Bob) John Pearce was interviewed by Ronda Jamieson between
January and May 2007 for the Parliamentary History Project of the Parliament of
Western Australia and the J S Battye Library of West Australian History.
The interviews cover his family life and schooling, training and work as a teacher, and
his union and community activities before entering Parliament as the Member for
Gosnells in 1977 when he became the Deputy Opposition Whip and later a shadow
minister. He was elected the member for Armadale in 1983 and remained so until his
decision not to contest the State election of 1993.
Among many positions held, which are covered in the interviews, were varying periods
as Minister for Education, Planning, Police and Emergency Services, Intergovernmental
Relations, the Environment, and Conservation and Land Management and Waterways
under the Labor governments of Brian Burke, Peter Dowding and Carmen Lawrence.
Bob Pearce was Leader of the House in the Legislative Assembly from February 1986
until October 1992.
After leaving the Parliament, Bob Pearce became a politics consultant and political
commentator before becoming Executive Director of the Forest Industries Federation in
1998, the position he held at the time of the interviews.

NOTE TO READER

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a verbatim
transcript of the spoken word and reflects the informal, conversational style that
is inherent in such historical sources. The Parliament and the State Library are
not responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

Bold type face indicates a difference between transcript and tape, as a result of
corrections made to the transcript only, usually at the request of the person
interviewed.

FULL CAPITALS in the text indicate a word or words emphasised by the person
interviewed.

Square brackets [] are used for insertions not in the original tape.
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TAPE ONE SIDE A
Robert John Pearce interviewed by Ronda Jamieson for the Parliamentary History
Project and the J S Battye Library of West Australian History.

PEARCE

Robert John Pearce. I was born in Perth on 24 February, 1946.

RJ

And your father's name?

PEARCE
My father is Ronald Malcolm Pearce. He was, I think, born on 3 January
1921. He was in the army, I think, at that point. He and my mother had both been in the
army and they'd both served on Rottnest Island during the war. They met there and got
married, I guess, right at the end of the war, maybe just before the end of that. I was
born right at the very beginning of the baby boomers in February '46. I have no
recollection of that time at all really, except I think my mother and father perhaps may
have lived at Shenton Park with my grandparents for a little while, but my parents then
built a house. The arrangements were made to give money to people who'd served in
the war and they built a house out in Whatley Crescent, Meltham, just near the railway
station. We lived there for all of my childhood up to about the age of 13.
RJ

And who was your mother?

PEARCE
My mother: Betty Mary Pearce. She was born on 15 August 1924. She
was the daughter of a farmer at Yandanooka, which is a tiny little place near
Mingenew. Her father had been a British soldier in the First World War. He was a
British migrant and she had a fairly large family, mostly of sisters. I guess she grew up
on that small farm and she left the farm to come and join the army during the war and
served on Rottnest and, as I say, that's where she met my father.
I must say I didn't know my grandparents on that side terribly well. My grandmother
died when I was quite young. I can remember my grandfather because he retired from
the farm and then went to live at.... he had a house on the beach at Port Denison, near
Dongara. We used to go up there and visit him for holidays in the summer. He drank
himself to death, I think. Not quite; that's a bit unfair, but it probably reflects the family
history. I think he died of cancer, in fact, but he was certainly fond of a drink in his
retirement. He was a nice, bluff old chap.
RJ

And how many in your family, how many siblings?

PEARCE
In my own family I'm the eldest of eight. I've got a run of brothers and
sisters stretching over, I guess, about 13 or 14 years. We're not a particularly close
family, sort of spread out; mostly around Western Australia. One of my sisters was
married to Eric Ripper for a time. Eric is a close friend and political colleague from quite
an early age. They were unfortunately divorced towards the end of the Lawrence
Government time, probably 1991, '92, some time around there '92 probably which I
was disappointed in, but that's life. My brother Keith was for a time, I think only for a
year or two, Mayor of Wanneroo. He's only a year younger than me. He's a
professional crayfisherman.
-

-

I'm jumping around a bit, but my father having been in the army, after the war he was
in the engineers corps. He was then transferred to Hobart, Tasmania in 1959, and we
went to live there for a couple of years. Then he was retrenched from the army in part
of the cutbacks the Menzies government made at that time. He was a senior noncommissioned officer and they cut back through the senior non-commissioned ranks
and I think the senior officer ranks as well. Too many chiefs and not enough Indians.
-

PEARCE
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He came back and for a time ran a delicatessen at Browne's Dairy in North Perth. Then
he went professional crayfishing with a friend. He'd never been involved in that before
but he established himself as a professional crayfisherman. My brother Keith got really
interested in that and as soon as he could leave school at 15, he went off to fish with
my father, and he still has the boat. Obviously they have different boats, but he's taken
over my father's crayfishing licence when my father retired. He got quite interested in
local government and was elected to Wanneroo Council and served a year as mayor.
He's not so much involved now.
RJ
What was your family life growing up? How much time did you spend
together as a family and what sort of things did you do together?
PEARCE
We're not a particularly close family at the present time. Because of the
way we moved around I got a little bit disconnected with the rest of the family from
quite an early point. Because they were all younger than me.... we used to share the
chores, as you do, but when I got on a bit I would find that, because I was academically
fairly bright, I tended to get time to study while the others had to do the work. When we
went to Tasmania, we had all been at the same primary school, Bayswater Primary
School. I'd gone off to high school by then. When we went to Tasmania I was at the
high school while the others were at the primary school and then as people moved into
high schools they came into different ones. When we came back to Perth I was at
Governor Stirling and the others were off elsewhere. Normally a family would go
through the same school arrangements, but I got a little bit cut off there. When I got
married in 1969, I was the president for that year for the National Union of Australian
University Students based in Melbourne, so I went off to Melbourne. When I came back
to pick up my teaching career I was transferred to Kalgoorlie, so I was effectively out of
town for four years there and the family moved on and got married and all of that. We
still keep in touch but we're not hugely close.
RJ
But as a very young child would you have sat down together as a family
for meals and talk to
-

PEARCE
Oh, yes, absolutely. Oh yes. With the spread of the family over eight
people, really it almost came into two halves, if you know what I mean. My brother
Keith, my sister Rhonda and sister Pat were the three oldest and then the others were
quite young. Barry, who was sort of the tail-ender (is now a hopeful actor in Sydney)
was really only a child when I left home. It was more the sort of top half of the family
and because we lived in a fairly small house, as people did in those days, we were a bit
on top of each other. I think we were good and reasonably close and did stuff together
at that stage, but as soon as I was in a different school you tend to do things with your
school and your school friends. I think the family as a little unit worked well while we
were in Perth and it did a bit when we went to Tasmania, to some extent, because we
spent a lot of time travelling around as a family group. But when we came back and I
was at Governor Stirling, I spent more time doing things with the school. I lived quite a
distance then from the school.
It's an odd story about how I got to go to Governor Stirling. I was in the group of
students at the end of primary school who did the last year of the scholarship in the
days when you could sit for a scholarship to go to Perth Modern School, and I got one.
But because it was the last year they had already announced that they were not going
to continue with Modern School as a specialised school for the top students and I
wasn't anxious to be separated from the group of people I was at Bayswater Primary
School with. I wanted to go to the same place. The year before all the Bayswater kids
had gone off to Governor Stirling. Because I won the scholarship I was able to
nominate where I wanted to go and rather than pick Modern School (it was the last
year of that) I picked Governor Stirling. The Education Department in its wisdom then
sent all my school colleagues to John Forrest High School or to Perth Girls High
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School. They split them up, so I finished up going to Governor Stirling all on my own. I
might as well have gone to Perth Mod the way that turned out.
When my brothers and sisters came, they went off to John Forrest, but then the family
moved. When we came back from Tasmania, the family got too big to stay in the old
home and we rented a house for a time in North Perth and then my father bought a
house out in Wembley Downs. In my fourth year at high school I suddenly found myself
living at Wembley Downs but going to Governor Stirling. That was quite a trip, but I
stayed there; I thought I'd already had the disruption of two years at Hobart High
School, which ironically was a selective high school. The Tasmanians kept that system.
I went to that school and it had a big impact on me too, Hobart High School. So I made
that trip. In the end I was made school captain at Governor Stirling, so it probably paid
off in a way. I have no arguments or complaints about my education but it did have the
effect of really separating me from brothers and sisters to a degree.
RJ
In those early years when you were a close unit, were politics discussed
in the family at all?
PEARCE
They were in a sort of a way. I was always interested in politics but I was
an absolute classic case in many ways. We came from a working class family from my
grandparents. My grandfather was a shoemaker, but he was also a lay preacher in the
Church of Christ and he became quite a significant person in the life of the Church of
Christ in Western Australia. One of my teachers at Bayswater Primary School was also
in the Church of Christ and described him as a saint, I think drawing a clear
comparison between him and me! Sorry, I've lost the thread of the question there.
RJ

We were talking about politics in the home.

PEARCE
My father was very Labor and quite opposed it was that year of
Menzies by the time we were interested enough. I was coming out of a working class
family, but fairly sharp, fairly bright and getting a scholarship. I got the scholarship to go
to Mod if I wanted to and I got a Commonwealth scholarship to go to university. I was
one of the upwardly mobile ones. I actually was leaning more to the Libs. I was quite
impressed by Menzies. When you listened to him I think he was an impressive person
for his time and Labor leaders were pretty terrible. I particularly remember listening to
the speeches. We listened to the speeches on the radio before the elections. I
remember a very impressive speech by Menzies, it must have been for the '61 election,
around there, maybe even earlier, and whoever was giving the speech for Labor was
just hopeless in comparison.
-

When I went to university I actually joined the university Liberal Club and I was in that
for a couple of years, but it was the left wing of the Liberal Club. Bob French, who is
now a Federal Court judge, Bob and I were quite friendly at university. He was a year
behind me. We both ran for the Liberal Club committee in the same year. Neither of us
got elected and the Pelican ran an article basically saying the Liberal Club's got to
sharpen up if it's going to be knocking back people like this for its committees. Bill
Hassell was running it. It's a small state, Western Australia. Of course, he had a very
conservative view of life. I didn't stick with the Liberal Club after that.
I was approached a little later to become the president of one of the Young Liberals
branch, Mt Lawley. I was very involved in student politics but not much involved in party
politics in those days. I took up that invitation just for that year and I actually won the
Young Liberals' public speaking competition. I don't know whether they still have the
cup somewhere with my name engraved on it! By that stage I think I'd run twice
unsuccessfully for president of the guild, but I'd been vice-president of the guild and
secretary. I'd been secretary for the National Union of Australian University Students,
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so I was quite involved in student politics. I thought it wasn't quite appropriate to be so
party politically involved so I really dropped out of that.
I really only got involved with the Labor Party when I went to Melbourne to be president
of the National Union of Australian University Students because that was the days of
Vietnam and conscription and it was a very Labor group of people. As it turned out, the
president the year before me was John Bannon, who turned out to be the Premier of
South Australia. The education vice-president in both our years was Tom Roper, who
finished up as Treasurer of Victoria. Jim Spigelman was on the executive. Jim is now
the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of New South Wales and in fact was one of
Whitlam's advisers. He was made head of the department of media in his 20s, I think,
in the last years of the Whitlam Government. So it was a very left wing Labor-oriented
group. I didn't join while I was the national president but as soon as I left and came
back to teach in Kalgoorlie I joined the Labor Party branch there.
RJ
But why? You've talked about these were Labor-oriented people but
what about the ideology, the philosophy, made you change tack?
PEARCE
I was first interested in politics and running the country and when I was
young, Menzies seemed to have an idea of what he was doing and the Libs seemed to
be successful. It seemed to be the place to be for someone who wanted to be in
politics. When I got to university there was much more discussion of issues and one of
the key points for me was I was in the state debating team for a number of years. I got
into it when I was actually.... I had two runs at it. When I was first at uni, my second
year at university I was helping to run the university debating club. In fact the person
who inducted me into the university debating club was Robert Holmes a Court, who
was the president of the debating society at LIDS, the University Debating Society, in
my first year at university. I turned up for the trials and got into a little C grade team
-

RJ

But why did you turn up for the trials? What interested you?

PEARCE
I was interested in debating. I'd been the captain of the debating team at
Governor Stirling when I was there. I was already shaping up as a reasonable sort of
public speaker; I'd done a fair bit of it at Governor Stirling on their version of Youth
Speaks for Australia, that local section. I was a bit undisciplined. I didn't have any real
teaching about it, but I'd been interested in doing it. So I joined up in the club.
At that stage they used to send a team.... debating was quite strong in Western
Australia and there was a national competition, and Western Australia would send a
state team to the national competition. We had three men I mean they looked elderly
to me then but they were probably in their 30s and they were the national champions.
In my second year they were looking to look to the future and perhaps broaden the
thing and they could never afford to send a reserve. I was a student and we had a
discussion and I offered, instead of going by air with the others, to catch the train with a
student concession, which was very cheap, across to Melbourne for the national
championships. I was made reserve for the state team in my second year at university,
so I would have been 19. That was a really good experience for me. I went a couple of
times as a student.
-

-

But the point that sticks out in that very first one, in that competition there was a guy
who was an economics lecturer at Melbourne University, a guy called Fogarty I can't
remember his first name; John I think in the Victorian team, and there was somebody
else whose name I don't now remember in the South Australian team. A couple of my
colleagues, one of whom was lain Patterson, who was then, I think, the captain. I think
he wasn't the captain at that stage but he was the star debater. He was quite left wing
in his views. There was a lot of discussion about socialism and economics and stuff like
-

-
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that. That was a real turning point for me in that week. Those sorts of things would
come up.
In those days, although the university was very conservative..., most of the people at
UWA when I went there there were 4000 students at UWA when I first went, I think,
and 6000 when I left were almost all from the western suburbs. There was a small
group like myself who were working class kids who came in on a Commonwealth
scholarship. I was doing law at the start. There weren't too many like me in the law
faculty in those days. And there was quite a smattering of Colombo Plan students,
people from South-East Asia and Africa, who were there on the Colombo Plan after the
Second World War. So although it was a small little group it was an interesting mix of
people but not too much in a social mix, at least from the local thing, although it was
starting to change because a lot of working class kids like me were getting in on the
Commonwealth scholarship and many more were coming in on the teacher bursary,
which was an easier thing to get than the Commonwealth scholarship. In fact teaching
was probably a big avenue for a lot of people from working class families to get a
university education because in those days the Education Department would take you
on as a trainee teacher and pay you. It was much better money it wasn't good money
but it was much better than the Commonwealth scholarship, so a lot of people did that.
They would then pick from the group that they took, the better performing academic
ones and send them off to UWA to be high school teachers. The others they'd keep
and put into the primary colleges at Graylands and Claremont. So a lot of working class
kids found their way into UWA via Claremont Teachers' College. In fact I finished up
doing that myself but I started out with a Commonwealth scholarship doing law.
-

-

-

A lot of those people found their way into the Labor Party. At the time I came into the
Labor Party people were complaining it was full of teachers and if you look back,
people like Mal Bryce was a teacher, Arthur Tonkin was a teacher, Dave Evans had
been a teacher, and I was a teacher myself. I can't remember all the names just off the
top of my head but there'd been quite a number, particularly in the young group that
was starting to put pressure on the Labor Party-Joe Chamberlain establishment, if you
like. A lot of them were teachers. I think it was an avenue for social mobility, but it was
also a way that people kept their background a little bit, if you like. They grew up in
Labor with working class families like I did and they kept it even though they found
themselves moving through the social scale a little bit.
RJ
I know you are very experienced in debating and you've said how you
started off and you wanted to continue, but what appealed to you specifically about
debating?
PEARCE
Well, I suppose.... When I was at Governor Stirling I just did most of the
things that were going around. There was a debating team, I was in the debating team;
I ran the drama club for a time; I was the editor of the student newspaper when I was in
fourth year. I tried all these because I find them interesting to do. I used to run, too, but
I was never quite.... I was the school champion at long distance running, but I only did it
by dint of hard work. I trained hard, but I didn't really have the.... some of the others,
like the school vice-captain when I was captain, John Skillen, was a very talented
athlete, and some of the women. Yvonne Liddelow, who was the head girl there (she
was in charge of St Catherine's for a while and may still be) was in the state netball
team when she was at school, and a couple of the others were as well. I was never
quite in that category, but I did all the other stuff.
I always enjoyed debating because of, if you like, the intellectual challenge of arguing.
When I was at school we had a teacher who organised the team but it wasn't a big
thing at Governor Stirling and we would just turn up and argue. We weren't terribly well
prepared and we didn't really understand the structure of it really well. When I first went
to do.... I mean law's got quite a.... they try to get you into quite an analytical way of
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thinking in the law, but in the days when I first did law you didn't actually do much law
in first year. You did four units: one of them was legal history, which was really a history
unit rather than.... one of them was British constitutional law, which was really British
constitutional history; there was not much law in that either. You did a unit in English
and a unit in which you picked one of philosophy or psychology or something else, and
I went for philosophy. The philosophy stuff was very much concentrated on clear
thinking, as well as a bit of an introduction to some of the main philosophers. That
really concentrated my capacity for debating, I think. I quickly moved myself into the
third speaker's position, which is the rebuttal. You've got to be able to pick up the
argument and rebut it on your feet, as it were.
At that stage a thing I started at school which has helped me my whole life (and I think
it's just sheer laziness) I never liked to write out notes because you speak for 10
minutes and there's an awful lot of writing involved in that. I used to speak without
notes, and if you were a rebuttal speaker you can't be too prepared when you come;
you don't know what people are going to do. So I've always been able to speak without
notes. You make messes when you first start, but I did that at school. Often even these
days people come to me for advice about speaking in Parliament and I say you've got
to learn to do it without notes. They always worry, "I'm going to make a fool of myself."
I made a fool of myself when I was 16 and 17 so it didn't matter, but that capacity to
speak without notes has stayed with me for my whole life and it's been a really useful
thing. I got that out of debating but I think I really got it out of being basically a lazy
person, early on.
When I went to university, on that club side, I joined the Liberal Club because I thought
I was interested in politics; I joined the debating society because I was interested in
debating; and I joined the university dramatic society because I was interested in the
drama. In fact, my arts degree was in English drama. I went off in that first year to
Melbourne with the LIDS for the intervarsity dramatic festival. But what I found was I
was better at debating than at drama. I kept up acting for quite a while when I was
teaching, but I'm not a particularly good actor to be quite honest. I found I was really
good at debating, so you tend to do what you're good at and enjoy it. As I say, I was in
the state team in my second year at uni, so it was a thing I then worked on. You go off
to national competitions and you're up against the stars in Australia and you learn a lot.
I read about it. I never had any real formal teaching in debating except when I got into
that peer group, and you learn from them. You sit in team discussions and the like, and
so I learnt a lot then. I had to get out of that when I went to Melbourne because I
suddenly was away from Western Australia. Then I went to teach for three years in
Kalgoorlie and there was no debating there, so I was out of it for a time.
When I came back from teaching in Kalgoorlie, in 1973, a guy called Hugh Ryan, who
was subsequently Sir Charles Court's press secretary, but at that stage was a reporter
with the West, approached me about joining his team. He also signed up a young man
called Ron Barry whom I'd known from student politics..., no, from debating. When you
debate they ask you to go round and adjudicate, if you're a senior debater. There's a
lot of debating in schools, so they draw on the senior debaters to go and adjudicate in
schools. I'd adjudicated Ron Barry a couple of times when he was at Kent Street, in
Leaving. He was a very impressive young man, I thought, and I ran across him a
couple of times at UWA. He was a number of years behind me, but he was keen on
getting into journalism, and he got into it and did well. He was at the West as well. So
Hugh was at the West, Ron was at the West and I was teaching I think in those days
over at Bentley High School. We formed up a team called WA Newspapers and we
went off and were extraordinarily successful. I think we won the championship year
after year; lost it once I think. Hugh was in the state team at that stage and in due
course the state team became all of us except for Hugh, unfortunately. The year we
were all picked to be the state team, Hugh's wife was pregnant; it was not late in life
but sort of middle age and it was a bit tricky sort of pregnancy, which went wrong in the
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end, I think, unfortunately. Hugh thought he couldn't be away for the thing so he
dropped out of being the state captain and I got it, so I was the state captain for a
number of years and we made a huge effort to win the national championship and
never did.
Ron went on to be the press secretary for Brian Burke as Premier, so a team that
started off as two reporters and a teacher finished up being a minister, press secretary
and two press secretaries to Premiers. So it was quite a political group except that Ron
and I were Labor and Hugh was Liberal. But we got on really well. We had a lot of
political discussions, not in a nasty way but just in a good way.
END OF TAPE ONE SIDE A
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I think my skill, if I can put it like that, in debating has really been a key
part in my getting on in politics. It was one of the things that took me to be the national
president of the Australian student movement, because that's a key capacity. I think
that speaking without notes is a real part of that. I spent a lot of time over the years
helping people coming into Parliament, the younger ones, and trying to improve their
own speaking. The first thing I always say to them is, "Get rid of your notes." They
never want to because they're always worried; it's a crutch. They say, "What if I forget
to say something that I meant to say?" I say, "Who knows? In the end only you know
what you meant to say." It happens to me every time I sit down after a speech. I think,
oh shit, I meant to say that, but it doesn't matter, because you're the only one who
knows that you didn't say it, and it probably is not that important to be in there because
what happens is your speech flows along from point to point and you couldn't fit that
point in in a neat way. It is rare that it is a real error. I always try and advise people, "Do
it it's not as hard as you think and build up a level of confidence in your capacity to
do it, then you'll find it easy." I explained to them how to memorise stuff.
-

-

I learned all these skills as a rebuttal speaker in debating. What you have to do there,
you have to listen to the other side. I make notes, not extensive notes but just key
points. When they've finished and when my own speaker is up and I know what they're
going to say, I then run those notes down to probably just two or three words, just little
remembering points. These are the points I have to rebut. I don't normally write down
the rebuttal I'm going to use because I work on it as I go. In the end, before I stand up,
I've got a little bit of paper with half a dozen words on it and I just look at that. That's all
I have to remember to go forward. You can do that in a parliamentary speech. If you
make notes for yourself and you have extensive notes, then pare them down. If you
know what you're going to say, bring them down to point, point, point, and then cut
them back to the smallest bit you can and take that with you. Put it down on your desk,
look at it before you stand up and then don't look at it again. It's a good technique if you
can master it, and most people can. You don't carry notes around in ordinary life. You
spend your life talking to people and you never feel the need for notes.
Just a little aside to this (I suppose I'm wandering all over the place), when I was
minister, Zoltan Kovacs, who is now with the West or was with the West before, came
to me and said (because in my days when I was first education minister I was one of
the more newsworthy of the early Burke government ministers because we were doing
a lot of interesting stuff in education), "We get a huge number of requests for your
speech notes after you've given a speech from people who weren't there because they
want to use them for their stories, and we don't have any because we don't make them,
and we're missing out on a lot of good press that we might be getting." So we had a
talk about it and we decided that we would do was that we would work out what I was
going to say before I went (often I don't, often I'd work it out in the car as I was driving
there) but we would work it out before and we would press release it. We'd make out a
press release, at least the guts of it, and we'd put it out widely so when I was speaking
at a graduation ceremony or something like that, the speech might get some press.
We tried it out first at a graduation ceremony for TAFE down at the Perth Concert Hall.
It was one of those busy days. I used to drive myself. When I was a minister I had a
real thing about not having a driver, stupid as it turned out because it just made life
difficult for me, but I just don't like to be driven. It's not that I don't trust other drivers but
it seems a bit posh. I never liked it. Never liked it. Sometimes you had to do it because
you couldn't park, but I think I was the only minister who never had a driver. When I got
to be transport minister the TWU came to me and complained about it because they
covered the drivers. They said, "Look, you're depriving someone of a job."
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But to get back. So I had to drive myself there, I was running late, couldn't find a
parking spot, so I dashed in at the last second and left the press release that we'd
worked out in the car and I couldn't remember what we'd agreed that I was going to
say. [chuckles] So I gave a speech and when I got back into the car, the press release
was nothing like what I'd said. The next morning the West Australian ran the story how
at the graduation ceremony Bob Pearce said this, and I think everyone who was there
must have thought what on earth was that reporter thinking.
We got better after that, but that's just an aside.
RJ

Did you continue to write press releases?

PEARCE

Yes, we did. [chuckles]

RJ

But you were more careful about noting them. [chuckles]

PEARCE
I was more careful about what we were going to do. More often we
would do the release for the speech. It was more things like graduation speeches and
stuff like that where I might say something interesting as an aside, if you like, to the
main thing of handing out the degrees or diplomas.
RJ
I'm still not sure what made you a Labor person now. It's all very well to
say the people around you and the university atmosphere and the things you were
doing, but what made it appeal to you as something you wanted to do and be involved
in, to be a Labor person?
PEARCE
I think in essence I agreed with the approach. When I was growing up
and looking at society, I'd come out of a not particularly well off working class family
and I could see myself being in that socially mobile group. The Libs were running the
country at that stage and that seemed to be where the success was. I think there was
nothing more to my flirtation with the Liberal Party basically than that.
When I got down to working on the real ideas, my own personal background, my father
and mother were both very Labor people. Neither of them had any education to speak
of. I think my father had to leave school when he was 12 or 13 in the Depression time,
basically, and my mother was much the same. She was from a country town. They
probably didn't have one person go past primary school. I don't know if my mother went
to high school; my father certainly never did. In fact he only finished primary school.
People tend to forget how little education just one generation ago actually had. My
father was interested and passionate but he didn't really have the intellectual tools, if I
can put it like that, to really work out. He had things that he believed in. We used to
have really strong arguments because he really had a dislike of Bob Menzies and
those sorts of things. He was very Labor. He always said to me, "If you're going to run
for Parliament as a Lib I'll come and vote for you, but don't expect anything else." In
the end I came back to my roots and I think that was just when I got down to seriously
thinking about it.
It's interesting because that week I mentioned I was at the debating we spent a lot of
time talking about socialism and means of production and cost of production. I won't
say I became a Marxist, although when I did second year philosophy there was a lot of
that around. Peter Edwards, who beat me for the presidency of the guild the first time I
ran for it and is now the historian at the Australian war museum or the Australian
archives I think he is, [National Archives of Australia], he once said to me he had me
down as a Leninist, not a Marxist but a Leninist in terms of approach to life, and I think
probably intellectually that's where I was. I wouldn't say I was a communist, but I did
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Chinese history and a lot of work on Mao [Zedong]. I'd go down and buy books on
Chinese stuff from the communist bookshop because they were the only people who
had them. They used to have a bookshop down in Bulwer Street. I used to subscribe to
China Weekly and stuff like that.
I was interested in history and politics and those sorts of things and I was naturally,
when I came round to it, reasonably left wing without ever being really left wing. I was
quite a moderate person; I'd shy away from extremes. Even in the Labor Party I've
never been in the Labor Party left for the reason that they get to a point where (and this
is one of the things that turned me off the Labor Party early on, and I always had
trouble with it) there's a kind of.... I mean people talk about political correctness now,
but in the real left of the Labor Party, political correctness is THE thing. You've got to
stick with the line. You're not allowed to think for yourself. I could never take that.
That's where Menzies used to appeal to me on that basis of be an individual, think for
yourself, don't be ruled by the mob. When you look at some other things, you'd be
more critical, I think, but that individuality aspect, which he really worked at, I agree
with that. The Labor Party seemed to be the reverse of it. I think what happened to the
Labor Party was it changed. It really was people like.... I remember I discussed this at
uni.
I was at uni when Don Dunstan was starting to reshape the Labor Party in South
Australia, Gough Whitlam was reshaping the Labor Party at the national level. It wasn't
being reshaped in WA because Joe Chamberlain was the party secretary and he ruled
with an iron rod. But I came up with people like Bob McMullen, who was a year behind
me at Governor Stirling. I knew him from school, not well, and when we went to uni Bob
was on the fringes of student politics. He had shots at it but was never really successful
at the student politics, but he was more involved in the party politics. So when we came
out of it, I had been the national president and Bob had never really been anything
much, but very quickly he was the party secretary in Western Australia, so in the
political sense he was more successful than I because he'd been looking ahead at a
political career and I hadn't been. I'd just been where I was. So it was a time of change
and transformation in WA as well. But if the Labor Party had stayed like it was, say,
under [H.V.] Evatt or [Arthur] CaIwell (I actually handed out how-to-vote cards for Arthur
Calwell in 1969, the year I lived in Melbourne) but if it had stayed like it was then, I
probably wouldn't have been so interested. It was the Dunstans and the Whitlams; they
were the ones who made the Labor Party attractive to the educated working class like
myself.
RJ
We have touched on various aspects of your schooling, but let's just
start at the beginning. When you first went to school, you started at Bayswater Primary
School.
PEARCE

That's right.

RJ
What do you remember most about those years and the impact that
schooling had on you?
PEARCE
I really liked school. I was good at it and I enjoyed it. Bayswater marked
me out in lots of ways (your schooling does) for when I became Education Minister. I
was a baby boomer and when the baby booming kids hit schools, the government was
not ready for it. I went to Bayswater Primary School and they filled this class up. When
I turned up there we had to sit three to a desk, you know those little old ones with a
fold-up seat and the desk. The back of the seat was the desk behind. They crammed
us in three to a seat. Almost invariably there was one book between two or one book
between three. I still say around this table (we're sitting in the boardroom at the Forest
Industries Federation) when we hand out stuff and we don't have enough because we
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get more people at the meeting, I say it was like my old days at Bayswater Primary
School, one between two, you know. That's how it was done. Reading books were like
that.
The following year, my brother Keith wasn't allowed to start school until July because
they couldn't fit them all in. They used to send them down to the local hall and they'd
say anyone whose name comes in the second half of the alphabet (Pearce of course
does) come back in July and we'll start your education then. That's 1954. It's amazing,
but that's how it was.
For all that, it was really old-fashioned for these days in the way they taught you, but I
enjoyed it. They had a good library there. They had a guy who was fascinated who ran
the library and the teachers pretty well encouraged you to grow and develop. I guess
teachers do now.
RJ

But why did you like it? What about it did you like?

PEARCE
I was always interested in learning but, equally, I'm an odd learner in a
sense. I spend a lot of time studying now. I'm very interested in languages; I'm trying to
teach myself Greek. Since I've been out of Parliament I've got to university major level
in French and Latin. But when I'm actually made to learn I don't like doing it, and so I
was a terrible student in that sense. With maths I was never friendly. I was a mental
arithmetic champion at Bayswater for several years but I was never really happy and
when I got to high school and got into calculus and stuff like that I really made a mess
of it. But I enjoyed it.
The other thing was the social aspect. One of the most important aspects of any school
is actually its socialisation of people. You learn to mix. I came from a fairly big family,
so I wasn't just one of those [unclear]. As I said, Bayswater Primary School was a real
leveller. I was the brightest kid in the class basically, bar one other who got the
scholarship in the end, but you weren't allowed to think too much of yourself for that at
Bayswater. It was always the sporting kids, for example, who were the heroes, not the
academic ones, and you didn't stick your head up above the crowd, you know. The
pressures went on you to be one of the group. I resented it a bit at the time, but I must
say I think it's been a really important part of my own personal development. And I
think that's important. You get opportunities to look at things you're interested in and
develop your own interests. Probably they do it even more so in primary schools these
days, but there certainly were opportunities to do that. And I was a good reader. I learnt
to read very fluently, very quickly, so I was allowed to go into the library and read books
when I was in middle school that the senior kids were normally allowed to read. And
because I read quickly, I'm a quick reader, I could get through a whole raft of stuff. I'd
get the work done. Classes weren't graded much they were a bit actually; that's
unfair. They put the brightest kids in the first class. I'd finish off and I could read. There
was lots of sport. I enjoyed primary school.
-

RJ

So you were interested in sport?

PEARCE

Oh, yes.

RJ

What sports?

PEARCE
You did everything, of course, then. I finished up as a runner basically
but I used to play football and cricket. I was never the best but I was always just out of
the best, if I can put it like that. I turned out to be a distance runner rather than a
sprinter, but when I was at Bayswater Primary School they'd take the top three the
top three would go into the sports. I'd always come fourth or fifth. My father was a very
-
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fast runner; he did 10 seconds flat for 100 yards once. He was good. One of my
brothers, Les, actually got the family skill at running. I never quite got it, but I was
always interested in running.
I used to play football; I used to love football. I used to change ruck-roving with Peter
Manning, who played for Swan Districts and was in the state team for quite a while. He
was much more skilful than I. I played rugby, because when I went to Tasmania I
couldn't get into the school footy team, which was a bit of a surprise, but it was
because I hadn't played for a while. I didn't have any sort of record there, so I didn't get
picked for the footy team, and my class teacher was interested in getting up a rugby
team. There I was, I was a big kid for my age, so suddenly I was learning how to play
rugby. I did it for the year I was in Tasmania for a bit and I quite enjoyed it, but I
preferred football. When I went back to Governor Stirling I thought I'd go back to footy. I
did in fact play in the Swan Districts under 16 competition, and Bayswater won the
grand final in that year. But in those days, because the high schools had such small
upper schools.... Governor Stirling had close to 2000 students when I was there, of
whom probably only a couple of hundred were in the upper school. It was big, what
they now call years 8 to 10, and the upper school was tiny. One of the reasons schools
were so big was because you actually needed a big base because only a small number
of people went on to assemble a reasonable size Leaving class.
Senior sport actually used to take in year 1 Os; third year as we used to call it. So senior
sport would be third year, fourth year and fifth year. Of course, in that situation, I came
back to Governor Stirling in third year and I was never going to get into the football
team with all the fifth years in there, but I could get in the rugby team. They found out
through my mates who played rugby, so I was in the school rugby team from year 10.
So I used to watch the football and play rugby. I stuck with that right through. Again, I
was never brilliant. I was good enough to be in the teams, but never the best. I only got
to be the best when I took up distance running. At primary school there wasn't much
opportunity; 200 yards was the longest race you would run, and I was never fast
enough for that.
RJ

Did music ever play any part in your life?

PEARCE
Very little. I'm still interested. My parents used to have a lot of records
and we used to listen a lot, but none of them played a musical instrument. At one stage
my father brought home a rather tatty guitar and a book, but we didn't have enough
knowledge to tune it, quite apart from anything else. I wrecked it in the end because it
came with a little, you know those tuning whistles you get? [whistles] But no-one ever
mentioned that they're actually an octave higher than the guitar, so I'm trying to tune
this thing an octave higher and I wrecked the neck. We were never musical.
I learnt the guitar since; I taught myself. When I was teaching I got involved in
musicals, but from the acting side of it. I mean, schools do musicals. When I was at
Governor Stirling we did Oliver when it was just brand new, playing in London, never
played anywhere in Australia. The first version of Oliver ever played in Australia was
done by students at Governor Stirling Senior High School in 1963. When I went into the
cast of Oliver, I said I'm keen to be in this but I can't sing. Even at Bayswater Primary
School when I was there I was the kid that got sent down to mind the year 4 kids when
the school choir practised because the year 4 teacher played the piano and I was the
worst singer. I didn't like it, but I was never any good at singing in the choir and I still
can't sing to save my life.
When I went to high school, finished up at Hobart High School, for a little while I was
just in the district high school, Clarence High School, near where we stayed, but when
we moved to Chigwell, where we lived, I was then sent off to the selective high school,
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Hobart High School. In the first year you did one music session a week and I turned up
and it was singing or violin, so I went to violin class. I only survived because the
teacher was off that week. I don't know what the relief teacher thought. When the real
teacher was back I'd only gone squeak, squeak twice. I had no idea what I was doing.
"Why are you in this class?" "I'm just new to the school." "But why are you in this
class?" "I had a choice between violin and singing." "Why did you pick violin?"
"Because I can't sing." Back to the singing class. That was it; that was the end of my
learning the violin. But I never could have done it.
At Eastern Goldfields where I first taught, I got involved in musicals but there were
other people doing the music side of it. When I went to Bentley there was a very
talented music well actually she was an English teacher, but she was a very talented
musician, Molly Kukura, who I became very friendly with and we felt the school was a
bit lacking in the drama area, so we did Oliver. We got up the school musical. The
school was very keen to encourage that, so they set up a drama group. We used to
take the fourth and fifth years for a music drama group and she used to write the music
and I'd write the words. We'd do little pantomimes that we would tour around the local
get the kids to work up and tour around the local primary schools. Then we'd do one
big production a year. So I got more involved in music because I was writing the words
to the music.
-

-

That was the point where I got interested in learning to play the guitar. Unfortunately
she left; her husband got transferred to Canberra, and she went. Then I was left with
the music drama group all on my own and I didn't have the musical skills, but I tried to
do the best I could. So I've got an interest in it, but it's never been a paramount thing.
The problem with guitar is I've never..., my wife plays the piano very well; she spends a
lot of time, she teaches the piano and we've got a grand piano in the house, so it's not
an unmusical household. I've got a Fender Telecaster electric guitar and a nice Gibson
acoustic, but I'd have to practise a lot. The trouble with the guitar is you really need to
be able to sing to accompany yourself. I wouldn't inflict that on anybody else.
One little aside: when I got into Parliament and got to be a minister I had to put down
my interests. They produce a little brochure with your picture on the front and it gets
sent around to all sorts of people. I put on my interests guitar playing, on the end of it,
because I was still trying to.... I used to take the guitar down and play it and sing songs
at Parliament House occasionally, but there were always better players than me there.
Ted Bull, who was then on ABC radio, picked that up. He had this real fascination with
music, guitar playing, because he said that when it gets to the stage [unclear]....
"Everyone in Perth thinks you're the bogeyman but I think deep down you're a
frustrated rocker." He had this view of me. I liked Ted. He was desperate to get me on
his show to play the guitar, but I never would because I thought I'm not going to blow
that image.
RJ

And what about religion in your family and in your school?

PEARCE
Look, I'm not religious at all, I'm an atheist. I don't fuss about it. As I say,
my grandfather was very strong on religion. My father didn't inherit it, nor did my
mother. They made us go to Sunday school when we were kids; we all trekked off
down to the Church of Christ in Maylands. When we went to Tasmania and lived in
Chigwell there was no Church of Christ, so we got sent off to Salvation Army down
there. I've always had a soft spot for the Salvos ever since. They taught me how to play
the recorder, among other things, and they're a good decent group of people but I don't
have a belief in God. I've flirted a little bit, as you do particularly at high school (I was
actually the president of the Australian Student Christian Movement branch there for a
while) but it was a sort of coming and going thing and I caused a fuss at one of the
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school assemblies by announcing I was a non-believer. That caused a bit of a
commotion. Most people probably weren't, but you weren't supposed to say that in
those days. So it's not really been an issue with me. I'm not one of those people who
feel they've got to go around arguing against the existence of God. If people believe it,
that's fine with me. In fact I quite enjoyed it.
Ironically, having grown up in that sort of really Protestant church extreme Protestant
church, if I can put it like that (extreme's a bad word because they were decent people
in the Church of Christ, but they were out on the end of a spectrum). When you're a
kid, you don't realise that. You think this is just normal and it all sounds very convincing
the way they put it. When I grew up I had a lot of sympathy for the Catholics. At least
they've got a bit of a sense of drama and theatre about the way they go about their
religion. We had to go to scripture. Even when I was at Governor Stirling in fourth year
we had to go to scripture. That was the Church of Christ one. I turned up and they
made us use one of our exercise books. You used to get a free set of exercise books.
He had no right this guy. We had to write "God is love" all over the first page this is a
16-year-old 'God is love' and colour it in. I thought, bugger that, and I went off to the
Anglicans after that and didn't go near the Church of Christ again. As soon as I was a
prefect I used to go off to the prefects' room and study, not go to that at all.
-

-

-

So I'm not a religious person but I'm not fanatical about it. One of the nicest things that
got said to me about that, if I might say, when I finished up when I was education
minister, the Catholic Education Commission was run by a priest. That was before
Peter Tannock came. I can't remember the chap's name, but I had a very good
relationship with him and it worked well. One of the things he said to me when he
retired was that he really appreciated the help that I'd given to the Catholic Church, not
just in terms or organising the education system but being tolerant about their religious
attitudes, because he understood what mine was. I'd been very helpful to them in
promoting their view, because that's fair enough. If people choose to go to a religious
school, you can't be surprised if you get religion there. So I never had any problem with
that.
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TAPE TWO SIDE A
RJ
Bob, just to identify your schooling, we have worked out that you
actually went to Bayswater school in 1952. You have told us about going to Hobart
High School in Tasmania between '59 and '61 and then you came back to Governor
Stirling. You have told us you were the school captain. Was that a position that the
students elected or did the teachers elect?
PEARCE
It was a combination in those days. You had a ballot. There was actually
a vote. You could vote for the prefects. I couldn't say what the end result was. There
was a vote and a result would be announced. It was always clear that the staff would
have an input into the process, so whether they did that by taking a vote and
blackballing people. I don't know how they did it; I don't know what the system was.
There was a vote for prefects and the prefects were announced at the end of fourth
year so you'd know who the prefect group would be. My father was very unhappy when
I got to be a prefect. He didn't think that was the right thing. He thought that was a little
bit upper class for him. Then they announced the school captain and the head girl at
the beginning of fifth year. I got elected to prefect at the end of fourth year. I was made
head boy/ school captain, at the beginning of fifth year.
RJ

Who by, the teachers?

PEARCE
I don't know. In the end, the teachers decided. There was a vote of the
student body. The extent to which that was decisive, I don't know.
RJ

I'm sorry. I thought you meant that was for the prefects.

PEARCE
It was but they were supposed to take account of who got the most
votes in making the decision about who the head boy was. It's hard to know. It's quite
likely I got top votes.
The principal in those days, a guy called Norm McLeod, had been a primary school
principal before. I had an interesting discussion about him once with Arthur Tonkin.
Arthur was a teacher at Governor Stirling when I was a student there. I never had any
direct contact with him that I recall, although we became very friendly, of course, when
we were both in Parliament. We shared an office and we were close friends for quite a
while. Arthur was never very taken with Norm McLeod. He saw him as very
authoritarian towards the other staff and saw him as a real old-school style of principal.
I dealt with him as a student and I found him quite different. Things were done in a very
authoritarian sort of a manner in one sense at school assembly. It was a big school and
the school assembly, when his footstep came at the back of the room, you could hear a
pin drop. When he was replaced, I'm told, the guy who came after him came up in the
assembly and you could hear the thunk when his foot came down and he got a bit
embarrassed to get in. McLeod had that sort of grand style really worked out. But I
found him in fact very student-centred in many ways.
When I was in fourth year I got involved in a lot of the activities that I mentioned. The
fifth years were more concentrated on their Leaving. I produced a school newspaper. I
was in the drama club and organised the debating and stuff like that. In the drama club,
particularly, we got to the situation where Kaye Hallahan's subsequent husband, Pat
Hallahan, was a teacher and was involved in that but he was obviously busy doing
other things. He wasn't able to come to all the meetings. He had a meeting of the
parents and there was a fair level of dissatisfaction expressed about his not paying too
much attention to what we were doing because we were trying to get up a set of three
one-act plays. There was a little bit of a confrontation over that issue. We had three
groups of people doing a one-act play each. He went to the principal, to McLeod, and
told him that he didn't think we were ready to produce this thing.
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What McLeod did, he called me in and said, "Look, you understand that you're going to
put on plays, you're going to take people's money and if you're going to take people's
money, you have got to guarantee that you can produce a product." He gave me a talk
about responsibility and then he said to me, "Are you in a position to do that?" I said,
"Well, look, we have had our problems but I believe that we are." He said, "Okay, it's
on your head." He let me go ahead and do it on the basis that he'd given me the talk
about the responsibility but he was prepared to let me make the decision. And I think
that's a good way for teachers to be. I think it's a very responsible attitude.
I learnt a lot from that when I was a teacher myself. He used to do that with the school
assemblies. There were a lot of opportunities for people to have a discussion, and they
were big school assemblies. They would be the third years and the fourth years and
the fifth years all together, 400 or 500 people. There were a lot of students speaking in
discussion at those things. There were a lot of guest speakers as well. I thought he did
a lot towards encouraging people to come on. He certainly did a lot for me personally. If
I made my mark, it was really speaking at those big assemblies. That was where the
business about not being a believer popped up.
There were other things as well. When I was writing the school newspaper, one of the
things that struck me was that out of school sometimes people didn't do things so I
wrote a thing about lack of school spirit. I'd come out of Hobart High School where they
had a much more English public school approach to life. Although it was a government
school, it was really modelled on the old English grammar schools. So I probably had a
bit of a view about things as well. Out of that, because I'd come from out of the district
a little bit, I was always a bit surprised when it happened. When I turned up at the start
of fifth year and they had the big sports gathering, my group, green faction, wanted to
vote me in as swimming captain. I declined. I said, "I'm not good enough at swimming
to be able to do that." I'm a bit surprised that I suddenly would be pushed forward. It
was speaking at the assemblies and being in people's eye and stuff like that. It's a bit
of an unexpected political lesson for me. I wouldn't be surprised if I topped the ballot for
school captain but, equally, given what had gone on with the school spirit, I wouldn't be
surprised if the teachers appointed me either.
RJ
Even though you knew it was a disadvantage to be seen as a bright
student, you thought you were a popular student.
PEARCE
I wasn't particularly.... I would have said if you'd taken a vote when I was
at the primary school, Peter Manning would have won it. He was a very talented sports
person. He was a nice kid, a decent person, in cricket. It was the sports stars who were
the ones at Bayswater. I was certainly not in the top rank there. I won't say they looked
down on you for being one of the brighter kids but there was a bit of pressure not to try
to think you're better than everybody else which, as I said, I think that's a really good
thing. I really appreciated that and I think it stood me in good stead through my life.
When I went to Governor Stirling, I was certainly surprised to find myself voted in after
only a week there. I was the only kid from my school and I found myself voted in as
class prefect for my class. That was just on the basis of having been in the class with
the kids I'd never seen before. That was a big surprise to me. All of a sudden at the
high school, it wasn't the sports kids that were necessarily [popular]. I was in a class
that had in it five other people who'd got the scholarship, same as I had, but had opted
to go to Governor Stirling.
See, because it was a big school (they say there were 1760 students the first year I
was in) and it got larger after that and it was absolutely graded. In the first year all the
top kids got put in 1A. The next lot got put in 1 and it went down to about 1J. It was
graded on your academic [ability]. I was in the bright class. I wasn't necessarily the
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brightest kid in that class. As it turned out as we went through, there were kids in that
group who did much better than me in the Leaving [exam]. I was suddenly out of that
category but I think for that reason attitudes were different and the social mix was much
greater. Bayswater was a real working class suburb. We had kids that came from
Kalamunda, kids who came from Belmont. Actually, probably only the upper school
came because there used to be a Belmont High School. We had kids from all over.
Some of them were from reasonably well-off families and some of them were from
working families. It was much more of a mixed arrangement. All of a sudden, the ball
game had changed. That was a big surprise to me because I'd been used to something
else.
RJ
You have mentioned an interest in history and an interest in learning in
general, and not in maths. What subjects the actual school formal subjects would
you say you enjoyed the most?
-

-

PEARCE
English; I was good at English. That was my best subject. Actually I
used to do well at maths. I got 100 per cent, I think, for junior arithmetic. Until Junior
Certificate, I never really liked it much. When I was Education Minister, when I was
going through all the education reform stuff I was trying to do, I instanced stuff like out
of the days when I sat the junior. I suppose they were dealing with a different set of
circumstances but I remember my junior exam really well. In those days everyone had
to sit their exam at the end and for most kids that was their end of school exam. They
would sit that and they wouldn't come back.
I pointed out to them in my English paper I was perfect at poetry. I got 100 per cent for
the poetry section. The reason for that was you had 10 marks for poetry and what you
had was five two-line extracts from Living Verse, which was the book that we had to do.
If you could name the name of the poem that it came from you got one mark. If you
could name the person who wrote it you got the other mark. Name five poems, who
wrote them, 10 marks. Easy as anything but it didn't teach you a lot about poetry, in my
view. Maths was a bit the same. I often talked about the morality of maths. They used
to give us exercises. I don't know if it replicates your education, Ronda, but you do
things like you're running a shop and you want to have a sale. You want to mark
everything down by 50 per cent. How much do you have to mark it up in advance so by
the time you mark it down by 50 per cent, it's the same as it cost before? Whether they
were real, I used to walk in and thought there was something a bit wrong with the
morality here. [chuckles]
I didn't mind those subjects but I always liked history. I was always interested in history,
particularly ancient history, older types. I was always interested in languages, although
I didn't get a lot of opportunity. I started with French at Governor Stirling but that was
just compulsory. You had to do it if you were in that top group. When I went to Hobart
High School, it was two languages, two maths, two sciences; absolutely an academic
program, nothing else. One period of music and one period of arts and crafts in first
year and after that, all you did was the academic stuff. So when I went there, I had to
pick up French again but they're using a different book. My French was a little bit
messy, and then in second year I did Latin. That was the choice.
There's no doubt but that I was influenced in my schooling by the Brits. Australia hadn't
turned to being an American clone like it is now, it was a British clone. I used to get
Tiger and Lion, you know, those kids magazines that would come across from there
and a lot of the class attitudes were in them. I used to read Biggies books all the time. I
was really big on Biggies. All of the class attitudes are in them. The Australian
experience is different but you think the Brits are better. I was always a little bit inclined
to things like the British established view of life. It was a big influence on me early on. I
did Latin rather than German, which was the choice. I never regretted that actually; I
got a huge amount out of Latin over the years. When I came back to Governor Stirling,
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you couldn't do it. No Latin. All I could do was pick up French. I don't believe they did
any other languages at Governor Stirling. I think French was it.
One of the articles I wrote in the student newspaper when I ran it was to say, "Look, we
shouldn't be teaching French, we should be teaching Italian because at least a whole
lot of people in Australia speak Italian; no-one speaks French." It's not something I
argue now, I might say, because I got a huge amount out of my French education as
well. I was trying to teach myself Italian by reading Teach Yourself Italian on the train. I
effectively got halfway through that in the course of third or fourth year. I still speak a bit
of Italian on the strength of it and I've done a bit since. I've been to Italy a couple of
times.
I had a whole raft of those "teach yourself" books, covering probably 15 different
languages. I learnt the Greek alphabet and the Russian alphabet. I never got very far
with them because in those days there wasn't the technology to really learn by yourself
because you couldn't hear the language. Nowadays you can get CDs and CD-ROMs
and whatever you like. You get a whole course which is completely audio. In those
days you go to the front page of the thing and it sounds like "r", it sounds like "rrrr" and
you've got no idea what the language sounds like and you couldn't really learn in that
sense.
I did French when I went to UWA but when I switched over to arts from law to do
teaching, I did a one-off unit of French. I wasn't actually all that good at it for a number
of reasons. I think it was more to do with that speaking aspect of it. I only really got
good at French when I came back after I quit Parliament, did the 'French in Action'
course through Open Learning. I developed a really good accent, or a reasonable
accent anyway. I could read French pretty well but I couldn't really speak it. Having
done a year and a half of Latin, I bought Teach Yourself Latin and I tried to make an
effort at Latin. It's a tricky language. That was unfinished business for me for a long
time. It was only when I finished with 'French in Action' and I've done four years of
Latin now at UWA so I am now quite a reasonable reader of Latin. I went sailing in
Greece this year so I'm trying to learn Greek.
Language has been a real interest to me. That's one interest. English is just the
beginning of that. It's a language in the literature. I enjoyed that a lot. That was my best
subject. When I went to be a teacher, that's what I was, I was an English teacher.
RJ
Did that interest in Latin and Greek come out of the realisation of the
root of the English language or just something that you were interested in?
PEARCE
It came more out of the history aspect of it. There are two levers to this.
It was clearly part of the fact that prestigious education in England included Latin; not
so much ancient Greek, although I had a bit of a look at that. I was interested from that
point of view. I was always interested in ancient history. One of the early books I had
was P.E. Cleater's Lost Languages about the decipherments of all the cuneiform and
Egyptian hieroglyphics and stuff like that. I was always interested in older times rather
than more modern history. Again attitudes have changed a bit over time with that. It
was really a bit of a combination. There was kind of a prestige around Latin. It attached
to a much earlier era. I always had a fascination with where people come from. I did a
lot of reading about the origins of human beings, for example, anthropological stuff.
There was a combination in that. When I really got to do Latin, it's got brilliant literature,
that's the beauty of it. There's some really good stuff. You can't communicate in it
because there's no-one to talk to but the literature is well worth reading in the original in
my view.
RJ
Through these years of schooling at what stage did you start to develop
an idea of what you would like to be and what was your thinking?
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PEARCE
Probably from a really early stage and almost from primary school, I
certainly had the view I wanted to be in charge. I wanted to be an officer rather than a
common soldier.
RJ

Why?

PEARCE
I just saw it as a better thing to do, I suppose, but I must have thought I
had the capacity to do it. I went once on Ted Bull's [radio program]. Ted does a thing
on country radio (he still does it) called Baby Boomers, something or other. He gets
ageing baby boomers like myself in to talk about the music that was important to them
when they were growing up and he plays the songs in an hour chat. I was the second
or third or fourth person. When he started that off, at that stage he was doing it on
afternoon radio in Perth before he got exiled down to the country network. He went
through the history of it. He said to me, "You have always been a leader, haven't you?"
and I hadn't really thought about it in those terms. Certainly from the time I was out of
primary school, I was a class prefect; I always had those sort of leadership positions. I
would gravitate to them naturally in a sense. I suppose there's an arrogance involved in
it because I thought I can do that; I can do that better than somebody else.
At the same time because I was a working class kid, I was always surprised. You think,
okay, you go into a big high school, all the kids are going to be better than me. I was
surprised when they weren't. I think a lot of people find it. Australians in those days
were a bit self-conscious about their capacities. Generally, you think Australia's not as
good as England or Australia's not as good as America and Western Australia's not as
good as the eastern states and those sorts of attitudes. I was always surprised as I
moved to each level to find that actually I can hack it at this level. It was always a bit of
a shock. At the same time as that aspect was there, I always thought, I can do that, I
can do that, and I've got a better idea of how this can work than he has.
When I was first doing it, it was really just being in a position rather than doing anything
with it when you're young. By the time I got at least to university level, I had a clear
view there are things I want to do, things I think should be changed. When I got into
politics I was really driven by wanting to make things better. When I was a teacher I
was involved in the Teachers Union; I was vice president. I got particularly clear ideas
about the achievement certificate, which I was involved in teaching. I was in a junior
high school at that point, senior master. I had all its weaknesses worked out. The only
way we could get this changed was to get the top job and get it overhauled. I had clear
ideas about what I wanted to do. When I went into Parliament, I didn't have any
ambition other than to be Education Minister. In other areas I didn't really have a clear
view of things. I suppose my attitude shifted from wanting to be in that position because
it's prestigious to wanting to be where you can do something that's useful.
RJ
Back in those early years when you had identified you wanted to lead
and not follow and you talked about you could make a difference, what were you
thinking you would do?
PEARCE
I never had a clear idea. I was actually thinking about this the other day.
What I wanted to be when I was a kid was a pilot; I had thoughts of flying. My brother
and I used to ride our bikes from Meltham down to the old Maylands aerodrome, which
used to fly Tiger Moths and these newfangled metal airplanes, Cessnas that they
would fly. They flew old Austers. We spent hours watching people take off and land
and wishing we could fly. When I was in Hobart High School I was in the air training
corps. My big ambition was to be a pilot (for years and years and years it was) and join
the air force. I can't ever remember why I didn't. When I got into year 12, there must
have been a point at which I could have written out the application to join the air force
and I never did. I cannot for the life of me think why I didn't do anything about it. Maybe
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I didn't know how to hunt it up or it wasn't put in front of us. I do not know why I didn't
pursue that career.
When I was in early high school, my teachers had me marked down as a scientist
because I was actually very good at science. I still have a deep interest in science but I
didn't like the maths and of course you can't get very far in most science unless you
have a very solid mathematical basis. I know that the teacher in Hobart who inducted
me into rugby had me marked down as a scientist or an engineer. That was to be my
future.
I didn't think that. In fact, I didn't really have a clear idea of what I wanted to do. What I
did have an idea was I probably wanted to get into some sort of organising leadership
position but I had the view that I would not be able to go to university because my
parents couldn't afford it. They had a big family, they weren't hugely well off. My father
in those days was just getting established as a crayfisherman. We probably went
through the leanest couple of years when I was in fourth and fifth year, year 11 and 12.
Going to university never seemed an option to me. I'm hugely indebted to the guidance
officer at Governor Stirling, a gentleman called Mr McDougall, who came to me when
the applications for the Commonwealth scholarship were about to close. He came to
me and said, "I notice you haven't put in an application for the Commonwealth
scholarship." I said, "It's because my folks can't afford for me to go to uni." He said,
"Well, it doesn't hurt to put an application in." I said, "What if I get it?" He said, "You
can just say no, you can't go. It doesn't hurt." I filled out the form and sent it in.
I went and got a job with Dalgetys when I left school. The reason for that was a friend
of mine (I can't think of his name now unfortunately) he'd been the head boy, the
school captain, at Mt Lawley. He had gone to Dalgetys and they had a leadership
training program, an executive training program. They'd take on people who really were
their reps. Dalgetys were a rural crowd. You go round and buy and sell cattle or sheep
or something. They had a set where you could get picked out and into a sort of an
executive training program. That's what he had his mind set on. He convinced me that
was a good thing so I applied to Dalgetys and I got a job with them straight out of
school. I was due to start, I suppose it must have been middle of January, early
January of 1964. In those days they used to have a Saturday post; it's one of the things
that we have lost. On the Saturday before the Monday I was due to start, I got an offer
of a Commonwealth scholarship in the post. None of our family had ever been to
university. My parents were very impressed. They sat down and worked it out and
decided with the money I was going to get from the Commonwealth scholarship if we
did this now I could go. Off I went to uni instead of going off to Dalgetys. I had to send
Dalgetys a little note saying, sorry, can't come, I'm going to uni instead. They sent me a
nice note saying best of luck.
RJ

And what....

PEARCE

I did law.

RJ

I know you did law but why law?

PEARCE
I think because McDougall suggested it to me. Again, I'm not certain
about this. There was never any real.... but it was sort of that. But I think he really said.
I was clearly interested in politics; there was no doubt about that, although I wasn't
party politically involved in any sense at that stage. I certainly didn't want to do
medicine. Another guy from the school, Bob Russell, a good friend of mine at the
school, he signed up and he got into med school.
RJ

Why did you say you CERTAINLY didn't want to do medicine?
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PEARCE
Because when he went to do medicine, the first thing they did was give
him a leg to dissect. [laughs] I never had any interest in being a doctor, none at all. I'd
faint at the sight of blood, I think, probably. It was never that.
I always thought what I'm going to do is going to depend on my language skills. That
was where I was most skilled. I never really believed in the science thing, interested as
I was. Once I dropped out of maths, it was never an option, apart from maybe geology.
It was going to be one of those sorts of things. Perhaps teaching I might have thought
about but I put in to do law and I got into law school.
It's strange; people don't realise how much unis have changed. When I went to law
school, you had to wear a suit and a gown to lectures because it was the professional
thing. It was a professional training. Everyone else turned up in shorts and thongs and
we were there in suits and ties and academic gowns for lectures. They wouldn't let you
into a lecture if you didn't have an academic gown on.
RJ
But though you said you kind of got there by accident, what were you
thinking you might do by going into law? What were you picturing yourself being able
to achieve in life?
PEARCE
Well, I didn't have.... I certainly knew nothing about it. When I got to law
school, I remember having a conversation about articles. This is first year. Someone
said, "Have you got your articles sorted out?" Most of them were sons of other
lawyers, a couple of daughters, but mostly in my first year, there were two or three I
think there were three women who were students. Liza Newby was one of them. She
went on to be a person of significance. I think one of the others got pregnant and
dropped out halfway through. I think Liza was the only one who got through first year of
that group and the others were blokes. They were almost without exception out of the
private school sector and a very large number of them were the sons and daughters of
other lawyers.
-

It came back to the old surprise thing again. Halfway through first year we all had to sit
sort of mid-term exams. Who came out top? Me. I was very surprised. And a guy
called George Winterton, who is a professor somewhere in the eastern states now. I
was studying but not hugely. I never was very strong on really putting a lot of time into
things that you had to do. I spent a lot of time down the uni library reading up on
languages. That was a huge shock to me because I had never.... Even at Governor
Stirling: I got three distinctions out of my Leaving but I was in a group of people where
one guy got seven distinctions and several got six. So I was back into that running
fourth and fifth sort of thing. Not bad but not top class. To suddenly find myself at equal
top in the law school in first year was a surprise.
END OF TAPE TWO SIDE A
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RJ
How did you find you were accepted amongst that group of people when
you were a little different from the usual?
Look, I wasn't, to be quite honest. There was no doubt about it. It's the
PEARCE
sort of thing you don't see. Because these kids were almost all out of private schools,
they were all out of schools which were all composed of men, or boys, all male schools,
and a lot of them knew each other and they'd developed those sort of group things and
when you come from outside that, you don't know the rules. I clearly didn't. I rubbed up
against people. I remember one guy threatened to punch me out for a reason I never
understood. I hardly even knew him. So odd sort of things happen. I clearly had
supporters in there. I must have been the subject of argument amongst the higher up
students about a whole raft of things.
At the end of my first year I ran for secretary of Societies' Council and again I got
elected. That was my first guild election. I don't think I was discriminated against in any
sense. Here is a classic [example] of where you don't know the rules. As one of the
acceptances, they would go and throw you in the hedge. They would grab somebody
and they would fight with them and they'd go and throw them in the hedge. I thought,
hang on, why hasn't anyone thrown me in the hedge? When the time came, I didn't
struggle. That was looked on really badly. I should have really been fighting. I thought it
was an honour to be thrown in the hedge. That looked bad.
It hit me in a different way because I was starting to write for Pelican. One of the
articles I wrote was "In Defence of Homosexuals" and that we should change the law, it
shouldn't be illegal to be a homosexual. And it shouldn't be. But the combination of
hang on, here's a guy who lets himself be thrown in the hedge, he's writing this article,
a lot of people at UWA thought I was a homo. When I ran for guild president, I
remember Steve Errington, who was a strong supporter of mine said, "You have got to
do something about this, a lot of people are not going to vote for you because they
think you're batting for the other side." That was a big shock to me. It's the sort of
thing, when you're young you can wander through life and you see things clearly
afterwards that you don't always see at the time.
I kept that thing with homosexuals going, I might say. I worked very hard to get that law
repealed when I was in Parliament when Grace Vaughan moved her legislation in the
Legislative Council and got it passed in 1977. I moved it for her in the lower house
where it failed, of course, because the government had the numbers.
I had a strong sense of social justice about a lot of these things, even though I'm not
personally involved. People at UWA couldn't believe that you wouldn't go out and bat
for homosexuals unless you were one.
When I was in the Labor Party, the Labor Party was terrible on those issues, the WA
Labor Party was. When I'd been in Melbourne as head of the national student
movement, every tolerant attitude was there. When I went to Kalgoorlie and joined the
local branch, which was composed of really decent people, but they were mostly
was 20 and I reckon I was the only guy in the branch who was under 50 and they were
all miners. They were working class people who had been working since the 1920s in
some cases. They were socially extraordinarily conservative. The Tonkin government,
the ALP state executive with Bob McMullen and some of the young group coming
through, passed a motion calling on the Tonkin government to legislate to make
homosexuality legal. John Tonkin, who was the Premier, was asked what he thought of
it. He said, "The very idea of it makes me sick." I raised it it came up at the branch
meeting. They were polite to me but they made it clear they were not supporting my
position. Tom Hartrey, who must have been 70 in those days (he was a fascinating
-

-
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character), drew me aside afterwards at a branch meeting and said, "Listen, Bob, no
votes in poofters."
RJ
Okay, so you were equal top halfway through law. How were you by the
end of that first year?
PEARCE
I got three As out of four. I would have got four if I hadn't got the mumps.
Halfway through the exams I got the mumps. I was sick and I had to do them with a
local priest come in and watch me while I wrote out the exam paper. The unfortunate
thing for me was the constitutional history paper was broken up into two halves, two
papers. There was a main paper and a subsidiary paper. I got three As for the papers I
did and an A for the subsidiary paper but I got the recurrence [of mumps], the second
run, and I had to drop out of the exam and there wasn't time to organise for somebody
to come and sit it. I had to then sit the supplementary exam in February and I didn't get
an A then because I didn't study over that time. I let it go, otherwise I would have had
straight As. By the end of second year, I'd failed.
RJ

So what happened?

PEARCE
Two things. The law course started to deal with the law. Up until then, it
really had been a sort of an arts degree really. I found legal history really interesting; it
was fascinating stuff, the British constitutional history equally. I'd really enjoyed
English, and philosophy I loved. They had a special philosophy unit for us, I think. No, it
was a special English unit. But the philosophy unit was mostly filled with lawyers. What
an argumentative crowd we were. They had some poor young bloke who was just in
his first or second year as tutor. They'd be sending people down to the office. "Tell
those people to be quiet. They're making too much [noise]." They weren't used to
arguing in the philosophy department, not at the top of your voice.
I really enjoyed that first year. In the second year, I didn't mind torts. Contract law: I
don't know whether you have ever studied contract law but it is terribly boring. Ticket
cases! That's where I hit the wall. Ticket cases are about what contract have you
entered into when you buy a ticket? What does the small print on a ticket mean?
There's a list of cases that long [gestures with hands] that you have to read and I didn't
enjoy it and I was getting caught up in student politics. I was secretary of the Societies
'Council and I had to organise PROSH in that role. I had to organise all the social
functions, so I just got less and less interested. I didn't go to the lectures as
consistently. At the end of it I remember turning up at the final exam for constitutional. It
was Australian constitutional law. Someone said, "What do you reckon the question on
the West Australian Constitution's going to be?" That was the first indication to me that
the West Australian Constitution was in the course. I had just been reading a book. I
still passed two out of the five. One of them, though, was the philosophy unit. I passed
torts and I failed the other three.
At that stage I wasn't really keen on being a lawyer but that meant I had to leave uni. I
was a bit surprised to have failed all together because I thought I'm not going to do well
but I'll scrape through but I hadn't done anywhere near enough to do that. So what I
did, I went off and signed up with the Education Department and came back to
university as a trainee high school teacher and did an arts degree, which I was much
happier in.
RJ
Could you have continued in law having failed? Could you have
repeated that law with a Commonwealth scholarship?
PEARCE

Yes, but I had no money.

RJ

You would have lost the scholarship?
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They suspended it. What they did was they suspended the scholarship.
PEARCE
What I would have had to do was pass that law year on my own and then they would
reinstate the scholarship for the subsequent year. That's perfectly reasonable. No need
to argue about that. There's nothing draconian about that, but I had no money. My
family had no money. Even if they had any, I couldn't go back to them (I had seven
other brothers and sisters) and say, "Hang on, I've stuffed up this year, please pay for
me to catch up." I would look after myself and I did it by going off. I was happier in
doing arts but I was still a pretty terrible student in terms of turning up for lectures and
stuff. I found uni really stimulating, I learnt a lot there but I learnt more outside of the
lectures than I ever learnt inside.
RJ
Was teaching chosen deliberately because it's something you then
decided you wanted to do or because you could see that as a way of getting on?
PEARCE

It was the only way I could stay at university.

RJ

So it hasn't a hard-headed career choice?

PEARCE
It wasn't a hard-headed career choice in that sense at all. The trainee
teachers were a bit looked down on at UWA in those days. They were seen as a bit of
an inferior crowd really. There was a very class conscious thing at the time when I was
there.
I had a huge battle with UWA when I got to be Education Minister over the changes we
wanted to make. We weren't proposing to fiddle with the universities but just to try to
deal with the situation that the whole upper school course was biased towards getting
people into university. That was okay when I was there because if you went to upper
school, that's where you were going. Others had dropped out well before and gone off
and got an apprenticeship or got a job. When I got to be Education Minister, about 60
per cent of those went on. By that stage, about three-quarters of your student
population was going through to the end almost all of them were going on to year 11
and about 60 or 70 per cent were getting through to the end of year 12 of whom less
than half were off to uni and the wider range of universities and other institutions. It
really wasn't a very satisfactory situation to have all of these people's education based
around the proposition that they're going to go off to UWA and study arts or science.
But the universities were very resistant to that and none more so than UWA. I found
myself in a very large public brawl with them (which probably didn't do any of us any
good) on many of those things.
-

I was a bit disappointed to find myself at odds with my alma mater. We patched things
up after a while. I went back and studied there. I still have a very high opinion of UWA
but it does see itself in that mould as one of the great universities in Australia, and it
probably is, but it influences how it sees a lot of things.
RJ
Okay, you said that you were elected on to the Societies' Council; what
did that council do?
PEARCE
The political structure of the guild basically was that they had a guild
council which was elected from the whole student body and the president, so that ran
the show. It had two subsidiary councils. One was the Sports' Council and one was the
Societies Council. The sports council looked after all the sporting clubs. There was a
big club structure at UWA in those days. The Societies' Council looked after all the
other clubs. I got into that because I was in the debating society. One of the things
Robert Holmes a Court did was make me the debating society representative on the
Societies' Council. So I went along to the meetings when I was in first year.
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All the religious clubs, any club that wasn't.... they'd come there and they would get
funding. You could draw on some funding from the guild subscriptions. The student
guild was a pretty strong organisation back then. People saw it as part of the whole
thing, part of growing, being responsible for organising yourselves. The student guild in
WA, as distinct, say, from the student representative councils in most eastern states
universities, actually owned and ran its own facilities. We ran the coffee shop, we ran
the refectory. There was a fair bit of money involved in it where the representative
councils really would pass motions about all sorts of stuff but they didn't have any real
responsibility to run things whereas we employed people, we ran things, it was just a
serious business. My time in the guild was very, very important to me in learning a
huge number of things.
Although I got a really bad student record, when I wanted to study Latin I went back to
UWA and said, "Listen, can I sign up on the basis that I've got an arts degree but I
would like to do honours in Latin. I don't have any Latin. Can I just do the units as a
substitution?" They said, "I don't think you can do that. You can do a Bachelor of
Letters, which is [unclear] year. You have to have a B average to do that." I don't think
I was going to qualify there. The woman went away and did her calculation and said,
"You'll qualify," so I signed up for a Bachelor of Letters.
When I was doing Latin, by the time we were halfway through second year, it was only
down to two students: myself and a young man called Ben Spagnolo, a very, very
bright young man. He was doing an arts law degree and is now an associate to one of
the eastern states High Court judges and he'll go a long way. We were down to the two
of us. Ben wanted to do honours in Latin and French simultaneously. At that stage, I
said, "I'll come along and do the honours course with you if I can get them to let me into
the course." So I went to them and put the proposition to them that, "I've got an arts
degree, which is not at a good enough level to let me into honours. I've got the degree.
I've got Latin here, which I got A, A, A. I won the prize in second year and third year.
Can I do Latin honours on the strength of the combined?" They came back and said,
"No, you can't." The point of this story is when the dean of arts looked at my academic
record he said, "It's a bit of a rake's progress, isn't it?" Unfortunately it was and not just
in law; it was in arts as well and education particularly.
But, at university I learned the things that made my career in a sense. All that political
stuff out of the guild and all of the public speaking, all of those things, really, I honed
down there. When I came back from my year as being the national president that
launched me effectively into my political career, when I came back I went to Eastern
Goldfields High School. I came back a week after the start of school because the windup conference for the National Union of Students was held in Melbourne. I came back
a week late and two weeks after that I had been made president of the teachers' union
branch for the whole of the goldfields at my first union meeting I ever went to on the
strength of all the people from uni. "Hey, Bob, be our president." Then I was off to the
teachers' union conference that year. I think my university education was very good for
me, although not in the way that you might have expected.
RJ
So when you say you were national president and you went off, I was
picturing you went off to regular meetings but you actually went to Melbourne.
PEARCE
It was a full-time job. At that stage all of the universities (every now and
then one of them would quit) had a national union of university students. It was quite a
high-powered organisation. In the end, it didn't have much responsibility because it
didn't run anything. Most of them had student representative councils. They would have
10-day conferences and they had policies on everything, countries you'd never heard
of. We had a policy that long. A lot of thought and effort went into it. It was really a sort
of training ground in many ways for student politicians and for real politicians. As I say,
in the time when I was there, you can see what happened. John Bannon was the
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president the year before me. Tom Roper, who was education vice president, became
the Treasurer of Victoria. Jim Spiegelman. The executive I was on, almost everybody
went on to a distinguished political/legal career. It changed a bit after that, not all that
long. It was very Labor. They were all Labor. A few Liberals in it but not many.
Not too many years after I'd gone, it had become VERY left wing. It moved right away
from mainstream politics all together; lots of little splinter Marxist groups and it really
lost its impact and force. Not too many people. You look back now, you don't see that
same flow through from the national student organisation but it was a full-time job. I
had to get leave from the Education Department. They didn't want to give it to me. I
had to go off and live in Melbourne for a year and do that job and then when I finished
it, I came back and picked up my teaching career here.
RJ

Were you paid?

PEARCE
Oh, yes. Not much. I was paid $2500, I suppose, for that year's work. It
was pitched at the level of a postgraduate scholarship. I don't know what they pay now.
It was enough. I got married when I went over there and my wife was working so
between us we managed to have a flat in North Carlton and get by.
RJ

Is it only ever a one-year appointment or did you choose not to go on?

PEARCE
I think there might have been a two-year appointment before but really
one-year appointments were the thing. I wouldn't have run a second time. Apart from
anything else, I don't think I would have been elected either. It was an interesting sort
of thing. Western Australia and Queensland were the two guilds which actually ran their
own facilities. The others weren't. We tended to be much more conservative. Western
Australia and Queensland in those days, probably still now, were more conservative
states than the others. I didn't have an easy path in getting elected because I was very
much on the conservative side of things.
It was a strange little dichotomy. When I was the secretary, the guild councillor
responsible for dealing with NUAUS, and I was secretary the year before, I'd go across
and argue at their conferences and I'd be seen as really right wing. Right on the right
wing there. I'd come back to WA and put their views, I'd be seen as really left wing. I
remember when the Vietnam War was on the NUAUS passed a long motion saying
"NUAUS is viewing with grief and danger the continuing war in Vietnam" and made a
whole series of quite sensible points; in these days very moderate points when we look
back on it. That caused a lot of consternation over at UWA. I remember there were
several public meetings before they were thrown out. We used to have big meetings of
the student body in those days and they kicked these motions out. They wouldn't agree
to support that. The St George College men's club passed a motion saying "The St
George club men's club view with grief and anger' (I can't remember what it was) "and
instructs Bob Pearce to do something about it". It was just an odd little dichotomy.
I didn't get elected easily from that. It was a tricky thing to do. I probably wouldn't have
got elected if it hadn't been for the fact that they had a financial crisis the year before I
turned up. I've got no accounting or anything for a background but there was a sudden
crisis, they'd run out of money, they didn't know what to do. A committee got appointed
to sort out the financial crisis and Dave MacKinlay was the president. He'd beaten me.
Do you know David?
RJ

No.

PEARCE
He was a president and I was the vice president of the guild. We looked
at each other and said, "One of us better go on this." Dave said, "You go." I went
across to a meeting and turned up and there were four or five other people, none of
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whom had any idea of what they were doing. I found very quickly it fell to me. So I had
to go around. What I discovered actually, they had lots of little reserves that had been
put aside for this reason and that reason and the person who set the reserve had
moved on. I managed to pare down the budget, set up a budget, pull money out of the
reserves to cover some of the losses and set that up. Out of that I made a
recommendation that there should be a finance committee with a chairman. Of course,
I got elected as chairman of the finance committee. I set up a position for myself. They
stopped me getting on the executive though. That's the other thing we tried to do. But
then I was well placed. The more radical didn't really have a solid candidate. There was
an election but in the end I won. That is how it worked out.
RJ
life?

You talked about your marriage. When did girls start to feature in your

PEARCE
I must have been going out in a casual way from late high school. My
parents made me go, much against my wishes, to a dancing class when I it must
have been year 11, when I was in year 11. They made my brother go too. Neither of us
wanted to go. The Bayswater tennis club used to run one on Friday nights. We were
forced to go down to dancing classes. Anyhow, having been forced to go, we got into
the swing of things. I had a few casual girlfriends over the end of high school. I met my
wife when I was travelling across on the train to Melbourne for that university drama
festival. She was going to work in Brisbane for a time and we corresponded.
-

RJ

What year would that have been?

PEARCE
1964.

It would have been the year I was first at uni so it would have been

RJ

And how did it develop?

PEARCE
When she came back from Brisbane we went around for a while. We
were going steady through that time, a bit on and off but largely that. We got engaged. I
think things were brought to a head a bit by the fact that I was going to go off to
Melbourne. We got engaged and got married just before we left.
RJ

Who did you marry?

PEARCE
Sorry, Barbara Joy Collins. She was a maths.... a programmer is
probably putting it too strongly. She used to work for the mathematical statistic section
of CSIRO but her main job, in those days they only had the computer down at UWA.
She was the processor of all of those cards. She used to type up the programs and put
them on cards, put them in the computer.
RJ

What was her background? What sort of family did she come from?

PEARCE
Well, a small family. They lived out in Como. Her father, I think he had
been a sales manager or something for Cadburys. They lived in Tasmania for a time
and then New South Wales. At that stage he was just an agent. He had a little office in
Forrest Place. He was an agent mostly for women's clothing but some other things. He
had a set round mostly in country towns and he'd have a range of things and he'd sell
them into the shops. She had been at Perth Modern School, same class as Janet
Holmes a Court. It is a very small state. I met her. She was going to work for six
months in the Brisbane office at the CSIRO. That's it really.
RJ

Did her education finish at high school?
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No, she got through high school. She's not dumb because she went to
PEARCE
Perth Modern School but she hadn't gone on to university education. I'm not sure....
Her father had some strange views about a lot of things. Whether that was an influence
or not, I don't know. My recollection is that she'd done some part-time unit or two in
maths stats. That was the year that she worked at UWA but she wasn't studying when I
met her, I'm pretty sure.
RJ

What attracted you to her?

PEARCE
particularly.

We just got on all right. I don't think I could pin anything down

RJ

What was her political leaning?

PEARCE
She has none really. I'm pretty sure she has a pretty conservative view
of life but she's not really a political person and I think she struggled a bit over the
years with the lifestyle.
RJ

So when did you marry?

PEARCE

In January 18 of 1969; the year I went off to Melbourne.

RJ

And you have one son. When was he born?

PEARCE

1980.

RJ

And his name?

PEARCE

Warren John.

RJ

That's a long time after you married, isn't it?

PEARCE
That's true. It partly was deliberate. We had a child before but he died in
stillbirth. That was when I was teaching at Lynwood so that must have been '75 or '76.
So we left it for a while after that.
END OF TAPE TWO SIDE B
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TAPE THREE SIDE A
You said the Education Department wasn't thrilled about giving you
RJ
leave to go to Melbourne; how, therefore, did you get it?
Because I was acting president of the guild at the time and that put me
PEARCE
on the Senate. No, I tell a lie, because it was later than that. I'd been vice-president of
the guild for two years. I picked it up part way through. [Pause.] Let me work it out. My
career basically ran like this: I ran for societies' council secretary in my first year and I
got elected to that. The following year I ran for societies' council president, but I lost
that election. Under the way they worked it, if you nominated for societies' council
president you automatically went on the ballot for guild councillor, so although I got
knocked off as president of the societies' council, I got elected to guild council. Then
the guild council elected its own officers apart from the president who was elected by
the students. I then got elected secretary of the guild council, so I became secretary of
the guild. At the end of that year I ran for president of the guild and I was beaten by
Peter Edwards and a raft of other people. I wasn't Robinson Crusoe that year; there
were five or something and I ran fifth, if I remember correctly. It wasn't a very
auspicious thing. I thought having been secretary of the guild I wasn't going to go back
to doing that, so it was take the overseas appointment. So I went to be NUAUS
[National Union of Australian University Students] secretary, I was off the executive, but
part way through that year the vice-president, Michael Hunt, who is now a prominent
mining lawyer in Perth, resigned, and I was then elected vice-president. At the end of
that year, Peter Edwards, who was the president, got the Rhodes scholarship and he
had to leave early to go off to Oxford, so I actually found myself acting president of the
guild for a couple of months. The treasurer of the guild in that time, also elected part
way through the year, was Peter Foss, who had a fairly prominent career.' We were
quite close together. We actually had quite a fun time because the two of us were at
the guild.
It came up just at a point where the guild was trying to build a sports centre which is
down at the university and it was a time of rising building costs and the university is
extraordinarily slow to make decisions about things. I found myself in a position
whereby we had a building, we had a building program, we had costs for the program,
the whole process of getting it moving was very slow moving and the costs were going
up. Each time the costs went up we had to cut something off the building. It had a
gymnasium and squash courts and stuff. It got to the point where we had five squash
courts down and they had to cut off three, so we were down to two squash courts. The
next price increase came, so we had to cut off another two squash courts. I thought this
was getting a bit ridiculous; why is it costing so much? One of the reasons was the
university insisted that it should be built in limestone. It was a sports' centre but it had
to be built in limestone because it was on Stirling Highway and the whole frontage of
the university had to be done in limestone. I thought, well, this is bloody stupid.
In the end I worked up a little system whereby.... Peter Foss and I did it together but it
was really my doing, I guess. We said, okay, we can't build this thing if we're not going
to have any squash courts. We were working on the basis of the squash courts being
freely available they'd be available free okay [but what] if we charged for them? I
flew over to the eastern states, went to Monash University where they ran a sports'
centre. I got the basic costing arrangements, which we did with an accountant. We did
our sums: okay, what are we going to have to charge for these squash courts to pay off
the loan; how can we get the building costs down; where can we get the loan? Okay!
So I went across to the university and said, "Look, we're happy to go ahead with this
-

-

'Peter Foss, Liberal, became the MLC for the East Metropolitan Region in May 1989 and
served as a Minister in the Richard Court Government, holding several portfolios, including that
of Attorney General. He resigned from Parliament at the time of the 2005 election.
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sports' centre but we're going to increase the number of squash courts, not cut them
off; we're not going to build it in limestone, we're going to build it in off-form concrete"
(like they'd built the law school), "and we need assistance with a loan." We actually lent
ourselves most of the money because we had money invested. What I did was to take
the money off our own investments and lent it to ourselves because that saved us two
per cent, which was the difference between investing and borrowing from somebody
else, and we needed $100 000 or whatever it was from the university. When I laid it out
to them, well, it hit the wall. It had to go to the university committee can't possibly
change the rule about having limestone. I said, "Right, well we're not building it." Long,
long silence. The head of the phys ed section was there. "Maybe we could rethink our
attitude to limestone." They all went off in the corner, came back in it took a day: offform concrete; they put the money in and it went. It's there now. Foss and I for those
two months we managed to swing that whole thing across. So I was fairly well
established with the university people.
-

-

When I went to apply for leave to get back to work, they refused it to me on the basis
that they thought I was a very poor student. They had a level of.... they weren't
completely wrong, to be quite honest. I was embarrassed in a way because one more
sidetrack there's a prize down there for the Cruikshank Routley Prize, which is named
after two students who were unfortunately killed in a car crash years ago and their
families established a fund to provide a prize for the person who makes the greatest
contribution to student life. I was up to be nominated in the year I finished my degree
but one of the things is you have to be declared a satisfactory student.' I never wanted
to be nominated because I wasn't anxious to have an inquiry into my satisfactoriness
as a student. I put people off nominating me in that year, but the year I did my Dip Ed
people were quite insistent and so my name went forward. Off it went to the university
and back came the thing, "You're not a satisfactory student." Again, it was based on
attendances and other things. They took a view, the committee then met, and they
said, "Well, you might be declared an unsatisfactory student for this year but the
citation actually runs over four years, so on the basis he's been a satisfactory student
in the other three years," I got the award. I think it was very kind of them and if anyone
had ever run an inquiry over any of the other three years I'm sure it would have come
out just as badly. What happened was, when they refused it to me, David MacKinlay,
who was the then guild president, of course went to the senate meetings. In those days
there weren't separate student representatives on the senate; the guild president was
the student body representative and the Director General of Education was an exofficio member of the university senate. So what happened was, when the.... The
teachers' colleges in those days were part of the Education Department; they were a
subsidiary. So David MacKinlay went up and had a word to the Director General of
Education at the dinner after a senate meeting and the instruction went down to the
college and I was given my leave.
-

-

RJ
You became a trainee teacher virtually by default. By the time you had
finished your training, how did you feel about teaching?
PEARCE
I had mixed views about it. People get a little bit down on teaching.
Teacher training.... The teacher education was pretty woeful, to be quite honest.
RJ

In what way?

PEARCE
It didn't prepare you for teaching. You got your degree and you'd go to
the college and do a little bit of stuff by the side. Even with the Dip Ed you did a bit
The annual Cruikshank Routley prize is awarded to a student who demonstrated: 'a
contribution to student life and activities; positive character and leadership; outstanding service
to the student community; satisfactory academic attainments; and a high level of involvement in
the activities and projects of the Guild and Guild Clubs and Societies."
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more time in schools but you were there as a kind of apprentice. I never thought it
prepared you all for teaching so I didn't have a good year of teaching when I went out.
When I went teaching, I had a terrible first year. I came under prepared personally in
terms of drifting in the way that you mentioned. I had lots of other interests. I'd come
out of what was in many ways an exciting and interesting year in Melbourne. I came
back to be in a school in a tough area, Kalgoorlie, and in those days education was in a
bit of a mess up there because there was a huge turnover of staff. Half the staff had left
Eastern Goldfields the year that I went there and half the staff had left the year before.
They were getting a 50 per cent turnover; 60 or 70 per cent of the staff were people
who were first or second year out of university. In the year I went there, every principal
in the region left
all the primary principals and the high school principal. The
disciplinary situation in schools was bad, in the high school, and I struggled. I had a
really bad time of it in my first year there.
-

RJ

In what way?

PEARCE
I had a lot of trouble keeping classes under control, working up the kind
of skills that you need. There wasn't a whole lot of assistance with it, to be blunt. The
guy who was the senior master was a really decent bloke but he was in his third year of
teaching. He was an acting senior master because they couldn't get a proper one.
They got one the following year. It was just a really awkward situation and because I'd
come last, I'd been given, with one exception, all the bottom classes, all in the lower
school, so I had some pretty tough kids to deal with. It was just a really hard
experience.
RJ

Which you'd had no training for.

PEARCE
If I'd gone more often to lectures I might have had a bit of training, but it
wasn't really.... people were not well prepared for what happened to them. I found it a
real struggle. In other circumstances I might have quit. In fact I did apply for a number
of other jobs in that year, particularly with the ABC. The ABC had a couple of things
going in terms of production of drama and stuff that I really was quite interested in but
wasn't sufficiently qualified to get, so I didn't. I finally did get a job with UWA. I'd applied
for a job as an administrative assistant part way through and they wrote me back a nice
letter saying, "Look, you're not getting this job. There are specific reasons why we've
appointed the person we have to this job but we're interested in your application and
we'd like to keep it alive because there's another job coming up and we're going to
transfer your application to that other job." The next thing I got a letter from them saying
"We've appointed you to this other position."
RJ

Which was?

PEARCE

Which was as an administrative officer.

RJ

Yes, but what doing?

PEARCE
Actually as it turned out (I didn't know; I might have thought twice about
it) it was helping to set up Murdoch University. It was in the group that they were setting
up because when Murdoch got set up it got spun up originally out of the people who
were at UWA. I wrote back and knocked it back. It was an odd thing to do in lots of
ways, I guess, because it was something I would have been interested in if they'd
mentioned Murdoch. They wrote me back a very hurt letter after that saying, "We wish
you'd talked to us about this before you knocked it back because this is what we had in
mind," and it did sound more interesting when they put it like that. The reason I didn't
go was because I didn't think I could be replaced at Eastern Goldfields. They had such
a difficulty in getting teachers at that school that by then we were down to taking people
without teaching qualifications; you know, someone who'd done an arts degree who
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was married to a guy.... It was the nickel boom time in Kalgoorlie and we had a woman
up there with an arts degree, no teaching training whatsoever and she was in there
teaching English. She was having a worse time of it than I was. I was struggling but I
wasn't the worst in any sense. I thought: if I go, I'm not going to be able to be replaced
here. I must have just had a sense of responsibility about it, so I knocked UWA back.
Afterwards I said to myself, oh shit, I think I did the wrong thing there. As it turned out,
what I did was absolutely the right thing, I think, for myself. It would have been bad to
quit while I felt I wasn't succeeding. What happened was, like a lot of teachers find, that
you learn the job as you're going but you lose the kids early on. If they know you can't
do it or they see that you're struggling, their minds are made up about you and you can
never get that back, not in that year. But you can the next year because you start again
with a new group, even if it's a lot of the same.... you start again. It's your second year
there, so you're not new. I just found the change between the end of my first year and
the start of my second year.... for the second year I had it nailed. I think a lot of
teachers find that. The first year's really hard but you learn the skills. That's when you
learn your skills in that first year.
RJ

And what were the skills that were needed.

PEARCE
To be able to relate to people in a way to get them to do what you want
them to do without having to threaten to cane them all the time. People skills, basically.
You learn how to make the lessons more interesting, to relate better, to communicate
better, you just do.
The other thing was I was a bit fortunate at that stage. A raft of other people came in
that second year who really were interested and involved. One of the important things,
particularly in high schools, is that a lot of the high school kids think, particularly in
places like Kalgoorlie, the teachers really don't care about them. They turn up, they're
just straight out of university, they don't know anything about anything and as soon as
they can get out of Kalgoorlie, they're gone. These kids live there; that's their home.
They don't feel you're showing them any respect. I stayed there three years. I worked
beyond that minimum time, as a lot of others did. In that second year we got very
involved with a lot of mostly drama stuff, but out-of-school activity. If kids can see
you're putting the time in, that you are interested and you're prepared to do more than
just what you're paid for, then you get that back in terms of respect and working along
with you and all the rest of it. That second and third year we had a really good drama
[group]. We used to be put on plays, with staff and students mixed, in the Kalgoorlie
Town Hall and places like that, and a lot of other things camps and we had a really
good arrangement. So we really turned that school around in that second and third
years. In terms of my own personal development it was very important that I stuck with
that.
-

-

I was then, of course, very involved in the Labor Party. By that stage I was secretary of
the Boulder branch of the party and I'd already been marked out effectively. Okay, this
guy's going to be our next member of Parliament, young as I was. I was the secretary, I
was president of the goldfields branch of the Teachers' Union, so there were a lot of
things going on for me there. It came to a point where I got to the end of my third year
there and I started to think, hang on, I'm going to be the next member for this [area], is
that what I want to do? I didn't really want to be a country member. If I'd understood
the situation better, I might have had a different view of it but Tom Hartrey was the
member and he was old; he was well into his 70s, and he clearly wasn't going to run
after the next election. He'd had two terms. So I was looking at the 1977 election, and
this was at the end of 1974 that is. Hartrey clearly won't go on, so is that what I'm going
to do? Am I going to be the member for Boulder-Dundas or not? Old Tom used to
catch the train. He used to go on the train to Parliament and back every week and I
thought: I don't want to do that. I don't want to be in a situation where I live here but
every Monday I'm on the train and every Friday I have to come back on the train, 12
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hours there, 12 hours back. In fact, you could fly; I didn't know that. Tom didn't like
flying. You could just get an air ticket, and if I'd known that I might have thought
differently about it. I thought in the end I didn't want to spend the rest of my life in
Kalgoorlie. If you're the member, that's what you're going to have to do.
It was based on a raft of things. I liked it in Kalgoorlie because you can get involved in
lots of stuff. I did a lot of stuff with the drama society; I was distance running champion
there for a while. You get things you can do in Kalgoorlie it's not so easy to do in Perth.
It's the old big fish, little pond thing. So I really enjoyed my time in Kalgoorlie but I
couldn't see myself living there. One of the reasons was to do with the library. Reading
is important to me. When I went there, there was no library. Neither of the councils had
a library, not a public library; they had a thing called the workers' institute library, which
was run by a voluntary group that had been set up back in the '20s to try to
-

RJ

Mechanics' Institute?

PEARCE
I think it probably was called the mechanics' institute, now I think about
it, but the library part of it was run by a crowd called the Workers' Education
Association. They weren't just a West Australian thing. They'd been set up to really try
to provide learning opportunities for working class people in the days when they really
weren't in the system. They had a fascinating set of books. They had a lot of stuff on
archaeology, a lot of books that had been printed in the 1920s and '30s. They didn't
have too many books that had been printed in the 1960s or 70s! And there wasn't a
decent bookshop in town, so I found that aspect of it a little bit tricky, and just the
isolation of it.
I don't know if you remember a film called Wake in Fright; came out in 1971. It was one
of the early Australian movies, based on an Australian novel. It was about a guy who's
a teacher and he gets sent out to a little town he's a primary teacher a little onehorse thing right in the middle of the desert in outback New South Wales. It's about him
going back to Sydney for the school holidays to meet up with his girlfriend and he has
to stop off in Broken Hill and he gets caught up in a two-up game and he thinks he can
buy his freedom. If he wins enough money he'll be able to pay out his bond and get out
of this teaching, which he doesn't like. He loses all his money, of course, and has a
horrific weekend in Broken Hill which finishes up with him in hospital and he doesn't get
to see his girlfriend and has to go back to the town.
-

-

It really affected me. I'm used to living on the coast. It wasn't anything like that
situation, but it really did strike me about the isolation bit. I was really a Perth boy and
much as I enjoyed Kalgoorlie, Perth was what I knew. The universities were there,
museums and libraries, all the things that weren't in Kalgoorlie. It came to a head
because a guy called Mali can't think of his first name who was the librarian for the
School of Mines and was for a long time the librarian down at Curtin. He moved on and
became the Curtin Librarian; I think he's retired now.' He came and he was equally
astonished to find that there was no library in town. A group of us had set up a guy
from Melbourne University who I'd known from student politics was a geologist there
set up a film society, so we did try and set up cultural things. The group would meet in
that sort of a forum. But Mali was very keen to get a library up there, so he organised a
group of us to force the council to run a referendum on having a library in Kalgoorlie.
He got on the Kalgoorlie council, made them have a referendum to have a library. It
was defeated. We ran this referendum and we got done. It was for the simple reason
that the council was opposed to it, didn't want to do it. One councillor said he'd only
ever read one book in his life and he didn't see any need for public money, council
money, to be put into this. They convinced all the shopkeepers up and down Hannan
-

-

-

-

' Andre Mali who went on to be a lecturer in the Library School at the Western Australian
Institute of Technology and later Curtin University of Technology. He died in the 1990s.
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Street that their rates would go up if there was to be a library, so we lost the
referendum.
That was one of the things that made me think about it, so I came back to Perth and
taught at Bentley Senior High School. Then I got the senior mastership at Lynwood
Senior High School. Then an odd thing happened in a sense because with my second
two years at Eastern Goldfields and then at Bentley I got really involved and I really
enjoyed teaching. When the time came when my political career came up, I thought
really hard about whether I was actually going to do it or not. I thought, hang on, I like
what I'm doing, I'm good at it, I'm making a difference. I was in the Teachers' Union, so
I thought I was making a fair contribution to educational change through that. I thought:
I don't know that I want to go into politics at all. I'll tell you a story about that shortly.
Almost in the same way I came into teaching accidentally, with a strong interest in
politics, by the time I'd taught for a few years my political involvement had dropped off
quite a lot. I was actually not even a member of the Labor Party; I'd let my membership
lapse. I got into politics almost by accident out of teaching.
I'd been the branch secretary of the Boulder branch in Kalgoorlie. When I left, I got the
eastern goldfields branch to make me their delegate to the state executive. I got onto
the party's state executive. They were a little bit reluctant because they liked to have
somebody from Kalgoorlie to do it. They agreed to let me do it for a year and took it
back after a year. I was on the state executive for a year, but I didn't have a branch to
join. When I came to Perth I hadn't joined a party branch. I sat next to a guy called Rod
Boland, who was a lecturer at UWA, at the state executive and he said, "Oh, join our
branch." So I joined the university staff and graduate branch, but they met in the lunch
hour over at UWA, so I couldn't actually go to the meetings. After a year I lost my
position on the state executive, I couldn't go to their meetings. I didn't catch up with
Rod so I didn't pay membership. I was still a Labor person. I'd go and help with
elections and be called upon and stuff like that but I never actually was in a branch.
Then I got really active in the Teachers' Union, so my political stuff was being done
there. I got really involved, particularly in drama and stuff. I mentioned, I think, Molly
Kukura. It got to the stage where we were writing not just little musicals but large-scale;
we wrote a whole full-length musical for presentation. I got involved in all of this other
stuff and then I got to be senior master at Lynwood High School, which was a junior
high school, and doing a lot of things there, and the whole political scene didn't seem
so important. I wasn't any longer charting out a political career for myself.
I taught for seven years. Three years was at Eastern Goldfields; that was my first
appointment. I came to the crunch at Eastern Goldfields at the end of that third year, for
the reasons I've said, but actually I had to make a decision and that is, the department
was interested enough in the way that I was doing and in keeping me there, but in
those days there was such a huge expansion in the number of high schools that
promotional positions were quite easy to get. After three years I could have been a
senior master in a country school. In fact they were prepared to create they did
create a second senior mastership at Eastern Goldfields, so they had two English
senior masters, so I could get it if I stayed there. I thought, well, hang on. If I'd just had
to wait another year, I probably would have just stayed another year, but I had to make
a decision: am I going to be senior master here, in which case I'm making a much
longer commitment, and if I'm going to be here for three years an election is going to
come up and I'm going to be the member for Boulder-Dundas probably. So I decided
not to do that.
-

I went back to Perth not as a senior master, but back to Perth to be in Perth as an
ordinary teacher at Bentley High School. As I say, I met Molly Kukura and we got
involved in all of that other stuff, so I was going fine there. Then she left her husband
got transferred to Canberra and it came the end of my time and I thought well, the
-

-
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time has come to maybe be a senior master, but I didn't particularly want to go to the
country, so I applied for quite a limited range of schools mostly in the city or near-city
and because of the situation that it was so easy to get appointed, even though I'd only
taught for five years, I got an appointment direct to Lynwood High School, which was a
new high school. It was only in its second year. It was a first appointment to a junior
high school, which is a sort of step down. I knew I couldn't hold that because I'd only
get to third year and then they would open it up again and I'd have to apply for it, and
for a senior high school the chances were I'd get bumped off by someone being
transferred in, because transfers got priority over appointments. I did that for two years.
At the end of my first year at Lynwood there was a woman on the staff called Lorna
Coyle who was a home economics teacher, a nice person, but not someone I knew
particularly well. At the end of the school year that must have been 1975; it was just
after the sacking of the Whitlam government, which is a bit of a key pointer. Ron Barry
by then was press secretary to the Leader of the Opposition, Cohn Jamieson, and I
learned about the sacking of the Whitlam government by phone call from Ron. He rang
me up at school to say, "Look, there's been a sacking. You've got to come in; there's a
big demonstration at Forrest Place." I just left the school, a few of us just left the kids
and we all charged in to protest against the sacking of Gough. Quite a bit of turmoil
was going on. At the end of that year we all trekked down to the Lynwood Arms for
drinks, as teachers do, and you stay there. About six o'clock at night, maybe a bit later,
Lorna Coyle's husband came in, a guy called Peter Coyle, who was at that stage
helping to organise the Roleystone branch of the party. He caught me in the bar and
gave me a real talking-to on the basis of, listen, you're the sort of person who should
be doing more in the Labor Party, it's a disgrace you're not a member, all the rest of it.
He signed me up on the spot. I gave him $5 and he gave me a membership in the
Roleystone branch.
-

END OF TAPE THREE SIDE A

TAPE THREE SIDE B

PEARCE

36

TAPE THREE SIDE B
PEARCE
I don't think there's much more to be said about the education side of it
except maybe in the Teachers' Union. By that stage I'd become vice-president of the
Teachers' Union. There had been a group.... It was set up actually as part of a.... It
started off as a sort of ginger group in the Teachers' Union called the Progressive
Teachers' Association. When I came down, my first year at Eastern Goldfields I think I
mentioned that I was elected president of the union. I just went along to the meeting
and was surprised to find myself put up and elected as branch president for the
goldfields, not just Eastern Goldfields but all the primary schools and Tech colleges in
the region. We had quite a number of votes. I turned up at the first conference in the
following August and made a big impact to put it bluntly. I'd come out of a background.
Most people, teachers, didn't know who I was, so I sort of came out of the blue, but I
was very skilled at speaking so I picked two or three key issues on the progressive side
of education and I quickly got approached by a raft of people in this ginger group to be
part of the Progressive Teachers' Association. Subsequently I became their secretary.
They started off as a ginger group in the Teachers' Union but they spread more into the
philosophy of a more progressive education system and changes that needed to be
made.
They were an interesting group of people. They were on a bit of a roll in terms of the
union because the secondary people were starting to flex their muscles a bit; there
were many more young teachers. The union had been run by primary principals mostly
up to this point and they were starting to force changes and there was a lot of tension
around that. I couldn't run for the executive because I was in Kalgoorlie; I could only
run when I came back to Perth. In that time, ironically enough, we'd got to the stage
where they'd got a big group on, so when I was able to put my name up they already
had seven or eight out of 17 on the executive, so I had to be number nine on the ticket.
I thought this was not too good. In fact that was the year they hit the wall; they lost
quite a number, so my first effort to get elected to the executive was unsuccessful.
Then the organisation broke up a fair bit with people out.
The following year we were smaller but still well organised so I got elected to the
Teachers' Union executive, but almost all the others then had gone. Even some of the
others didn't get re-elected. So when I finally got onto the executive I was almost on my
own out of that group. Bill Street, who was one of the main organisers, got a job with
the commonwealth and had gone off to be in commonwealth education. I think John
Mills had lost interest and not run, and so out of the whole group I was the only one
who got on. It was like going to Governor Stirling. You think you're going to turn up like
that and all of a sudden you come in with a big group and suddenly here I am on my
own with an executive that basically I didn't have any supporters on to the point where I
couldn't even move a motion and expect to get a seconder. It was made worse by the
fact that I had a run-in with the president and the whole executive over a situation at
the school I was at where a teacher had been transferred mid-year to make way for an
import from Canada. We were short of maths teachers, maths and science teachers,
so they were importing these people and they wouldn't put them into country
appointments first off. So they picked up this guy mid-year and transferred him off his
classes in order to bring in this Canadian teacher. It was a big issue in my school and
the union made a stand on it, although in the end the school tried to settle its
differences internally. My first motion was a no-confidence motion in the executive
which my branch had passed, which didn't make me all that popular. So I was a bit of
an outcast, but only for about three, or four or five months.
I remember that I'd move motions and mostly they'd get seconded and very often
they'd get carried. The secretary of the union said, "Have you seen some of the people
who are seconding your motions?" I hadn't really thought about it, but what he was
getting at was that on most things I'd get support from here or there but it was the old
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skills learnt back in my student days; that is, how you can talk people around in a
meeting situation. They're not in the party but they might actually be able to be
persuaded. Very often I could persuade people to a point of view, so by the end of my
first year on the executive I got elected junior vice-president against a very well
established TAFE woman. We got two or three others up but it was more a personal
thing than another. It was sort of heading in a direction. People there were starting to
mark me out then as the next president of the Teachers' Union. The guy who got it in
the end when I might of as I went into Parliament and became minister said that. He
said I would never have had this job if I [Pearce] had stayed in the Teachers' Union. It
was a sort of mix; a lot of the stuff I was doing in the Teachers' Union wasn't in the
sense of trying to promote a political career. It was because there were things that
needed to be done. I managed to get some interesting things happening.
One of the big problems in the teachers' set-up [unclear] was the promotional system.
We had a kind of ladder promotional system whereby once you got your first promotion
on the ladder you just [gestures going up steeply] automatically. If you were a primary
principal you had to jump around from country school to country school, but once you
were there it was very hard to get rid of you. It wasn't necessarily based on ability; I
mean, it was in a sense with your first appointment, but it produced a whole lot of duds.
You had some protection. I was a bit of a supporter of the ladder system because
someone like me who tends to be a bit of an outsider in these things might get
promoted or you might not if the department does the choosing.
In the end we came round to the view there should be some effort to get the
promotional system broken down. We got a couple of high schools set up as
experimental high schools, which meant they weren't going to be staffed according to
the normal departmental pattern; they could be staffed on the basis of being a bit
experimental and the staff would be hand picked and the principal and deputy principal
would be picked on merit. They were picked by a panel, in fact, on which the union was
their one representative, which was me. I went along with two or three departmental
people and we had people come and say what they would do with the school. It was
quite pioneering stuff. We set up an inquiry into the achievement certificate and we had
a whole raft of very sensible suggestions about how it might be improved.
I was really using the union in a sense as a professional body to improve the education
system, whereas previously it had really been an organisation that was supportive of
the status quo, run by primary principals whose main arguments were to do with salary
and promotional opportunities. We made a real effort to change, and I think we did in
the end and the way we did it was by involving the secondary people much more than
they had been involved in the first time and they sort of followed me in that regard
because I was becoming leader, if you like, of the secondary group.
RJ
Just to finish off the teaching experience, you said by the end of it you
had learnt to really enjoy your teaching and you thought, you know, you were a good
teacher. In what way did you feel this; in what way were you a good teacher and why
were you particularly enjoying it? Was it the kids, was it what you thought you could
achieve with the kids?
PEARCE
It's a combination. If you're interested in knowledge and learning, which
I am, it's a good situation to be in. If teaching works well, it's a tremendously rewarding
profession because of that. You can see yourself achieving things with people. You can
see that you're helping shape their behaviour, helping them to learn about themselves
and to grow. I always had the view, and I learnt it from McLeod, the principal that I
mentioned from Governor Stirling, to give the kids their head, if you can.
We learnt that when I was at Eastern Goldfields in an interesting way. We were trying
to get out of the chaotic situation that was there and trying to give them more
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involvement in their school. I had this thing from my days at Governor Stirling and from
Hobart High School, of setting up a house system; set up a group or a sub-group
where they [the students] have got a responsibility to run it, not a real responsibility but
as an organisation, organising other people and things. When I was at Hobart High
School, the setup that we had was that we had four houses and they were named after
ships which were the prime discovery ships of Tasmania, three of Tasman's fleet and
the Norfolk. It was a sort of historical thing. So I sort of rocked up a model on that
based on historical people from Kalgoorlie, or historical events [unclear] so this was a
mirror of that. The teachers were pretty young, early 20s, and we were dealing with
kids of 16 or 17 and they were pretty worldly-wise those 16 and 17-year-old Kalgoorlie
kids, so there wasn't a huge difference between us, so if you could make it, you could
get on with them really well. We presented this history thing. Bugger that! They wanted
six and not four, for the very reason that they looked at how many they were and saw if
they had six they could involve almost everybody in the leadership position instead of
four, which was very sensible. They wanted to base it on the signs of the zodiac
because that was a thing that spoke much more to them. I resisted it for a little bit, but I
thought better and thought, come on, that might be what you would do. They did it
superbly well because the zodiac gives you an automatic symbol for your group. At the
school sports' carnival they had banners and stuff everywhere. They did a really good
job of it. And I think that's the thing that's part of it. You can involve kids in responsible
ways. Give them a responsibility and that's really how people learn to grow. I had a
great group of kids at Bentley High School.
The Lynwood ones were younger because they were only second and third year, so it
was a bit of a different thing there but I had a good group of young staff there as well
and we used to take the kids off on school camps and do a lot of that progressive
education stuff. It wasn't always popular with some of the other teachers. Maths
teachers used to hate it with a passion because they would not always have the kids
inside the classroom. Kids outside the classroom are anathema to maths teachers. Not
only maths teachers either. The maths teachers, they're good people from old but they
have a very rigid view of how teaching should be done.
Anyway, I always managed to make an impact on the schools I was at. There are two
things. One is, if you have ideas and you want to do something you almost always can
get them done because people that don't have ideas might be resistant but what can
they do? You've got an idea and if there's any sort of a vacuum there, unless they can
come up with an idea to fill the vacuum yours is going to do it. If you've got any sort of
energy about yourself, you can get these things done. I was always supported by
principals, even very conservative principals. If you can get a drama thing going
particularly, it shows well off on the school. You can show the parents just what's going
on.
At Bentley: drama was always my big interest and Bentley is right next to Curtin
University. It's now Canning College; it used to be Bentley High School. It's effectively
on the campus of Curtin and I knew some of the drama people from my days with the
I'm probably getting ahead of myself I made contact through uni with the drama
people. I made an arrangement with them whereby they, the WA Theatre Company,
had a very good theatre group there and they would do their dress rehearsals but
they'd like a bit of an audience for their dress rehearsals. I made a deal: we would bring
our students in and they would be the audience for the dress rehearsal. They would get
an audience and my students would get to see good quality plays for free. We used to
turn out good crowds for that and it ran very successfully for the two years I was there,
except the very first time we turned up they were doing a summer production. It must
have been for the end of the Festival of Perth; it was only my first or second week
there. They were doing two Greek plays; one of them was the Medea (do you know
that?) and the other one was Lysistrata. It's about the sex strike. They were doing it in
the amphitheatre over at Curtin and because it was in an amphitheatre and it was two
-

-
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plays they were having a lot of trouble with getting it all flowing smoothly, so it was a
very long night. Medea is a good drama, but in Lysistrata they really let themselves go.
I don't know if you know how Greek comedy goes, but it's a play by Aristophanes about
these women who try to stop a war by having a sex strike. They're not going to have
any sex with their husbands until they agree to stop fighting. Of course, this was the
early 70s and people were starting to take a pretty open view about some of these
things. The way they showed this thing was by having rods under the cloaks of these
guys and the longer the sex strike went on, the longer the rods got. It was
extraordinarily funny; it was a very, very funny presentation. At the end they bring on
the statue of peace and it was actually a female student, absolutely nude, been painted
white, with just an odd little wrapping. But because they'd run so late, most of these
kids, 14 and 15-year-olds, all their parents had turned up to pick them up because they
were due to come half an hour before and instead they were looking at Lysistrata and
what their kids were getting to see. I was at school at half past seven the next morning
waiting in the car park for the principal to get my story in first before anybody else could
come. But nobody complained.
RJ
[Chuckles.] Besides stirring up things like that, what did a senior master
do in a high school in those days that was different from a master?
The senior master is the organiser. High schools are organised, or they
PEARCE
were then when we come to education I'll talk about wanting to change some of these
things they were organised not as schools but as subject streams. In the English
area, which is my area, the educational leader is a senior master. That's the person
who administratively allocates the classes and teachers, but really it's the person, if
you're doing your job properly I mean, if you're not, you can just organise the teachers
and let them go, but really what you do is you organise how the curriculum works, the
sort of things that you do, how you deal with kids that can't learn to read. It's the
educational leadership in that subject area. You relate to the principal of the school in a
way. I think that's one of the weaknesses of the system, but you really relate to your
subject superintendent. The English superintendents would come around and they
would be your resource, the ones that checked on you, in that area. I was fortunate
because it was a small school. I think I had a staff of only three or four. We were a
great little team in the time that I was there. We did a lot of things that you probably
couldn't do in a larger school.
-

-

-

When I left, after my two years there I then had to apply for the job again because it
became English senior master, senior high school, not junior high school. I cut that out
when I got to be minister because I was there and established, if you like. I wouldn't
have got the job if it had been a senior high school in the first place. I'm not saying I
was dealt with unfairly, but after a period they'd have to leave and somebody was just
transferred in. Somebody just wanted to work closer to home. Transfers beat
promotions and I was promoted to Hamilton Senior High School. That [principal] was a
friend of mine who ran a very progressive school, but a very political school too. They
did a lot of election of people. I don't know how I would've gone there. I am interested
to see how I would have gone there. I think I got sent there for that reason, because it
was the sort of school that it was, but I never got to take the job up. I intended to take
leave. I was appointed there for 1977 and the election was held on February 19, so I
never got to go.
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A further interview with Bob Pearce held at the Forest Industries Federation on 25
January 2007. The interviewer is Ronda Jamieson.
RJ
You referred to working with Peter Foss in your student days in
achieving the sports' centre at UWA and he was treasurer of the guild when you were
acting president and then vice-president. How active was Peter Foss in politics at that
time, student politics?
PEARCE
Well, he came out of the blue a little bit. I think he was at St George's
College men's club; I think he was active there. I don't know whether it would have
been St George's College but I think that it was. He hadn't been sort of prominent
around the guild; he hadn't been a guild counsellor or anything like that. There was a
vacancy for treasurer that came up part way through the year and he nominated for it.
It was an election by the guild council, not by the student membership broadly, the
guild membership broadly. He was elected to that and he was the treasurer for that
time, but I can't recall if he stayed on the guild council after that or not. He wasn't
terribly active but he was good when he was there. I don't think he was like I was, right
involved in the guild, and it seems almost from the first time I was at the university to
the time that I left. He certainly did a year or two on the guild council, and very
effectively. I think he was pretty active in the St George's College men's club. I think
the colleges then, probably as now, had a bit of a life of their own because they were
the people who were there at university really full-time. They were a bit different than
the day attendees like myself.
RJ
You started off Liberal in life and you were strongly influenced to Labor
as a result of your university and other experiences. Was there any evidence of Peter
Foss's leanings and whether university life had an influence on that?
PEARCE

For Peter?

RJ

Yes.

PEARCE

I have no idea.

RJ

No.

PEARCE
He always struck me as a bit more upper class than me. He had a
posher accent, although I don't know his background at all, Peter, but we were real
good friends for the time that we worked together and we have been ever since
although we finished up on different political sides. I don't remember Peter around the
Liberal Club at uni, but I was only involved in the Liberal Club in my first two years at
uni. I was not really a Liberal in any.... I mean, I was from a Labor family. It was just in
my upper high school when I joined the Liberal club for two years, I was in the Young
Libs [at the University of Western Australia] for one year, and that was the extent of my
flirtation with that side of politics. But it was counted against me a lot afterwards in the
Labor Party, of course, because people said, "He's really a Lib, you know" when
preselections and stuff came up, so that was a bit of a drawback.
RJ
You told me off tape after we finished our last interview session that you
ran for the Boulder Town Council. I would like you to briefly tell that story.
PEARCE
When I was in Kalgoorlie, my first year I lived in Piccadilly Street in
Kalgoorlie. I turned up a week after school had started. It was right in the middle of the
nickel boom and it was extraordinarily difficult to get housing anywhere in Kalgoorlie. I
came a week late because I had been the national president of the National Union of
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Australian University Students and I had to stay for their February conference, which
was the wrap-up of my year, and then drive across to take up the position in Kalgoorlie,
and I had to apply for a week's extension on my leave of absence in order to
accommodate that. So I turned up in the eastern goldfields and everyone else on the
staff had been fixed and settled. They used to have government employees' housing
but nowhere near enough to accommodate teachers. It was very hard to get
accommodation in Kalgoorlie. Then I drove across the Nullarbor. I managed to get a
room for one night only in one of the hotels that's right on the corner of Hannan Street
and Maritana Street. Then I had to leave that hotel at the end of that day. The first thing
I did was went out to the estate agents and grabbed the first thing which was going,
which was a little close-to-new transportable house, which had been in Piccadilly
Street. I stayed there a year.
However, at the end of that year, I was looking at the situation in Kalgoorlie and
decided I would stay longer than the two years minimum that you had to; so I went and
bought a house, a rather nice but rather jerry-built job, in that backblocks of Boulder,
which was sort of the downmarket part of town. At that stage I think I was even the
secretary of the Boulder branch of the Labor Party. I was then approached by a group
of elderly citizens, if I can put it that way, from Boulder to run for the Boulder council,
and I agreed. I was only a young lad and new in town and there's a lot of Labor Party
history in there that I didn't know or understand. The guy who approached me was a
chap called Adam Altham who had been the president of the Boulder council some
time before.
You should understand that in the way that it worked, there used to be three councils in
Kalgoorlie; now there's only one. I had come there shortly after there had been three.
One of them was the Kalgoorlie town council, one was the Boulder town council and
the other one was the Boulder shire. The way they worked was really the Kalgoorlie
town council was the city area for Kalgoorlie. The Boulder town council was the city
area for Boulder. They were actually conjoined (the two cities ran into each other, but
the historical divides there people didn't forget) and the Boulder shire I think it was
actually the Kalgoorlie shire, not the Boulder shire was all the surrounding area, the
country areas and the outlying bit. There had been an amalgamation. Whether it was
forced by the government or agreed by a majority of people, I don't know, but there had
been an amalgamation between the Kalgoorlie Shire and the Boulder town council
people The net result had been that the council was then dominated by people who
were formerly from the Kalgoorlie shire.
-

-

.

The people who approached me to run were from Boulder town and they wanted to
sort of re-assert a position. They approached me to run. I was only new in town, so I
said, "Yes, I'd be happy to do that" and so I formed up a team with them. Our team was
all elected with the exception of myself, not that that's surprising because again people
went and campaigned against me on the basis that I'd only been in town four or five
years, and I had only been in town two. So I thought well, you know, that's sewn me
up, but what I didn't realise it didn't make any difference whether I'd been in town two
years or five years; I'd have been there 20 before it would have made any difference.
Years later I went up to campaign for Ian Taylor when he ran for the vacant seat of
Kalgoorlie after the death of the member. From my knowledge of Kalgoorlie, I said,
"You need to be very careful, they're very keen on the locals up there" and Ian had left
at the end of his high school time. He was 17, he'd come away from Kalgoorlie and his
parents still lived there, but he hadn't lived there since. This was like 15 years
afterwards, maybe more. The chap who was running against the Liberal was a local
businessman who had been in town for 11 years. I thought that's a bit dangerous, but
when I got up there it was a totally different story. Taylor was the local. He mightn't
have been there for 15 years but his family was there, he was born there and had gone
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to high school, but this other bloke was just a blow-in who had just been in town for 11
years. Who could vote for someone like that!
I didn't quite appreciate those sorts of local issues at the time but I ran for the council
but ironically I defeated myself in a way because in those days the council elections
were run on a basis of voting against people; that is, a voting system for multiple wards
was that we had a number of people to be elected. You voted all the candidates. If
there were, say, 10 candidates for five positions, you'd vote one to 10 and then they
would add up the results so that a vote for one counted one vote for you, and a vote for
10 counted as 10 votes for you, but what happened was the ones with the least
number of votes got elected. So, you see, there was a system. What would happen
then typically we had two teams is that the leaders of each team would get knocked
off. That is, number one on one ticket would be number 10 on the other person's ticket;
so they'd get so many number 10 votes it would wreck their number one votes. It was a
strange system and it's been abandoned since.
-

-

However, I worked out a neat way of I won't say manipulating it, but producing a
better outcome by instead of having a single how-to-vote ticket, having five. So, if you
had five candidates (I think we had four or five, whatever we had), what you'd do is
you'd have five separate tickets on which each candidate would be one on one, two on
another one, three on another, so you would actually give everybody effectively two
and a half, and you made it impossible for the others and what you'd do is you'd line up
the other ticket the other way so you never gave anybody 10 and killed them, but you
could put all of the others at about seven and a half, you see, on average. It was a
neat system; it worked a trick.
-

In fact, I used it to the confusion of the Liberals when we finally got into government
because that was the system that was used to elect the Commonwealth Parliamentary
Association committee in the Parliament. What happened was every member of
Parliament got a vote for the committee and the Labor Party numbers were always low
in the Legislative Council in those days because of the gerrymander and other things,
but mostly gerrymander, so the Labor Party actually never ever got anybody elected to
the committee at all because of the system that was used; the Libs would dominate.
Then they had to have a mix in, so then they would co-opt the Labor people to the
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association committee, so it all worked out, but it was
just a bit embarrassing.
When we got into government we had a majority in the Legislative Assembly but we
still didn't have a majority in the Council, and people came to me and said, "Listen, how
can we get elected to the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association in our own right
without having to get co-opted; and it was the same system. So I did the same thing. I
just talked to the caucus about it and everybody had to give me their ballot papers, so I
got all the ballot papers from all the caucus and I did that same kind of mathematical
distribution and the Labor Party won every seat and the Libs had to be co-opted and
they couldn't work out how it was being done. [chuckles] I mean, it's just a silly little
game play that goes on in the place, but for several years we did that. My little system
I'd say, "Who do you want to get elected?" and they'd tell me and I'd do the thing and
they got elected. Some of the Libs said to me afterwards, most of them said, "We don't
know how you're doing this." A couple of them said, "We sort of already did know but
we couldn't get the same level of discipline. We couldn't get everyone to hand over
their ballot papers." Anyway, that's a bit off to the side a bit.
I would have got elected to the Boulder council if I had stuck to the maths of it, but the
local group came to me and said, "Look, I'm a bit worried." There was a woman doctor
from Boulder, and because of the way I had to distribute, she had to get number 10 on
at least some of the tickets. They didn't want to give her a number 10, you see. They
said, "Look, she's a local. We don't know. She's not in that Kalgoorlie shire lot." So I
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went back and I rejigged the tickets to give her a better position and what happened
was she got elected over me by a handful of votes. On her own stuff, if I'd just stuck to
the distributions, I would have got in. But I didn't [stick to the distributions], so I didn't.
The following year the Labor Party got interested in it and the Labor Party branch,
because the people running it were basically from the DLP [Democratic Labor Party]
and there was still a long divide between the DLP and the Labor Party. We ran a Labor
Party ticket, which I headed, and it was a disaster. It was too political for people. They
weren't going to.... It's a very Labor town, Boulder, but they weren't going to vote for a
party ticket for that and we got creamed by the DLP guys who were running the
council, and that was pretty well the end of my interest in council affairs. I went along to
a few public meetings and stuff like that, but I didn't play any further part there. I
concentrated on doing the party political stuff for the Labor Party.
But there was one interesting little outcome of it, which again shows how little I knew
about my own town, or my own adopted town for the time, and that is I went back to
Adam Altham. I became quite friendly with Adam Altham; he's a really decent guy. I
was in my mid-20s and Adam would have been well into his 60s or 70s but he's a really
nice chap; I really enjoyed his company. But I went around to him and said, "Listen,
now, how come you're not in the Labor Party?" He sort of shuffled his feet a little bit,
but he said he'd be happy to join, willing to join; he'd been in it before, he told me. So I
took his money. I went back to the branch and there was a stunned silence when I
said, "Listen, I signed up Adam Altham" and finally one of them says, "Take his money
but don't say anything about it." He'd been expelled during the split back in 1955 when
they'd split with the DLP. Of course, this was way ancient history for me but it was very
live history for some of those guys in Kalgoorlie.
I finally got him reinstated with a motion to the state executive to re-admit him to the
party, and I thought he was the sort of person we always should have had. But all of
the time I was there I was well aware of the difference between him and myself a
young, educated out-of-town from Boulder but there was a whole raft of things going
on there that I had no idea about until much later.
-

-

RJ
Obviously when you put your name forward, you had hoped to win.
What did you see yourself being able to do as a member of town council? Why did it
interest you?
PEARCE
Well, because I was interested in politics generally. The issue that first
got me speaking on public issues was in fact to do with the Boulder council's desire to
out-manoeuvre the Kalgoorlie council with regard to a shopping centre. What was
happening was that basically Kalgoorlie's shopping area was running along Hannan
Street and Boulder shopping centre ran along Burt Street. There are sort of the two
parallel towns but Kalgoorlie was bigger, and when someone wanted a big shopping
centre developed, like a big supermarket, it went in the Kalgoorlie end and not in the
Boulder end. The problem for Boulder in trying to hold like a clientele for its shops was
that Boulder was shrinking while Kalgoorlie was growing. If you looked at the shape of
the town, it's interesting. Boulder had run back from Burt Street many streets, sort of
away from Kalgoorlie, but if you drive around, a lot of those streets were vacant; the
houses had gone, they'd been pulled down. The streets might still be there but there
was a sort of a desertion from areas. But at the other end Kalgoorlie was growing
away. So the whole town was sort of moving; it was sort of shifting in the direction of
Kalgoorlie. Now it's interesting to see that since whole new suburbs have grown up
even further into the bush from what used to be the Kalgoorlie end.... I can't think of it,
the rich suburb end of Kalgoorlie, and the poor suburb end of Boulder continued to
shrink down almost to Burt Street. The Boulder council people tried to gazump the
Kalgoorlie people by building a shopping centre, not in Burt Street but on the border
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with Kalgoorlie in south Kalgoorlie. I think we talked about this last time, because it
became an issue around the library.
RJ

Yes, we did.

PEARCE
It's where the library finished up. So they set up a shopping centre there,
and they had to do the zoning and so forth. I went to the public meeting and I pointed
out that I thought this was a mad idea because in the end you're never going to be able
to compete with Kalgoorlie in that way and it was, I thought, silly to take the impetus
away from what was already in Burt Street. If you're going to build up that aspect of it,
you need to specialise a bit, go for niche markets, but build up Burt Street rather than
try and shift. And at least in the short term I was right because, I mean, that shopping
centre failed quite dismally and it helped to undermine the position with Burt Street.
The argument they put up against that was, "Well, the problem with Burt Street is it's
got lots of tiny, little shops and they're all individual titles and people have died and
moved on and all." In order to amass a number of titles to do anything to Burt Street
would have been very difficult. But council obviously prevailed in their view, but I was
just a voice speaking at the public meetings.
So I was interested in how things would work out at the local area. Also I'd come out of
student politics at a fairly radical time. It was a time where Monash University was
running on a.... the student body was running on a lot of public meetings involving
people, and I sort of had a view that that was worth trying at local government; that is,
that you would try and run, not a council but much more like your Greek polis style of
democracy. With wise wisdom now I don't think it would have had any chance of
working, but it would have been an interesting thing to have a shot at but I never got
elected to do it.
RJ
In 1974 with Whitlam in federal government, you were involved in
seeking money to rescue Princess May School which was due for demolition. Can you
tell us the story of that, please.
PEARCE
Sure. I got involved with a group I think I mentioned last time called the
Progressive Teachers' Association, which was run by a guy called Bill Street and John
Mills and a few others. They had approached me the first time I had come down from
Kalgoorlie and spoke at the teachers' union conference in 1970. I had a sort of a loose
association with them then. When I came to Perth I'd go to their meetings. In fact a
number of the meetings were held at my place and I became the secretary of it and so
forth.
In the time of the Whitlam government they set up money for in-service programs, inservice training for teachers, that could be run by people other than the education
departments. The education departments could bid for the money but other groups
could too; a more teacher-centred approach. John Mills, I think, was one on the PTA
who was particularly interested in applying for the money to set up a teacher run,
teacher in-service centre. Now, we got together a group, we put up a submission and
we were opposed by the Education Department. They put up their own submission and
we then got the money and the Education Department didn't; they were very angry
about that. We had a meeting with Dr Bartlett, I think he was then the Director General,
to try and get some assistance from the Education Department. He was very frosty
about the whole thing and we got no help whatsoever.
But we moved onto produce a teacher-in-education centre and, of course, we had
money to build it. Now, I think I was in the wrong in the argument about this, so I'll be
clear about that. There were two schools of thought in our group about how to do it,
and they were people like John Mills who were Fremantle residents and they wanted to
do more than one thing at once. They were eyeing off the Princess May School, which
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was an absolute wreck in those days. It had been let go, it had been very badly
vandalised, it was due to be demolished, and the state government was proposing to
build an eight-storey customs building on that site, and these guys wanted to use that
as the site for their education centre. They were guided I think by the fact that next door
in the old Fremantle Boys School (I think it may have had a separate name but I think
that is what it was called) which was right next to Princess May, the Perth Institute of
Film and Television had got started and they had taken that old building, which was
only a single-storey affair if I remember correctly and not the double-storey thing of
Princess May, and they had turned that into a very nice building with a little theatre and
had quite a cultural centre for Fremantle and they saw that being replicated in the
building.
I was in the lobby that wanted to start from scratch. I said, "Look, it's going to be
cheaper and easier and much more effective to [build] a purpose-built building, we
know what we're doing, get somewhere and build something new rather than go
through all the hassle of working over an old building." Well, I was in the minority
because most of them lived in Fremantle and I didn't; I lived in Armadale. So the
decision went for Fremantle.
Then we all went there. We used to go there weekends and do a lot of physical labour,
pulling out the walls. When you went into it, it looked really terrible because it had
plasterboard walls with wooden framing behind and kids had just smashed holes in the
plasterboard and plaster was scattered everywhere. In fact, when we swept the
plasterboard out and pulled it down, what we discovered was there was actually solid
painted walls behind it; that is, the building had been built out of.... it's a stone-built
building if I remember correctly, limestone building with very thick walls, and the inside
had been plastered over and then painted, like you've seen a lot of those old buildings.
For some reason, I guess to do with noise or insulation, at some point somebody had
come in and built a false wall, like they'd put a wooden frame up in front of this wall and
then put plasterboard on it. All we had to do was pull it all out and there was a perfectly
good wall behind it. It needed repainting but it didn't need anything much else.
But we did a lot of that work ourselves and we got up a committee to do it. We were
always sort of a bit hand to mouth because the grant that we had was good at the time
we got it but one of the drawbacks of the Whitlam government was rampant inflation,
as you recall, in the latter years. So the value of that money shrank very quickly. But I
think we got up a worthwhile project going there and I stayed stuck with it until the time
I became a member of Parliament in 1977, and a bit after, but a lot of the others
dropped out before that; and so we needed sort of constant recruitment of people to
pick it up. It was all voluntary work, you know, so it was difficult to do. We did manage
to get a full-time person as part of the funding but it still required a huge voluntary
contribution.
I was involved in a theatre there, I think I mentioned last time I was teaching image and
drama
-

RJ

Yes, you did.

PEARCE
So I helped organise the theatre part of that and we had quite a good
little theatre group running there for a while, but I don't think it lasted much longer than
after I was not able to continue with it.
RJ
You spoke of the State School Teachers' Union last time and you
referred to joining it and the positions held and the things that needed doing, but I
wondered what the union's relationship was like with the government at the time when
you were vice-president, say, in 1976 at a time when Charles Court was the Premier
and it was a Liberal government.
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PEARCE
The Teachers' Union then was largely run by primary principals, a very
conservative group of people. I mean they ran a very professional union I don't want
to say there was anything wrong with the union, but we were getting to an interesting
stage whereby a lot of the secondary teachers were getting much more radicalised
because you were getting people like me coming out of the teachers' colleges, mostly
getting a university education and going into high schools. And so the nature of the
union was changing, but slowly, not quickly. When I got onto the executive I was really
the only one from that group out of 17. One of the vice-presidents, Mery Knight, had
sort of.... Mery had been involved a bit with the Progressive Teachers. I don't think he
was directly in it but he sort of flitted a little bit between the sides you know, he was
working all ends against the middle. He did a very effective job, Merv, for the union and
he became secretary for a time. He died unfortunately of cancer.
-

-

But not counting Merv, I was the only one from that group by the time I got there, and
they had a very cosy relationship with the minister and the government. I mean I can
remember one occasion when we talked about taking some approach in direct strike
action, which was almost unheard of amongst the teachers in those days, but the
motion passed, I think..., they never implemented it but they actually agreed to it. Then
the first thing they wanted to do was tell the minister. I wanted to just put out a public
press statement saying this is what we are proposing to do. They said oh they
absolutely couldn't accept a situation where the minister would wake up in the morning
and read what the union was doing in the newspaper.
So they had a comfortable, cosy relationship, but it was still an effective one. I mean,
people often feel you have to shout and bang the table to get anywhere, but often
you've actually got a working relationship where people accept how it works. I think
they had quite an effective relationship with the government at the time but it wasn't
moving very far from the government's parameters, and they didn't really see
themselves as being involved in policy, education policy development. They really saw
themselves as like a trade union for teachers but in a conservative not a TRADE
union, but a PROFESSIONAL trade union for teachers; and that's pretty much how
they saw it. An awful lot of their emphasis was actually on promotional issues. Part of it
was to do with wages but mostly they were concerned with promotion because they
were mostly primary principals. There was a really archaic, or arcane, system of
promotion in those days which was completely anathema to promotion on merit, but
was worked on the basis that you got your initial promotion after the requisite number
of years of service you put in, but there were all sorts of country schools and the speed
of your promotion was really dependent on how prepared you were to move yourself
around the tiny little schools around the backblocks of the state in the early stages and
they were all very skilled at understanding how these pathways worked. So every
conference there'd be someone up trying to change the pathway arrangement to suit
them.
-

I've never forgotten when I got impatient at one teachers' union conference when there
was a really arcane conversation going on about some thing and I just got up and said
something like, "Look, let's not fuss about this kind of stuff. Just accept that it can work
like that and get off the other one and just get on with some real professional stuff'. As I
walked down from having spoken, someone said, But don't you realise if that system
is adopted, then a principal in this system could get a year off the promotional thing."
Of course, I had no idea about that sort of stuff and it wasn't important to me, but it was
really important to them. So a lot of it was to do with those sorts of rules.
When I got to be minister, I introduced promotion on merit and got rid of the whole of
the business of that sort of ladder promotion, because one of the problems with ladder
promotion was if you were a dill I'm being unfair there, but it was a Peter principle
you just keep going up the ladder no matter whether you were skilled or not at that
-

-

TAPE FOUR SIDE A

PEARCE

47

level. Sometimes people who were quite good at a little job turn out to be not so good
at a big job, and it was very difficult for the department to deal with that situation, and
so there were problems there.
END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE A
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Well, not all of my radical colleagues agreed with my approach, I might
say, because some of them saw it as a sort of a shelter for themselves because they
thought, "We're the sort of people the department will never promote if you let the
department pick"; so there was in a sense a ladder system, "because we'll be able to
beat the people who might otherwise try and stop us." So there were swings and
roundabouts in all of that. Teaching is a struggle with promotion on merit because
there's an awful lot of teachers out there and it's hard to make an assessment just on a
panel. You don't want to just give it right to the departmental superintendents to choose
who they like, and promotion on merit had problems with appeals. I am not saying that
we produced a superb system but I think we produced a better system.
RJ
When it comes to the Labor Party itself, you told us last time that at the
end of 1975 Peter Coyle, who was helping to organise the Roleystone branch of the
Labor Party, told you that you were "the sort of person who should do more in the
Labor Party; it's a disgrace you're not a member." You were signed up on the spot as a
member of the Roleystone branch. How active a branch was it?
PEARCE
Well, actually it was a very active branch. My own area, Armadale, had
a branch but it wasn't terribly active, and I hadn't joined it for reasons I mentioned last
time. Roleystone, although it was not in.... I mean, Armadale wasn't in Labor territory
then either. All of the seats in that south-east corridor were held by the Liberals, and in
fact Roleystone was in the same seat as Armadale, which was Cyril Rushton's seat of
Dale. Now, it was marginal but Cyril had held it for a long time. He was a very effective
local member, a very astute local campaigner and very inoffensive. He got to be
Deputy Premier in the end. I personally quite liked him, although as it turned out we
were sort of the two antagonists for our respective parties at that part of the
metropolitan area for quite a time.
But the Roleystone branch had got behind two candidates, Pat Weir and Michael....
can't think of Michael's second name for a second; it'll come back to me. They were
running a campaign for Dale and the upper house seat. Mike Marsh, yes. Mike was
running for Dale and Pat was running for the upper house seat; I think that's how it
worked. They both had great prospects. They were both very active, ambitious, and
they had a good branch behind them, a good number of people interested and all the
rest of it. But like almost everyone in the Labor Party in those days, where Court was
absolutely dominant, the Labor Party didn't look like it had any prospect of getting
elected at the state level and had just been, if you like, effectively disgraced at the
federal level with the demise of Whitlam that I don't think anyone thought they were
going anywhere very quickly. But it was a good branch.
But I think Peter's approach to me was just a personal one. I mean, if his wife hadn't
been working at the school, I don't think it would have happened. The conversation we
had, which was on the last day of the school year in 1975, followed hard on the heels
of the sacking and then the old tragic defeat, or comprehensive defeat of the Whitlam
government at the elections in December 5, I think, of 1975. So we were talking about
only a couple of weeks after that and people were still shocked and Labor people were
very angry about the dismissal and very angry about what happened to the Whitlam
government. There was a sort of a pulling together of people. I'd helped out with Joe
Dawkins' campaign to try and hold Tangney but only pulled in last in working; I wasn't
directly involved in it. And Peter came around and signed me up.
Now again it wouldn't have had much significance because I was still Labor involved. I
mentioned that when Whitlam was sacked, Ron Barry who was then the press
secretary to the Leader of the Opposition, my debating colleague, rang me up to say,
"You've got to come out." So, I left school and went down to Forrest Place and was in
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the demo. So I was a Labor person, I counted myself as Labor. I just wasn't actively
involved in doing things at branch level, so I didn't want to pay and my membership
lapsed. I was doing things like the teachers' union and teaching, and so I wasn't terribly
fussed about not having the ticket.
But he signed me up and it turned out to be really important, because during the course
of those school holidays with the 1977 election just a year away and the Labor Party
having already done its preselections for the 1977 election, hence Mike Marsh and Pat
Weir, they were off and campaigning. They had been preselected a long way out
further than normally on the basis of trying to give people a chance to build up a
following at the local level and get a profile in their electorates; that was the theory of it.
But then Charlie Court, I don't quite know what his thinking was, but he responded to
the push about one vote, one value. You see, the Labor Party, particularly under Arthur
Tonkin, had been making a real drive to bring the inequality in the voting system to
people's eyes. That was particularly noticeable down where I was because Armadale,
of course, is part of the metropolitan area. But when you looked at Armadale it was all
in Cyril Rushton's seat, and the balance between city and country seats was about two
to one. So the Liberals were governing, really.... I mean they probably would have won
an election in those days on a fair system, I'm not saying they wouldn't have, but they
had a big majority and that was predicated on a raft of seats like Dale and Kalamunda
which ringed the metro area and were part of the metropolitan area but were counted
as being in the bush, so they only had half the number of electors.
Arthur was being successful in building up this as an issue and The West Australian
had taken it on, and Sir Charles responded by expanding the Parliament by creating
two new metropolitan seats to lessen the imbalance. It didn't take it away by any
means and it didn't deal with that issue of the half-sized seats, but what it did was it put
part of Armadale into the metropolitan area that was north of Forrest Road. The actual
town centre was still out in the bush but it took away from Cyril Rushton a bothersome
group of potential Labor voting people who were setting up houses out there.
But with those two new seats, suddenly the Labor Party needed two new members. A
preselection had to be done and in the internal politics of the Roleystone branch there
were a couple of people interested in putting their hand up but Peter Coyle came
around to my school and said, "Listen, why don't you run? The branch will support you
if you put your hand up but if you don't it's going to be a battle over who our candidate
is going to be and you'd solve a problem for us, and anyway you should be in the
Parliament."
So I went around.... I had to talk then to the other half of it because, if you like, the
branch structure for that seat, because the new seat was Gosnells; the other new seat
they created was Keith Wilson's seat of Dianella, and Keith got the nomination for that
unopposed. Brian Burke had that northern suburbs stuff pretty well organised. Keith
was one of Brian's people and he was clearly an outstanding candidate, Keith, and that
was all agreed at the outset; no problem. At our end Roleystone was only peripheral to
the whole thing because the seat ran across two electorate councils: Canning, which
Roleystone was in, and Tangney and most of the seat was in Tangney. So of the local
preselection component, which I think was seven people, the East Tangney branch got
six, or the Tangney electorate council got six, and Roleystone only got the one. So I
was a Roleystone branch candidate but from a minority position.
-

Anyway, I went and had a talk to the key operative in organising the Tangney
electorate council, and it was Kevin Edwards. Kevin Edwards was subsequently quite
powerful in the Premier's office in the Burke days and subsequently was secretary of
the teachers' union. I had no connection with it then. I had known Kevin from university.
Kevin was pretty blunt with me. When I went to see him he said, "Listen" (I think he
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might have mentioned my previous membership of the Liberal Party) but he said,
"Look, we're not opposing you. What we're doing we're getting things organised in the
Tangney electorate council." They were very well organised; they were very strong.
The East Tangney branch in those days had nearly 200 members and you'd go to a
meeting with 40 or 50 members at a meeting; it's a rare thing in the Labor Party these
days. It's a rare thing most times. [It was a] big branch, very well equipped. Tangney
electorate council had other big branches very well organised, very well run and
evidently these people had done an excellent job. But he said, "The way we do this
we've got to support our own people." And the secretary of the electorate council
wanted to run for the new seat, so he said, "We're going to have to support him." I
won't go too much into detail, but in essence he said, "Look, I think you're the better
candidate but our organising thing means we're going to have to support this bloke."
He said, "But we won't oppose you." He said, "If we oppose you, we'd cut your throat,
but run and the best of luck to you." In essence he said, "Our votes are going to go to
this other bloke. If you can get the rest of the votes, we won't stop you."
So I started ringing around and I was helped by Arthur Tonkin and Malcolm Bryce
particularly, who both I had known through the teachers' union. Malcolm particularly
was encouraging because he'd been trying to get a situation where the party would get
back into office by getting a better caucus. His model was Don Dunstan in South
Australia. He said, "We want a caucus like Dunstan's." So they were looking around
and I fitted the mould and so they were quite helpful and supportive.
One of my real weaknesses in the political arena, I really find it hard to ask people to
vote for me or to do things for me. I was never any good at asking people for money or
anything like that; hopeless at any of those things. I was just too shy in that sense; I'm
not shy as a personality, but I found that difficult to do. Then I had to ring around.
Fortunately, instead of like the state executive doing it these days with hundreds of
people, although now they're organised in factions, you only have to talk to three or
four. But we had a preselection panel of 32 and seven came off the local component. I
had one for me and six against there. I then had the list of others that had been
selected by the candidate. I looked at it and I knew some, didn't know most. I thought,
well, I've got to ring these people and I thought, I don't want to do this.
I was then teaching at school at the time, so I went down to the school office and I
looked at the list and the first person I rang was Des Dans. Des was in the Seamen's
Union. He was in the upper house. He was leader of the upper house, I don't think....
he may have been then.' I'd met him at a couple of parties at Arthur Tonkin's house. I
used to go and doorknock for Arthur when I was a helper out there and I'd met him
[Des]. I rang up and he was just so nice and effusive and, 'No, I'll support you, of
course I will" giving you the heart to start and giving you the impetus to run. When I
knew Des better I realised he would have said that to anyone who rang. [chuckles] I'm
not saying he was insincere but he's just a really nice bloke, Des.
But it gave me a real boost and off I went and ran. And in the end I turn up at the
[preselection] panel and I gave a terrible speech actually. That's my strength. I turned
up and everyone says, "Here's Pearce, the big debater" and I blew it completely.
RJ

In what way?

PEARCE
I just was too nervous, I think. It's a strange thing, I actually do better
with big audiences than little ones. In a situation where you've got two or three hundred
people, I've got no problem speaking; I do it really well. But in a little much smaller

'Des Dans was Leader of the Opposition in the Legislative Council from March 1976 to
February 1983.
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group I'm not as focused. I don't know whether it is that I'm more nervous or maybe it is
.the important thing I don't think I gave a particularly good speech.
RJ

Can you remember why you argued you should be the candidate?

PEARCE
No. I think what I argued was I talked a bit about the seat and the
growing of the suburb and how that needed to be dealt with, but I really made the....
you see, the Labor Party was a bit of a strange fish in those days. It was coming to the
end of the Chamberlain time. Chamberlain ruled with a rod of iron and it was not a
party that had a lot of innovation about it. In 1973, I had come down from Kalgoorlie
that year, I was on the state executive the first year I was on. I was just a little wet
behind the ears and didn't know much about anything, so I started as a state executive
member. We had the by-election that got Brian Burke into Parliament and the Labor
Party under the Tonkin government had a one-seat majority. Herb Graham, who was
then the Deputy Premier, I don't know how or why they ever did it, they let Herb go.
Maybe they couldn't stop him. They let him resign part way through the term to go off
and be the head of the Licensing Court and that created a by-election with a one-seat
majority, but with the time to come it was extraordinarily unpopular. What happened
was a safe seat, Balcatta, almost was lost and if it hadn't been Brian Burke who was
the candidate it probably would have been lost. As it was, Brian got in, I think, by 32
preferences.
The Labor Party ball was on that night. It was so badly organised the Labor Party ball
was on, and what I particularly remember was Kim Beazley was the party president in
those days and Cohn Jamieson was the leader. They were roaring around because
they had built Curtin House. Curtin House had been built on the basis of signing up a
lease with the Health Department, I think it was in those days. It was a building the
Labor Party owned but its main occupant was the Health Department. They'd signed
up to build a building but they hadn't got the Health Department signed up, you see, but
they were rushing around like mad at the ALP ball trying to get the documents in to get
the Health Department signed up before they lost government, which almost happened
in that by-election. That was on the Saturday.
On the Monday I went along to the state executive meeting; Chamberlain was the
secretary there. They went through the business. No-one mentioned the by-election;
not a word of it. I sat there just stunned; I couldn't believe it. Then it gets to general
business. They are wiser now but in those days they had a general business section
and anyone could just stand up and raise any issue. So no-one said "Boo"; they were
all afraid of Chamberlain. I didn't know enough to be afraid of Chamberlain, I just got up
and I said, "Look, don't mention the war!" I think this was before [the phrase] "Don't
mention the war" but, "Why are we not talking about the by-election? I mean, didn't
something happen that was important to us? How are we going to stop this happening
to us the next time the election comes up?"
What I moved to do was to say we need to be doing polling. You see, Chamberlain was
opposed to polling because he thought we've got to have our views and we can't
present our views to the public. We don't want to be influenced by what the people
think. He had a very cut and dried view about it. So I wanted polling. There should be
focus.... all the stuff I knew from my days in NUAUS about how you go about looking at
what people's attitudes are and how you go about changing them. So I moved a motion
about this. People were a bit stunned but I was backed by Arthur Tonkin who had a few
guts [inaudible] get up and say for himself. Once I opened up the can of worms, other
people leapt to it and motions got passed and a whole sort of raft of things took off.
But the Labor Party was very conservative, was dominated by people who had come
out of the union movement, not necessarily bad people or dumb people. They were
often, in that generation before me, those who would have done well if they had been
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able to get access to tertiary education but they couldn't. There wasn't the
commonwealth system that helped me and Mal Bryce and lots of others; it wasn't there
to help them. So they worked their talents out through rising through the union
movement particularly, and so there were a lot of good people there but they had a
really pre-war view of a lot of things.
So I can't remember how we.... I got off onto speaking at a tangent now, but
RJ

-

We started off with your speech to be a candidate.

PEARCE
That's right. I mean, it was a difficult to deliver a speech in that sense.
What I concentrated on was things like how I had helped. I pointed out that I was vicepresident of the teachers' union, for example. That's an important union which was
outside; it wasn't an affiliated union with the Labor Party, nor with the Trades and
Labour Council. But I had been making a push inside the union to get it to affiliate with
the Trades and Labour Council, so I made a particular issue of that. You see I had
applied before to be the education officer for the Trades and Labour Council. They had
set up an education officer position, and I was one of the applicants for it.

PEARCE
Look, it must have been 197-.... It was when I was in Perth. When did I
get preselected? 1976. It must have been '74 or '75. It went to Michael Beahan, who
then became state secretary of the party and then a senator and then President of the
Senate. Again, Mike was someone I'd known through the teachers' union. You see my
contacts in those days were a lot in the teachers' union, but you see a lot of teachers'
union people were influential in the Labor Party, even though it wasn't itself affiliated for
the reason that we talked about last time with teachers coming through. A lot of
teachers coming through were using the teachers' bursary as an avenue into tertiary
education, coming out of working class families. Michael had been an electrician and
he'd gone back and studied and become a TAFE teacher, if I remember correctly.
Anyway, because he'd been an electrician and had been a member of a union, he got
it. He was a good choice, and I'm not knocking that. He and I made a deal how we both
would assist each other. We hoped that one of us would get it and if one of us didn't
get it, the one that got it would help the other get into a parliamentary seat or
something like that. So I had made that approach then.
So I had a bit to do with the party and I sort of stressed those things. We only had 10
minutes and I did my speech and then come question time I got one question, which
was: "How long have you been a member of the party?" Well, good question. I had to
point out that I had joined in.... I didn't raise the Liberal thing, but I'd joined in 1970 and
I'd been secretary but then I had a break before I joined up with the Roleystone branch.
Now I point out about the flukish aspect to this, because if Peter Coyle hadn't come
and signed me up, I wouldn't have been able to run at all. But normally there was a rule
in the party that you had to be a member for a fixed period, like a year or two or three
years, before you could apply for a preselection. But as part of them trying to get a
better caucus they'd scrapped that rule and they'd put in the preselection panel. So
when I came up for my time I was able to qualify because all you had to be was a
current member, you didn't have to have..., and I was up before the panel, which was a
group that was aimed at getting a better thing rather than going before the state
executive where I may well have lost. Afterwards they scrapped the panel and they
brought back the [inaudible] of having to have..., so it was a very short-lived system.
But I just perhaps was in the right place at the right time there. I went in there and I won
18 to 13 in votes.
RJ
But why did you win if you gave a lousy speech and you knew you
were.... the sort of panel you were in front of.
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Well, I think the other guy didn't speak any better, to put it bluntly and of
PEARCE
his 13 votes, six of course came from the electorate council. I was helped by Pat Weir
who was the Roleystone rep there, because when he got up, when they asked the
question about me, he then, I am told when they had the discussion afterwards, had
defended my role, my position in the party and was helpful in regard to that. But there's
no doubt about that. Mal Bryce and Arthur Tonkin had spoken to people and given me
a good rap. The other thing is, of course, I still had a bit of a reputation around, in the
sense that I'd been the national president. Things like that counted for a bit with some
although they counted against with others. And I had run for a preselection before. Did
I mention that? You see, when I was first in Kalgoorlie, the first year I was there was a
vacancy RJ

Yes, you did mention that; the Kalgoorlie run you did, yes.

PEARCE
Okay. So I'd actually been and spoken to it was the state executive in
those days about it and I put my bid forward and, again, I was just straight out of
student politics then, so I was not appealing to the older section of the party, but I was
certainly appealing to the newer section, you know, those looking for.... I got a couple
of letters from people afterwards saying, "Look, you didn't get it but stick with it
because you're the sort of person that we need." So I probably had enough of a
reputation and probably did enough in the speech, helped enough by Arthur and
Malcolm to score the preselection.
-

-

RJ
And probably the fact that you were a member of the state executive
would have helped?
PEARCE

I wasn't

RJ
You were down as between '73 and '77 as being a member of the state
executive; that's obviously wrong.
PEARCE
I don't think that can be right. I mean, I've been trying to think it out
actually in terms of where I could have been a member of the state executive.
RJ
I'm sorry, it's down that you were a member in '73 and then you were
down from '77 to '98; it's not a continuous '73 to '77.
PEARCE
I think that's right. I'm sure that is right. This is what happened: I had
that one year from Kalgoorlie. I got the Boulder branch or the goldfields group to make
me the goldfields rep for a year. They were a little bit reluctant to do it but they did it on
the basis I was going to live in Perth. They let it run for a year and then they took it
away. Fair enough. I mean, they couldn't stand the contact but I pushed the issue and
they gave it to me for a year, and that was a very important year for me in the Labor
Party and making a bit of an impact to start with.
Then in 1977 I wasn't on the executive but I got the preselection so I hadn't been much
involved. So also I was the preselected candidate so I would go along to the state
executive meetings, but Kim Beazley approached me. You see, Kim was organising
the right. In those days the party was run by what is known as the broad left, which was
really a coalition of the larger left-wing unions in league with Chamberlain. They held
real sway about who got what and all the rest of it. But by the time I got there, that was
breaking down. A lot of the younger group coming up weren't in that clique and the
clique itself was getting more narrowly based, as the broad left turned out to be just two
or three people who were really influential, and in the past you would go and suck up to
them and get your promotion if you were going to get it. But the party was getting
broader. See there were people like Burke who got the preselection, Terry Burke was
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in Parliament, Malcolm was in Parliament, Arthur Tonkin had won the seat. Arthur
probably would never have got the preselection if anyone thought he was going to win
the seat, but he won the seat off his own efforts; Malcolm through a lot of hard work
around the party. So the game was changing a bit.
So there was a broad left and a lot of others, but Kim Beazley and Brian Burke started
organising an organised right, like there was in some other states. There hadn't really
been one in WA since the split, because the right was largely the Catholic part of the
party and they had all been heaved out, including Brian's father when the split came in
1955, and Chamberlain had run such an anti-DLP thing that no-one else could.... you
couldn't get that position back. But now people were starting to come up. I was
approached then by Kim Beazley. He said, "Look you've got to be on the state
executive." I'd known Beazley from university. "I'll get you a spot. We're looking to
fill...." What he was doing was getting all the little unions around that were in the right
side of it but not much involved in the party, and getting people to go along to the
meetings. And I got put up for the furniture trades' union. Now, again, this shows how
little I knew. People looked a bit stunned when I turned up for the furniture trades,
because the guy who ran the furniture trades.... I can't remember his name now, he
was a real fascist and just really.... fascist is unfair, but he had a very, very strong
authoritarian right-wing view of the world, which is absolutely totally different from my
own, but I didn't know that. I went along and met up with him. He seemed a nice
enough sort of guy. He was happy enough to have somebody on the thing. So I was
their delegate for about a year and a half. My delegateship was withdrawn when the
party had a discussion about marijuana law reform, and I spoke for and voted for it, and
I was immediately summoned. This guy was hugely embarrassed in front of all his
friends and union colleagues that his union was leading the charge on marijuana law
reform. I had done this.... well, it's true, I had done this completely without any
consultation, and my delegateship was withdrawn hastily and forthwith.
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TAPE FIVE SIDE A
RJ
You're down as being a member of the centre-left faction. For someone
who does not understand Labor politics, what does the centre-left stand for, and why
did you choose that faction?
PEARCE
[inaudible] When Burke and Kim Beazley got the right wing going, a
barbeque was held in 1976, I think, or 1977, at Burke's place I think. I was invited and I
came along and it was really the group that set up the right. They were all marked out,
all the others. Everyone knew who was at the barbeque. I just went along because I
was invited and it was free food, and to chat to people of like view. I didn't realise it was
really the formation of a right wing faction. I never would have fitted in the right
although a lot of the people who were there, like Kim Beazley
I didn't know the
Burkes so well some of the others they were more the young Turks against the old
fuds. I would have naturally been in that group but when you come down to specific
issues
I think I mentioned to you that in those days when you turned up for
preselection you could be guaranteed someone would ask you, "What's your attitude to
abortion?" That was the way of picking the right from the left. The left were all in favour
of a woman's right to choose; the right were all opposed to it because they were
Catholics and took the church's line. That was the way you could tell. My own view,
coming out of the student [background] all of my social attitudes were pretty left wing. I
never would have fitted into the right easily, but I never would have fitted into the left
because that was just old-style, bang-the-drum socialism and stuff that really was
never going to be a flyer. In modern political terms, they were just too old-fashioned.
-

-

-

So there wasn't anywhere for me to go, so I never did. Like lots of others Malcolm
Bryce, Arthur Tonkin we ran our own seats and were part of the Labor Party. As a
Labor Party we knew there were these things going on but there was a sufficiently
large number of us to be, if you like, a kind of balance of power after a time, just by the
number of us that were there. I think a lot of people would have counted me in the right
though because I turned up at one state executive meeting, it's got to be 1977, I'd got
to be.... [pause]. It must have been when I was still doing the furniture trades for this
particular bit because I'd been out to dinner and got to the state executive late. It was
the state executive meeting which was designed to endorse the preselection panel's
preselections for the 1977 federal elections. That's where that narrow broad left
managed to assert itself because it got up its whole slate of tickets against some quite
good people, including Joe [John] Dawkins over Kim Beazley. I had a lot of time for
Dawkins. He was in my own faction and Beazley wasn't, but I'd known Kim better from
uni, and in some ways he was better established than John.
-

-

John had brief glory because he got elected to the seat of Tangney, the federal seat of
Tangney at the 1974 election, It was a new seat and Dawkins had won it when
Whitlam's star was still reasonably high. He lost in '75. I had a bit of a purist thing about
that. If you've got a seat, that's your patch; you defend your patch. Dawkins realised
Tangney was indefensible really, very hard to win again, although we did get it in '83,
and he wanted to go for Fremantle which was a much safer prospect. Kim junior
wanted to run for it because it had been his dad's seat. He was established. You
couldn't say that Joe was a bad choice; he was a good choice but Kim would have
been a better choice.
The main thing that got me going was Joe Berinson. Berinson had been the federal
member for Perth and briefly environment minister in the Whitlam government. In six
weeks or so he got his ministry and then he was kicked out. He was trying to get back
into federal Parliament through the seat of Swan rather than Perth. They picked a
woman, again a very able woman, Pat Foulkes. The left ticket had got up and I thought
really people like Berinson should have been picked. I hadn't had any involvement or
anything to do with it. I just turned up late to the state executive meeting and someone

TAPE FIVE SIDE

PEARCE

56

was on their feet moving to overturn the panel's preselections on the basis that the
panels could have done better than this. I don't think anybody at the state executive
had expected that to happen because all the numbers weren't there. I rolled up and just
turned up and I thought, I agree with this, got up on my feet and seconded the motion
and it got carried. I gave a speech, and made a lot of enemies I suppose that night but
it got carried and the preselections were overturned. There was turmoil in the party
then. The left got together and a month later they came back to the next meeting and
re-endorsed all the people who had been picked by the panel in the first place.
That would have helped mark me out as being potentially in the right, but I never saw
myself in that position. I stayed in it non-factionally. Then the right did get organised
and the left got organised and there was a sort of amorphous mass of us in the middle:
people like Malcolm, Arthur Tonkin, myself, David Parker, when he was getting caught
up, a whole raft of that young Turks group. Julian Grill got preselected at the same time
that I did. There was a big group of us who were sort of left wing in our social attitudes
but a little bit more right wing in terms of economic issues.
In 1983, when Bill Hayden had been pushed out of the leadership and Hawke had
taken over (Hawke was with the right, of course) the same situation had built up at the
federal level. Hayden saw a need. Hayden really saw what was going to happen and
has happened; that is, that people like us as individual independents would get
squeezed by the growing might of the right and the left. We'd just get pushed. The only
way to defend was to start up our own centre group that would have the capacity to
fend off the other two. So it was really like circling the wagons for self-defence in terms
of preselection. Hayden came over here. He had a meeting, which a lot attended, and
gave the spiel. We all thought he was right about that, so we set up a centre-left in
Western Australia. Malcolm Bryce, I think, was the convenor of it in the first instance. It
had a lot of that sort of young Turks, non-right wing grouping in it. The main reason
was for protection of one's preselection, rather than any other long-term thing.
The faction operated for a long time almost like it was a group of independents. They
didn't have the discipline of the other factions. You didn't have to vote the faction line. If
we made a decision to support somebody for preselection, if you didn't want to do that,
you could say, "I'm out of this", but you couldn't vote then. If the faction voted for
somebody, you could just excuse yourself and say, "No, I'm not going to be in this vote,
you can go and vote for who you like." If you voted in the faction, you were then
expected to support the person who got the nod. It was a pretty free and easy thing
and it was only much later, when I got to be convenor of it that the discipline had to
become much tighter because a threat to people's preselection became much stronger.
RJ
The faction system of the Labor Party is criticised. Is it the right thing to
do, particularly today?
PEARCE
Well the problem.... It's a mess today. When it first started, there was a
sort of natural growth to it in a sense because at the start the sort of, if you like, the left
wing unions had a view about the paramount position of the unions in the Labor Party.
They come from a long socialist tradition, so they had an economic view of life. They
had a reasonable.... It's hard to say they had a social view of life because one of the
things I found really fascinating when I went to Kalgoorlie was that the people in the
Labor Party in Kalgoorlie were nothing like the people in the Labor Party that I'd known
from Melbourne when I was working there. The Melbourne group were really like me:
young, educated, fairly radical in their views, influenced by things like Maoism, at one
end. I think I told you Peter Edwards used to describe me as a Leninist. So we were
influenced by a lot of that political philosophy stuff that we had learned at uni. We were
still experimenting with a lot of those sorts of things and a lot of social attitudes,
because it was the era of the pill and a whole lot of changing views of morality, a whole
raft of things. We tended to be out on the leading edge of that from our university
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background and from the 60s. People talk about the '60s. In my view the '60s didn't
come to Western Australia till the 70s mostly. I was at the university right at the end of
1969 and because I was in NUAUS I used to trek across to the eastern states
universities. There was a big difference between how things were going at UWA and
things in the eastern states' universities. UWA caught up a few years after the events.
So we were a different group of people than the old left or the new right. Really the
groupings were fairly natural. They were a coherent group in the old union left and they
were a coherent group in the new Catholic right and the middle group were pretty
homogeneous as well in terms of most of us were university educated, not all working
class. People like David Parker came from quite privileged positions. John Dawkins
came from a particularly privileged position and from an ancient West Australian family
as well. But for all that, there was a naturalness about the way it fell and the groupings
were reasonably similar in size. The left were always the biggest proportion. You'd go
to any branch and people were not really factionalised but most branch members
would have been in the left, just in the attitudes of the older members, particularly the
ones who hadn't been to uni. I think that worked out all right and they used to work
reasonably well together for the most part. When it was a case of sharing out, you'd
really nurture your own ones and put them up, but as long as it was reasonably shared
around then I think they worked pretty well.
If we take a big organisation with quite a different set of views, it was quite a way of
organising people. Particularly when you got into government, it was a good way of
organising what went on because when we were in opposition the state executive used
to be a tumultuous place. When I got back in I was the caucus representative for a
year. I'd go down there and argue the caucus position against a whole raft of people
who were suspicious of politicians, even if they were their own. I tried to argue that we
needed to do things that would help us get elected. It's all very well to have principles.
Joe Chamberlain had left the party in Western Australia with the view that what is
important is your principles; getting elected is only subsidiary. If you can get elected on
your principles, that's fine, but you don't compromise your principles just to get elected.
Chamberlain was one of Whitlam's greatest enemies and hated Whitlam with a
passion. You'd go along to the state executive and say a nice word for Whitlam and
people would look at you very strangely in those days. Bill Hartley, who was another
Whitlam hater and the Victorian secretary, had been the assistant secretary in WA.
He'd been a Chamberlain protégé. That was the sort of attitude that was there.
I'm sorry, I've lost my track again from where we started there. I think I was just
wrapping up in saying that with the attitudes that people had in that factional way it
worked reasonably well because when we got into government and we had to do
things (that's what I wanted to say) and you needed to get the party organisation
involved, the factions were good at marshalling the numbers and getting a bit of
discipline into what had been a chaotic sort of situation. As I was saying about the state
executive, you'd go down there and they were fun places to be. The journos would turn
up. You always got good stories out of the state executive. When the Tonkin
government was in, for example, I think I mentioned earlier they passed a motion
calling on the government to legalise homosexuality and the Premier said the very idea
of it made him sick. It was a really democratic party in that sense, but it does you a lot
of damage when you're in government if you've got a state executive that's always
snapping at your heels and passing mad motions. So getting organisation into the party
was one of the great strengths of the Burke government. It got the party organisation
working along with it. To some extent the faction system was a way of helping to
achieve that, even though it wasn't fully formed in WA. What Burke did, Burke really
made the cabinet another faction. It was a very interesting operation. I really got
involved in factional politics as a member of the cabinet faction rather than the other.
Burke would take me to the meetings where I would go along to the faction meetings to
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help put a cabinet view but from a centre position, not just his own. He was a very
shrewd operator in that sense.
Since then, though, I think what has happened is the faction system in each state has
broken up, so there are sort of sub-factions, and it's got down to just dealing over who
gets what. I think that's not a good situation.
RJ
You were preselected for Gosnells seat. Why did you decide to become
a member of Parliament?
PEARCE
Obviously I was heading in that direction I think from the time I was at
high school. I was always interested in being involved in Parliament so I always saw
that as a potential career and particularly when I was in student politics and got into
national student politics where dealing with politicians was part of the deal and you
could see how it all worked. I got involved with people who were much more down the
track than I was. I think I mentioned that John Bannon, who subsequently became the
Premier of South Australia, was the president the year before me. Tom Roper was very
much involved; he was subsequently Treasurer of Victoria. Jim Spigelman was
involved with Whitlam's campaign even then. They were a group of people who were
very influential in shaping my view of that. When I came back to Perth, I'd been
involved in the Labor Party always on the basis that I would run for Parliament. When I
made the decision to leave Kalgoorlie, I had to think hard about that because I really
had a clear run I think it was just accepted that I would get one of the Kalgoorlie
seats, federal or state, sooner or later. There was the federal seat of Kalgoorlie and two
state seats there, and sooner or later I would get one of those.
-

RJ

You have covered this when you talked about this last time.

PEARCE
Yes, I have. The irony of it was when I actually got the preselection I'd
moved away from that a bit. I got much more involved in the Teachers' Union and
teaching. I was senior master of English at Lynwood High School by that stage. I had
my own little group of things and we were shaping the English program there and they
were a good group of people and I enjoyed what I was doing. I was a little less inclined
to get involved in politics. It sort of grabbed me a bit. People hauled me out when the
Whitlam sacking came on but I don't want you to feel I'd lost any interest in the issues. I
was always very politically interested but, equally, it was a terrible time to be in the
Labor Party.
Gough's the party icon these days but people forget what it was like back in 1974 and
particularly '75. There was always a sense of injustice about it because the Libs never
accepted that they'd lost the election and the way the Senate system worked it was
loaded against Whitlam. He actually got to the stage where he had a sort of working
majority in the Senate after the 1974 election, which the Liberals forced by threatening
Supply. That was something that had never been done before, and I think it was a very
questionable tactic. It backfired because the DLP got eliminated and Whitlam came up
with a basic situation. The Libs only got hold of the Senate again by breaking the
convention of not reappointing people from the same party.
The situation in the senate is you can't have by-elections for the Senate because it's a
list system of election. They all get elected at the same time because they represent
the same electorate because it's a state. Under the Constitution, the state governments
appoint [replacements]. There had been a clear convention that what you do is, if a
Labor Party person drops dead then you appoint a Labor Party member, no matter
what the government is. That's the way you do it. If you remember, Joh Bjelke[Petersen] wouldn't. It wasn't actually Joh Bjelke, it was Lewis, the New South Wales
Premier, who wouldn't do it first. They wouldn't put up straight people of their own, but
they'd put up somebody else. Lewis put up the mayor of one of the regional cities of
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New South Wales who was an independent. That person actually did the right thing. He
accepted he was there in place of the Labor Party person and by and large supported
the government. Then Pat Field got appointed by Joh Bjelke on the basis that he was
supposedly a Labor Party person but he was a Joh Bjelke clone and all of a sudden the
numbers were changed quite undemocratically in the Senate.
There was always a sense of outrage about what the Senate was doing, and there still
is with a lot of Labor people that distortion of the Senate and then the sacking [of the
Whitlam government]; people see that as a terrible thing and to some extent it saved
Whitlam's reputation. They made a hell of a mess of government in the last year or so.
It just was a disaster. You'd get up day after day. The loans affair I argued for them
publicly on some of that stuff on the basis of what they were trying to do. National
development was a good thing but their methodology was hopeless and they could
never control the cabinet and they could never control the budget. Inflation of whatever
it was and interest rates of 17 per cent. I mean, terrible things happened in the course
of that government and they just seemed incapable of dealing with it. That's why they
got slaughtered when the sacking brought [the election] on earlier. They got
slaughtered. Gough always thinks if he'd been given another 18 months they would
have got it settled down, but I don't believe it. When I campaigned in 1977, I
campaigned with Whitlam as the federal leader in the state election and then I ran one
of the campaigns in the '77 federal election and Whitlam was just hated around the
nation then. He's not now. It's good, I think, because he was a very important
Australian, but that wasn't a government, in my view, that did terribly well.
-

-

RJ

What was your wife's reaction to your decision?

PEARCE
She was never very political and I think she was a bit resentful of the
amount of time that it took, but she was always willing to go along with it.
RJ
Okay. And what did you see as the issues you wanted to pursue if you
became a member?
PEARCE

Well, once I got into Parliament I did it on the basis of

-

RJ
No, before you got into Parliament, what were you seeing as what you
could achieve?
PEARCE
Okay. At the time I ran for the preselection I had a general interest in
politics and wanting to get stuff done, but by then I was right up to my ears in
educational stuff. I think I mentioned the last time around I'd been involved in a lot of
changes in the Teachers' Union and I had a view of the Teachers' Union which was
quite at odds with a lot of the ones who'd been there before. I mean we still saw it as a
trade union in the sense that it dealt with wages and conditions and stuff like that, and
we were quite aggressive about some of those things, particularly about wage levels,
but we also saw it as a professional union as a group of professionals who were
working together not just as a trade union but actually to help with the professional
advancement of the cause; that is, the education of the nation's young people.
-

I remember that when I was getting involved in the union when David Mossenson was
the Director General [of Education], he made it quite clear I think in a public speech or
maybe in a speech to the teachers, that he did not see the Teachers' Union as a
partner in policy making. My approach was quite the reverse. I did see the Teachers'
Union as a partner in policy making and I thought in fact it had the capacity to be a very
powerful influence in terms of the professional policy areas, which they really had not
been involved in before. I helped to get started and worked on a review of the
Achievement Certificate. At that stage I was a senior master of a junior high school, so
the Achievement Certificate was at the forefront of our views. In the senior high schools
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it was the TEE or the Leaving, which was much more important to them. I thought there
were a lot of flaws in the way the Achievement Certificate had been put together.
The particular thing that underpinned the Achievement Certificate was levelling, the
levels of children. It was well intentioned and it was designed to put people together
with people of their own ability so you could pitch the teaching to them more clearly
rather than to the really heterogeneous group but the net impact of it was to label
people. You had advanced, intermediate and basic levels, and you put a kid in the
basic level and they would just [makes sound of rapid fall]. It would just flatten any selfesteem they might have. It was very difficult to get somebody out of that system. They
get a poor mark and down they go.
I've never forgotten I had one kid who was a very bright young lad who'd been in the
advanced group but wouldn't work, was lazy, or not motivated, whatever. He'd gone
from advanced to intermediate and his marks were about to put him down to basic. So I
finally got him into my office and gave him a proper talking-to, and instead of putting
him down to basic where he should have gone, I put him back up into the advanced
group, where he probably should have been all along. It didn't work completely, but it
worked to some extent. There were a whole lot of difficulties in that system and I was
really determined to get them changed.
RJ
I need you to describe your campaign. You surely, when you were
asking the people of Gosnells to vote for you, were you making this an issue?
PEARCE

No, not at all, because I wasn't the shadow minister in the beginning.

RJ

Exactly.

PEARCE
When I ran at the local level, I ran a very different sort of a campaign.
When I wanted to get into Parliament, what I had in my mind at that stage was I wanted
to do something about the education system. I'm aiming to be the shadow minister as
quickly as I can for Labor and then I want to be the Minister for Education. That was the
extent, I think, of my ambition to be the Minister for Education. I was really focused
on achieving that.
-

When I ran for the seat, what I did was I looked at how might I get elected. It was an
interesting seat because it was an outer suburban, lately-created seat and, unlike many
other metropolitan areas, there actually were quite discrete communities in it. It started
at Langford, which was in the area from my school, Lynwood. One of my advantages
for the seat was that I taught at one end of the electorate and I lived at the other end of
it. So you had that Langford group, which was a real working class/ Housing
Commission area, with a lot of English migrants huge numbers. The kids used to
come to school with Union Jacks drawn all over them. There was quite a gap between
the Australians and the young English kids. It never got to be terrible, but you could see
the potential. It was a pretty dysfunctional community, the Langford community, in
those days. Then there was the western side of Thornlie, which was a bit more of an
upmarket suburb, but it was really the downmarket side of an upmarket suburb, or the
newer side, at that point. Then there was Gosnells, which again was split in half by the
electorate line, but that was an old established but reasonably Labor-voting group of
people. Then there were the new suburbs of Westfield and subsequently Grovelands,
but there was only Westfield then, and then Kelmscott and Armadale. The southern
corridor hadn't grown such that they were all connected. There were actually like
discrete gaps between them. As you came down the railway line you'd get to Thornlie
and it ran pretty coherently to Gosnells and then there would be a gap, then there
would be Westfield, and then there'd be another gap, and there'd be Kelmscott, little
bits of a gap there, and then there would be a bigger gap and there would be
Armadale.
-
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What I set out to do was not run for my seat but to run for each of those communities. I
had a campaign that was focused on Armadale, and we had a little campaign for
Armadale. Then we had a separate campaign for Westfield. We used to produce
pamphlets that were aimed at the particular ones. One of the things was I had no
money to run, and the party was broke so it wasn't helping its candidates. The branch
in east Tangney was strong; they were basically supporting Tom Bateman who was
their established member and I got very little financial help from them, so I ran my
campaigns for the first couple of times for about $3000 a pop. If you've got no money,
you have to be careful how you do it. The way I was doing it was I'd produce the stuff
myself. I'd write out little pamphlets, because I'm a good writer. I used to write catchy
little headlines aimed at a particular subject and I'd produce three or four or five
thousand of those and I'd go with a couple of friends and we'd put them out in the
letterboxes. You could do a pamphlet for Armadale for about $50 in those days and get
it printed by Snap Instant; a standard pamphlet arrangement, which had my
photograph on it, "candidate for", the address arrangement, and then I would have a
headline designed to catch the interest of people that would always try to mention the
community or the suburb that we were aiming at, like "Where do you shop in
Langford?" They didn't, because there was no shopping centre, they had a couple of
[indistinct] so I made commitments to getting them a shopping centre in Langford. Each
of them would be addressed to their community. There would only be three or four
paragraphs and each of them was designed to catch the attention. I did a couple of
other things.
END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE A
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Again some of them were predicated on not having any money. One of the issues
around at the time was the Gosnells quarry. That was a big issue for Gosnells people
because that big blue metal quarry was opening up a huge scar on the face of the
escarpment and it was very unpopular. They used to set off dynamite at four o'clock
every afternoon and rattle lots of people's houses and stuff like that. It's a very bad
place to have a quarry, but the rock was needed.
I ran a campaign on visual pollution around the place and we got down to the issue of
election campaign signs. We had no money for election campaign signs, you know
those big ones, "Vote Bloggs". I think they are a remarkably ineffective way of
campaigning myself but we had no money for them. So I thought, what do we do here?
I thought, we're running on visual pollution, campaign signs are visual pollution, so
what we will do is we will put out a press release saying, "We are not going to use
election signs, and because I'm not going to use them, no-one else has to. I'm putting it
clearly on the table: I'm opposed to visual pollution. People nail them up on trees and
stuff like that. We're not going to do any of that. I'm letting everybody know so
everyone can be on square if no-one uses election signs." It psyched the Libs out
because they had them printed. They weren't game to put them up and for a long time
we went through it. It got a lot of air space: I got it on the TV, I got it on the Channel 7
and Channel 9 news about that because it was a different sort of approach.
We did some stuff that got us a bit of attention, and we won. I don't claim it was the
campaign that won. We won in a bad time. It was a terrible election, 1977, for the Labor
Party, and we got creamed, and I was lucky to win a new seat. But it was notionally
about 54 per cent. If you took the vote from the 1974 election, which was a high vote
for the Labor Party in the metropolitan area, even though Tonkin went out I should
have got about 54 per cent. I got 50.9 on the preferences, but when you look around at
what other people did, it was not a bad result. I got congratulations from the party.
RJ

Did you doorknock?

PEARCE
I did. I HATE doorknocking. I'm really bad at it too. It's that whole
business about not asking people, and you had to. I got around and I did it as much as
I could, but I didn't cover anything like the whole electorate. What I picked up was an
interesting thing which I think probably did work for me. I'd been in New Zealand with
the Australian debating team no, I'm getting ahead of myself. I went to New Zealand
with the debating team in 1978 when I was in Parliament already. One of the things
they used there were street corner meetings a lot. What you do, you'd go out with a
team of workers and the candidate or member would come along and you'd be on a
street corner. You'd go and knock on a door and say, "Listen, the candidate's down on
the corner if you want to go and have a word with him." We didn't have a team of
doorknockers to do that but I used a version of it. Instead of going and knocking on
people's doors, I would use exactly that same little standard thing I'd set up with the
photograph using Letraset, you set it up with Letraset. I had one for street corner
meetings. I'd pick a street corner somewhere in the electorate and I'd have a meeting
there from say five till six that night, but that morning I would go around myself. I'd run
off 200 or 250 of these and put them in all of the streets around it. I'd turn up on the
corner and maybe half a dozen people would come. I very quickly learnt you need to
get the first three or four people there yourself. You've got to organise for them to come
because no-one will come if there's no-one else there. You get three or four people and
you'll get a little crowd. I was quite effective in using that as an alternative to
doorknocking. You'd cover more area more quickly.
-

RJ

So that would have been the 1980 election rather than the 1977?
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PEARCE
I used that more in the 1980 election. In the 1977 election I got around
and doorknocked more. I did doorknock quite a bit of the electorate.
Arthur Tonkin was the big promoter of that. Arthur had won a really marginal seat in
1971. In fact, it was probably the seat that got the Tonkin Government elected,
Mirrabooka. Arthur was a much more thick-skinned character, if I can put it like that. He
was very thin-skinned in many ways but he was much more on the front foot on those
sorts of issues. I used to go and doorknock for Arthur. I spent a lot of time
doorknocking for Arthur, but I always found it easier to go and doorknock for someone
else than for myself. I'd turn up at the door and say, "Arthur Tonkin has asked me to
come round and see if there's anything he can do for you." I never had too much
trouble with that. For myself I always found it much more difficult, but I did it. You have
to do it, so I did it. I did a fair bit of that.
Again, the young Turks were the ones who were pushing things like doorknocking and
getting out to the people. The older group never liked it or thought it was any good. I've
never forgotten: we used to have discussions about how to win elections when we
couldn't win any, and we used to have caucus things. Arthur would be up there pushing
doorknocking. I remember Cohn Jamieson, who was leader then, I think, saying, "This
doorknocking stuff's bullshit. I doorknocked my whole electorate once and my vote
went down." The rest of us were desperately trying to keep a straight face!
I think it's right that you have to be able to get out and push your barrow. It's funny,
people don't like pollies on their doorstep but they expect it. I remember people saying
to me, "You came around to our house", and they're happy that I did it once. The
second election, the one I thought I was going to lose, when the Libs ran Nancy Jones,
she doorknocked very extensively, much more extensively than me, and people said,
"You've got to come round." But they said, "Oh, you came round the first time; that's
enough. You came and let us know who you were and we're happy to keep supporting
you from then on."
RJ
So can you remember in that first election, if I opened the door and said,
"Why should I vote for you?" what would you have said to me?
PEARCE
No-one ever did. You see, doorknocking is not.... I never presented
myself to the electorate in the sense that "Look, I'm here on your doorstep with the big
policy issues." It was, "Listen, I'm running for Parliament to represent you. How can I
help you? Is there an issue you'd like me to take up? Is there something you want?"
Mostly, a lot of people charge into politics saying, "I want to do something about
nuclear weapons." What people want is something done about their footpath. So I
didn't try.... The issues that I ran on were all local issues. Sometimes they were bigger
issues with a local [focus]. If we did a big issue, we'd still do it with a local slant. The big
issues tended to be things like petrol prices rather than things that were direct. I never
tried the door-to-door stuff on a major policy issue or anything. I always worked on the
basis that the party does that. If you look at how it works, the party's got its leaders and
its ministers and they're going to run the election campaign on the issues broad for
the Premier, specific for the ministers. They've got ads which deal with that; let them do
that. At the local level, what you do is you complement that with the local stuff. I know
the party doesn't always agree with that. It always has a view of what the local
campaign should be is a sort of recapitulation of the themes that are put up in the
national campaign but my experience has been the reverse of that. You can let them
win the votes for you on the issues and you win the votes on service to the people.
-

RJ
But some of the stuff people would then have asked you to raise would
have been local government's responsibility.
PEARCE

Yes, a lot of it is.
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And were you then saying you could do something about that?

PEARCE
Yes, of course I did. What I would do, I would write a letter off to the
council. If they said there was something wrong with this footpath, I'd have a look at it
and if they were right I wouldn't just do it for the hell of it but if I looked I would say,
"I'll see what I can do about that." I'd write a letter to the council or ring up the council
and say, "Listen, can you do something about X's footpath?" It works.
-

-

I've never forgotten again I don't think it was probably Cyril [Rushton], I think it was
one of the upper house Liberal members, in the older section of West Armadale, some
of it was in my electorate but most of it wasn't, most of it was in Cyril's, they used to
have open stormwater drains. Instead of having underground pipes and little grilles
they had huge bloody great trenches dug in front of the house. They had to have little
bridges over them so you could get in. You know those stormwater drains. I got asked
to go around.
-

I used to go and see everybody, whether they were in the electorate or not. Armadale,
I'd get a lot of calls from Cyril's electorate and I'd always go and attend to them
because I thought, well, boundaries shift and you never know. In good time, my
boundaries moved to take in all of these people that I used to go and see before I was
even their member.
I went around and this woman had rung me up to complain about the drains. I looked
and I thought this was hopeless. It was dangerous and everything like that; it was just
Third World. There was no reason why Armadale should be like that and the rest of the
metropolitan area has [underground pipes]. They had had one of the Liberals around. I
don't think it was Cyril, I think it would be one of the upper house members. He just
said, "I can't do anything about that; that's a local government business." I said, "Well,
it is local government business but I can certainly do something about talking to them
about it." So I went and saw them and got [the trenches] filled in in that street, then the
next street, and the whole thing happened. The council would probably have done it in
due course anyway, but it just needed a little bit of a push and off they went.
You get a lot of credit for that sort of stuff. I never sent people off to anybody else; I'd
deal with the issue myself. Even if it was a federal issue I'd still deal with it. I used to
answer the phone myself. I had a particular thing that my electorate office phone when
I was just a backbench member would come straight through to me. I'd answer it rather
than the secretary, and I only put it back to the secretary if that was required. She
would pick it up if I was busy on another call or had a meeting. So I did a lot of that sort
of thing.
I still had a very marginal seat. I got in by 0.9 per cent. I had the most marginal seat in
the state and, of course, when the 1980 election came around the Libs had me lined
right up because they thought I was a real little thorn in Cyril's side out 'thataway', and
they ran a big campaign against me.
RJ
We'll leave that for now. Were you the sort of person who then followed
up? Would you then have written to the person who raised that issue and said I have
spoken to the council and this will happen?
PEARCE
Yes, that's what you do. I don't pretend to be a perfect local member
because I was always a bit chaotic in my own personal organisation and in those days
you got very little assistance. They were only three-year terms then. I was the member
for Gosnells and I couldn't get an electorate office. For a year I didn't have an
electorate office and the government had no interest in getting me one. They didn't
help one little bit.
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I went down to Gosnells and picked out you had to do it yourself, they don't give you
one; you have to go around, and there was no office space in Gosnells hardly at all in
those days. Certainly nothing was available. I found an old office which the Community
Development Department had been using. It was attached to a lawyer's office down on
Albany Highway. They already had the lease on it, the government was paying for it
and I asked for it, but I couldn't have it. It was too big. There was a rule about how big
you have your electorate office and this was a room too big. Can't have that. It had
three rooms instead of two; you're only allowed two rooms. Okay. So I searched
around and there was nothing going. I was living in Parliament House. I had an office in
Parliament House, just the office anyone had. I had an office I had to share with three
other members when Parliament was sitting. I had to stick my electorate secretary in
there; I was allowed to get one of those. She managed to find a little cubicle
somewhere else and she left pretty quickly and I got another one and stuck her in a
cubicle until we could get sorted out.
-

Then they were starting to build jerry-built offices, really little shops basically, along the
railway line. They were just little U-shaped things with a few car parks, just cheap and
junky really. I saw one being built and whipped down there and had a talk to the people
and I said I'd take a third of this little thing that they were building. I sent it off to the
Premier's people. Okay, grudgingly, that third could do, and I waited for it to be built.
Nothing happened, nothing happened, never heard anything. Then I got an invitation to
the opening of the office for the Department of Social Security. I thought, hang on,
that's my office. I rang up the people, and the Premier's department had done nothing
about it. They said, "Look, we were willing to take you on but we never heard from the
Premier's people, and the Department of Social Security want it, so they've leased the
whole space, sorry." Then I was really angry and I went back and thumped the desks
of the Premier's department people about "What's going on here? I want an office, I'm
entitled to it." Anyway, they were shuffling their feet and looking at the floor and they
decided I could have that Department of Social Security office they wouldn't give me
before, as long as they locked off the door. They wouldn't give me the third room. You
know what, that had sat there unoccupied being paid for; the rent had been paid for by
the government all that time. Anyway I was really pissed off about that.
You got very little assistance. You got one electorate secretary, with a manual
typewriter. They wouldn't give us electric typewriters. I would get up every year in the
budget and ask for electric typewriters so you had a bit of capacity to do something in
the electorate office. Charlie Court would get up and give me a little talk about when he
first came to the Parliament there were only ever two typists in the whole [building]. He
named them: Miss.... and Miss.... and they would type the letters up and you had to
queue up with your letters, and all of that. It was an interesting story, I suppose, and
they should have had better facilities, but we got nowhere with Charlie. I did, because I
actually had an electric typewriter because I'd been in Parliament House. If you were in
Parliament House you got electric typewriters. You only got the manual typewriters in
the electorate office. So when I moved from Parliament House I took that electric
typewriter with me, let the Parliament House people search around to find out where it
had gone.
,

RJ
campaign?

Did any sitting member of Parliament come and help you with your

PEARCE
Yes, they did, most of them my friends. In that sense the party was
good. The caucus came out, or a few came out and did a doorknock for me. Arthur
Tonkin came out with me several times to doorknock. I'd helped him so he came and
helped me. Malcolm [Bryce] did, I think. Quite a number of people did come out and
help on an individual sort of basis.
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Did Cohn Jamieson?

PEARCE
No, no, he didn't offer to, but Cohn never I mean, Cohn was the leader
then. He may have come to something in the electorate. I don't remember that he did,
but I didn't have any expectation that he would. He was doing his job as leader and I
don't have any argument with that. I really didn't ask for a lot of assistance. I always
work on the basis that it's my job to do it, not the party's, so I ran pretty well my own
race.
-

It suited me in a way because I had an idea, as I said, of how to deal with an electorate
like that, and just putting out the standard party pamphlets I didn't think was the way
one would get elected. You'll never know, because you can't.... but I would think that I
did enough in those sort of focus things in order to get up. They made an impact; some
of them did anyway. Sometimes you have good luck in these things.
One of the things I pressed for was getting a shopping centre for Langford. They had
an area marked out for a shopping centre but nothing had ever been built on it. The
Housing Commission owned most of the area and my idea was if we get elected and
we're in government, we can lean on the Housing Commission to go and make sure a
shopping centre went there. In fact, within a year after my making that campaign they
built one. We weren't elected, so we had nothing to do with it. Whether my agitating
about it got it brought on, it may well have, but it may have had nothing to do with it,
too. It got built there and people said to me years afterwards, "You got us that shopping
centre. We're always grateful for you getting that shopping centre for us."
RJ

And you didn't disillusion them. [laughs]

PEARCE
Well, I mean it might have been significant. It might have been part of
the whole deal.
RJ
Yes. Tell me about election day itself. How confident were you when
that day came?
PEARCE
It was a strange day. I was pretty well organised for it. We had the east
Tangney branch and the Armadale branch and we got the booths covered. We just got
enough volunteers. You had less trouble in some ways getting people to work for the
party in those days than we do now because the anger about the Whitlam sacking was
still there. A lot of people joined the Labor Party after that Whitlam sacking and then
they sort of drifted away over the next 20 years. We got all our booths covered and we
were set to go. I tended to assume that I would win it because it was a 54 per cent
seat. The Libs' campaign wasn't noteworthy, and the party was much more optimistic
than it probably should have been about the result. We were organised then on the
upper house seat. In those days we didn't have the zone system we've got in the upper
house now. The upper house electorates covered a discrete number of lower house
electorates, so there was an upper house electorate with two members but only one
would come up at each election. They had six-year terms instead of three-year terms
and Clive Griffiths was the upper house member, I think on the occasion of this
election. I think he was up for election at the same time. He was a decent chap, Clive. I
got on well with him. He was for the Liberals.
We had a candidate, who was Nick Davis. I need to check his name. He was the guy
that I beat for the preselection. He finally ran for the upper house for that seat. We had
an organisation based on east Tangney, or the Tangney electorate council. The four
lower house seats would work together under the upper house arrangement, so we
each worked in an upper house region. In the particular one I had, we had South Perth
was one of the seats, Gosnells.... It's the seat that is now Riverton but I can't think what
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it was called. It was the seat that one of the previous ministers had held it and he'd just
stood down. It was built around the Karrawarra-Manning area. The party was hopeful of
winning that. So we were sort of in the area. South Perth we were never really going to
win. I should have a better memory. Oh, Murdoch was the other one. Murdoch was the
new seat which Barry MacKinnon was running for at that stage. We had a good
candidate for Murdoch. In fact, we had good candidates for each of them.
Murdoch was a new marginal seat; Gosnells was a new but nominally marginal Labor
seat. Murdoch was marginal Liberal in the scheme of things but a new seat. The seat I
was calling Riverton I'll think of its name subsequently [Clontarl] that had been a
Labor seat. The Labor member had stepped down but the signs were not looking good
there. We were working on the basis we might win three of those four. The Liberals
were probably working on a similar basis because they were putting in a big effort in
Murdoch to get Barry Mackinnon up, and a big effort in Clontari, it was called, Clontarf,
to get up Williams. Tony Williams was their candidate. I was sort of at the end of the
chain. Someone said to me afterwards, "If the Libs had been smarter they would have
assumed they would win those other seats. They should really have put all their efforts
into going for you and they might have knocked you off', which might well be true
because I won by only a small amount. But they didn't put a lot of effort into the
campaign. The guy who ran did. He was like me; he was running his own race and he
didn't seem to have much more money than I had. He had a bit more because he had
his electorate signs, which he wasn't game to put up.
-

-

They did in the last week, you know. What happened was, in the face of the publicity
about visual pollution they had them stacked up, you could see them. Finally, with
about a week to go, they thought they'd put their toe in the water and about half a
dozen of them popped up in different parts of the electorate. You could see what they
did, they put them out and waited to see if they got any phone calls about it. When they
didn't hear anything they all went up. In the last few days there was a sudden rash of
"Vote Liberal" signs around the electorate. In the end it didn't do him any good.
On the day I thought I'd win rather than that I would lose, but I had worked it out. We'd
done it the same way as we had in all the organisation. It was a diverse electorate,
quite a large one for the metropolitan area, so we'd actually organised two election
parties, one for the east Tangney people and one for the Roleystone-Armadale people.
The Roleystone-Armadale people were at my house and we'd organised a hotel, I
think, in Thornlie, to be the seat for the other one. I would stay at my house. I had all
the booths worked out.
In those days the Electoral Office didn't count out the preferences, you had to do it
yourself. We had our scrutineers in and briefed all our scrutineers about how to count
the preferences and get the result on a two-party preferred for each booth. Only 10
booths in the electorate, pretty straightforward. I thought, we'll get the results in, we'll
have a little celebration party at our house party and I'll go to the celebration at the
other party. Good in theory. What happened was half our scrutineers stuffed up their
reading of the things. We had the [inaudible] but we obviously didn't do it well enough.
So the votes that were coming in for the booths were just very confused and some of
them had preferences not distributed, some had two-party preferred but no idea what
the basis was. We couldn't collate any of it with what was going up on the TV from the
Electoral Commission. The Electoral Commission were very slow in putting up the
results but their results didn't seem anything like ours.
There was a power failure at the Thornlie High School. In those days they didn't count
every booth where it was, they'd amalgamate, so of the 10 booths I think they only
counted in about seven places. The thing was at Thornlie High School they had a big
booth at Thornlie, and the Langford booth, which should have gone our way, came into
Thornlie. So on the night not only was it very difficult to follow what was going on in
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terms of our booths to be sure of getting the right information, they didn't count at all
the Thornlie booth or the Langford booth. So on the night it went on and on, and they
were waiting to try to get the power restored and in the end they couldn't. So when they
closed for the night at midnight, I never got to the other party. I was still at my own
house trying to work out what was going on.
We were 50 votes behind in the count with two booths to come. I was still moderately
confident, though, because if you look at the vote from the election before, we came
about a tie in Thornlie and we got a big majority in Langford. So I thought, that's all
right, tied in Thornlie, that will give us the lead back from the 50 that we were behind.
The '74 vote was a bit of an unreliable guide because [John] Tonkin had gone out on
that but he'd been beaten basically in the bush. His metropolitan vote was quite high,
about 54 per cent across the metropolitan area. They lost their country seats. Then
with the Whitlam stuff, this being the '74 election before the Whitlam thing had taken
off, the Labor Party had slipped quite a bit. On the Sunday when they actually counted
the booth, we lost Thornlie by quite a bit and we didn't win Langford by anywhere near
as much as we thought. So, from being 50 behind, when they counted it I was 50 in
front with all the absentee votes and all those other things to come in. It was very hard
to tell. I remember Bob McMullan, who was party secretary, rang me up on the Sunday
and said, "Whether you win or lose, you've done very well given the way the vote has
gone everywhere else. How do you think you're going?" I said, "I don't know, it's very
hard to tell." On the Sunday I didn't have any idea whether I was going to be elected or
not.
I was at that stage notionally the senior master of English at Hamilton Senior High
School. What I'd had to do, because the elections were in February, as I think I
mentioned last time, my time as senior master at Lynwood had come to a halt because
the school had gone from being a junior high to a senior high. Knowing that I was
coming up for election I hadn't put a lot of effort into getting another job. I thought I'd
see this out. I got appointed to Hamilton and I was due to go there, but I had to get
leave of absence from the school until election day, which you could do. Then I had my
holidays and I could take two or three weeks' leave of absence. I got to the Sunday and
I didn't know what to do. I thought, I'll go back to school, I suppose, and just wait and
see what happens.
Fortunately it was only on the Sunday night I spoke to Ron Barry, who was the Leader
of the Opposition's press secretary. He said, "What are you going to do?" I said, "Go
back to school." He said, "You can't do that. It's an office of profit under the Crown. If
you go back and start taking money as a teacher, if you get elected you'll get
disqualified." So I had to ring up the principal and say, "Listen, it's an odd situation but
I can't come back until I know what the result is." He was very understanding. He said,
"All right, give us a call when you know."
It took the best part of a week to count it out. I was in front the whole time; after that
first night, after the Sunday when they counted all the booths I was in front. It got to the
stage where I was 50 in front, then 100 in front, then I went out for a drink with some
friends I think it was on the Tuesday night because in the Tuesday counting I'd
suddenly jumped ahead by 300 votes and I thought, okay, that's it, we've won. There
weren't too many more to come, we thought. I went out for a drink and was driving
home and they had a late report and my margin had slipped back to a hundred. In the
end I got up with 232 preferences and I was the first to be resolved in this whole state,
as it turned out. Most people knew, but they declared the poll the following Saturday
and I was the member for Gosnells.
-

END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE B

-

TAPE SIX SIDE A

PEARCE

69

TAPE SIX SIDE A
How were you feeling with that process going on, because the thought
RJ
of losing sort of indicates how dinkum you were about what you wanted to do?
It wasn't so bad the first time, oddly. Obviously I was keen to win, but I
PEARCE
would have been no worse off if I had lost because I was going to be a senior master; I
wasn't going to lose anything. It was much worse in 1980 than in the first election
because then you have actually got something to lose. I'd given up one career and
taken up another, and if I had lost the seat then I was subject then to a very large
campaign; much, much larger than the one I dealt with in 1977. That was when I really
felt the pressure, much more so than '77. In 1977, it would be a remarkable thing if I
got to win this. I suppose that's what you think. I don't know if everyone experiences
this but I think most people do. When you get in that position, there is always this
sense of "I'm a bit of a fraud here; I'm really just an ordinary person. It seems a bit odd
that I might be doing this or might be a minister. I'm really a fake." I think a lot of
people actually feel this. I remember Brian Burke actually saying something along
those lines once upon a time. I reckon you look at people. Not everyone does it, but an
awful lot of them do, I think.
-

In that sense, though I always thought I would likely win, I never had transposed myself
into that in my mind beforehand. Academically, okay the odds are, but I hadn't made
that transition so if I had lost I would have been disappointed but it wouldn't have been
a huge thing. Given the way I had gone, I probably would have got another shot down
the track, so it wouldn't have been the end of it, but when you've had the seat and then
you're up against it The other thing is psychologically, and you see this in people who
have lost their seats, when you've got a seat and you lose it, it's a much more personal
judgment that people are making on you, you think, than when you're just up as a
candidate along with a group of others, putting your hand up; that is okay. When you've
got the seat and then you lose it, they are saying "We don't think you did a good job."
-

You've described the difficulty with your electorate office, and you were
RJ
operating out of Parliament, but if I could not get into Parliament, would you have seen
me in your home in that time?
PEARCE
It's what I used to do, automatically, and I did it for a long time
afterwards even when I had the office, and that is I'd go round and see people in their
houses. People would ring up and I would trek around and see them and set out with
them whatever their problem was, and take it up, write off a letter to whoever, ring up
and try to get the issue sorted out for them and come back to them with the answer to
the problem if I could. It is fairly time consuming doing that but you had to do it, and I
wasn't so overwhelmed. I was busy, but at times you get overworked; it's hard to follow
up everybody. The hardest bit would be often just a straight memory thing. People
would ring back and say "I'm Mr Smith, I came to see you three weeks ago." You
would think, you know Mr Smith? These days there are computers and you just bring
up "Smith". It was just difficult to remember all the things that were going on.
Of course, you aren't just being a member in the sense that you're representing them,
being a kind of social worker in the area, you would also have to be going to
Parliament, you would be in the party organisation and the caucus. There was a whole
raft of things that you had to do over and above working in the electorate. One of the
interesting things about politics is that you get to do so many different things, but that's
the pressure on it. Your time is not your own. People ring you up at night and in the
mornings. I used to put my home number on all of my election stuff so people would
ring me at home in the mornings or contact me at the electorate office on weekends.
You're consigning yourself to a very busy lifestyle.

PEARCE
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The other thing is, it's bloody expensive to be a member of Parliament. You have to do
all those things. You have to put out ads in the paper and you have to do it all yourself.
In those days, the pollies were not paid terribly well. I got paid a little bit more than
when I was a teacher, but not a lot. You get an electorate allowance which wasn't all
that large, and you're scraping. I was at the stage where I was just about broke half the
time in that first term, because having the most marginal seat and not really putting the
hard word on anybody to help with the funding, I was really paying for my elections
myself, I was paying for all my electorate stuff myself, and I was not better off than
when I had been a teacher.
RJ

Had you sat in on a sitting of Parliament before you became a member?

PEARCE
I think I'd only been to Parliament House twice. I'm not superstitious, but
I made a thing of staying away from Parliament House when I was running. Some
people, as soon as they are a candidate, they are up there at every occasion they can
get and start to live the lifestyle. I thought, no, no, I'm going to earn this if I am going to
go. I went up once with Malcolm Bryce to lunch as the election got closer. It was the
only time I did it, and I think I'd been there once before when I was vice president of the
Teachers' Union, when the National Teachers Association had a conference over here
and Charles Court held a reception for them at Parliament House. I think I only went to
Parliament House twice before I turned up as a member.
RJ

So, you'd never sat in on a sitting of the house?

PEARCE

Never been to a sitting of the house.

RJ
Gosnells?

How did you feel the day you walked up those stairs as the member for

PEARCE
I was obviously pretty impressed but a bit overawed is probably the
wrong way of putting it, but it's a strange thing. A school is a real little community and I
had a good group of teachers in my English department up there and a good group of
kids, so it's a constant interaction thing, but all of a sudden I found myself in a really
isolated position. Each member's got their own electorate and they're on their own in
their electorate. You got very little help from anybody, I must say, about doing the job.
They just turn up, and you sign the form and you're the member. There was a special
sitting of Parliament just to swear us in, if I remember correctly, a half day.
RJ

Yes, they did, they called it a preliminary meeting on 24 May.

PEARCE
Sir Charles Court did not want to make the Parliament sit. He was just
running the country quite happily; he didn't need Parliament to interfere with his
program. For a long time, we didn't sit.
RJ

Your first actual formal meeting was 28 July.

PEARCE
That's right. We were elected in February and didn't sit until July. I found
that very frustrating because getting into Parliament was one of the things I was really
anxious to do, and of course the party was in such a depressed state after getting
thumped in the election. A lot of the older members, the ones who had hung on from
the Tonkin government and hoped to get back into government, they were really on the
way out. They were not interested in doing anything much. And the Education
Committee I was on the Education Committee, in fact I was chairman of it, and Bob
Hetherington had been elected. I didn't particularly know Bob before, but he came to be
quite a close friend and colleague through the whole of the parliamentary thing. Bob
had got elected Deputy Leader of the Opposition on his first caucus meeting. There
was so little talent about that Bob he'd been around the party, a worthwhile thing and
-

-
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he was made shadow Minister for Education. I got to chair the caucus Education
Committee on the strength of having been vice president of the union, and Bob and I
worked really well together. Our thinking was well aligned and we were both new and
both keen to get stuff so the education stuff worked pretty well.
I put myself on the Transport Committee, which was the other area of interest I had. I
got to be minister of that for a brief time and it was a really interesting part of my
ministry time, and that was quite different. Ken McIver was the chairman of the
Transport Committee. Ken's a really nice bloke. He would have been one of the most
liked people in Parliament, Ken. He's a really decent person, very unassuming in many
ways. He got to be minister, and I don't think he was a great minister but people
forgave Ken a lot because he was such a nice chap. I would go and harass him about,
"When's there going to be a meeting of the transport committee?" Ken used to be an
engine driver, which is why he chaired the Transport Committee, but he didn't have any
idea about any policy development that he wanted at all; not any. He was just all in
favour of trains because that's where he came from. Finally, after about four askings he
said "Bob, I'm going to have a meeting of the Transport Committee. I'll send out a
notice." In due course I got a notice which said, "There will be a meeting of the caucus
Transport Committee at a time and place to be notified." [chuckles] That was the
notice.
Some time later they had a meeting of the Transport Committee and it was just terrible.
One of the old guys turned up and he had a thing about taxis and someone else was in
support of trucks, and Ken wanted to talk about trains. There was no organisation, it
was just....
Anyway I just found that time waiting for Parliament to sit quite frustrating, but it was
probably useful. I had no electorate office. I got on to learning the job of how to deal
with the electorate. You get very little help with that. The caucus helped a little bit the
people who had been around. You could ring up people like Arthur [Tonkin], who was
very, very helpful, but you're on your own. You've got to find your own electorate office,
you've got to find your own electorate secretary you've got to do everything.
-

-

They give you like a.... We would all track up to Parliament for an orientation about how
to be a member of Parliament but it was mostly to do with how the Parliament sat, how
they sent you your bill from the parliamentary dining room, and all of that sort of stuff.
Otherwise, you're on your own.
I found it quite an isolating experience that first eight or nine months, and a bit odd. I
was used to working organised, either you were teaching or you were on holidays and
you would turn up, but now it was up to you whether you came to work or not. But I
used to do it.
I remember turning up at my Parliament House office on Easter Tuesday when all the
schools would have gone back to find out the place was locked because it was a
holiday for all the public servants. I didn't know that. It's hard to explain that sort of
thing.
The other thing is that I was really young. I was 30 when I was elected to Parliament. I
think my 31st birthday popped up only a few days after the election, probably before I
was well certainly before I was sworn in. That was a bit unusual. There were odd
young ones around; they were getting more of them but there still were only two or
three of us a member at that age. It was a bit hard to get some people to take you
seriously.
-

RJ
Actually, that was one thing I meant to ask you when you were
campaigning. Did anyone raise that as an issue when you were campaigning?
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PEARCE
Not to my face. Behind the scenes, I don't know. I worked on the basis
that that was probably an advantage, in the sense that most of the areas I was
representing were new suburbs. A lot of them were relatively young, married couples or
people setting up their first home.
I used to worry a lot when I had the electorate because there was a huge turnover of
the electorate. You'd notice that because I would get the updates to the electoral roll
every week and I'd send out a letter to new [residents], "Welcome to the electorate and
here I am. If you've got any problems come and see me." And people did.
You'd get different responses. I was sitting in my office and an elderly couple, they
were Italian and they looked from the footpath and they were extraordinarily nervous.
They were looking at my office, and shuffling their feet and looking around. They
looked very worried. After about 20 minutes they came in. They were terrified,
absolutely terrified and they really didn't speak English. They had got my "Welcome to
the electorate letter" and they thought they had been summoned down to my office.
They did not know what they were coming for. [laughs] I think they thought they were
going to be deported or blackmailed, or told to hand over half their funds. I don't know
what they thought but they were really worried. I was able to reassure them and send
them on their way.
But one of the things was there were so many of them. That was one of the things that
drove my first electorate secretary away. She was a very bright young woman, Dale
Keady, who ran the Premier's protocol office for a long time. She had just been married
to her husband, Doug Mitchell, who also worked for Burke in the first stage and she
was looking for a job, and she came, and she had straight A's in her degree and was
really interested. But what she found was she shared an office with me in a little cubical
up in Parliament House and spent most of her time typing out letters to send out to new
electors because that was all we could do. After a very short time she left and went to
work for Senator Wheeldon, for which I didn't blame her one little bit.
But there were so many of these people. She had 600 of them one week changes to
the electoral roll and I'm thinking, I've got a majority of 232 here, and they are turning
over more than that every month. How do I know who all these new people are? When
I started to look at where they were transferring from, a huge number of them were
actually coming from the solid Labor inner suburbs, the Ascots and the Welshpools,
because they really were the sons and the daughters again of fairly working class
people who were getting their first home. They had come out to the outer suburbs and
would buy the cheap housing that were on cheap land and get the mortgage they could
afford. Then they might start to work their way back into the inner city more. I became a
little less worried about who was where. But they were mostly young people; not all by
any means. There was quite an older section in Armadale and quite an older section in
Gosnells, but I didn't think that being of a young age was a real disadvantage.
-

RJ
meetings?

Before Parliament sat formally in July, were you having caucus

PEARCE

Mmm.

RJ

How regularly?

PEARCE
I think the caucus met in those days every month, like they do now.
We'd turn up at the caucus meetings, and there would be the odd committee meeting,
but there wasn't much going on in that sense. Because I was in Parliament House,
people would come in and I'd catch up with people in the dining room and stuff like
that.
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The first caucus meeting I went to, though, was the one that elected the leadership
team after the disaster of the 1977 election. Jamieson was the leader, and he was
obviously putting his hand up to be re-elected, and Arthur Tonkin ran, but no-one really
expected that Arthur would get the votes. He had a lot of drive and was a really
important political figure, if a rather tragic one in some ways as things worked out, and
he wanted to run for leader and Malcolm Bryce was going to run for deputy. Dave
Evans was the other candidate.
I suppose because the caucus was so small, there were such a lot of people who really
were past their prime, and there were some interesting things happening, even to a
neophyte like me. The first thing that happened was that I got caught in between a little
thing that was going on between Arthur and Malcolm. Arthur was running for leader but
he really recognised that he would have liked to run for deputy, but he didn't want to
contest it directly with Malcolm, and so I got pulled in to try to have a little discussion
with them about who should do what. Arthur was senior in the party to Malcolm. He got
in at the 1971 election when Malcolm had come in at the by-election part way through
that term and it was just an awkward situation. Arthur was trying to open up a
discussion about who was doing what, but in the end he finished up running for leader
and Malcolm running for deputy and Dave Evans.
I was going to vote for Arthur but I recognised that he wasn't likely to win so I rang Bob
McMullan, who was the party secretary and an old friend. I said to him "Bob, I was
going to vote for this thing. I'll vote for Arthur." He said, "That's the right thing to do." I
said, "What do I do after that? I don't know Jamo and I don't know Dave Evans. What
do you reckon?" He said, "Well, there's not really much to choose between the two of
them but if I had to pick, I'd go for Dave Evans." So I turned up to work on the basis
that I'd vote Tonkin one, Evans two and Jamieson three. But when I sat there through
the caucus meeting, Jamo was up the front, he was doing the leader. He was not doing
a great job, but he was handling the stuff, and giving a bit of leadership. Dave Evans
sat at the back and didn't say a word; not one word he just sat there. I'm thinking,
well, hang on, I'm not going to vote for somebody for leader who can't stand up at a
caucus meeting when he wants to be leader and give some sort of a lead, so I changed
my vote. I voted Tonkin, one he got eight votes Jamieson two, and Evans three.
Jamieson won by a vote. If I had voted the way I had gone in to vote.... If Dave Evans
had got up once in the course of that meeting and just said something vaguely like a
leader, he would have been leader after that caucus meeting.
-

-

-

Shows you early on, you might be new in the patch, but every vote counts. Maybe
there were other people in the caucus whose votes were shifting around in the same
sort of way that would have cancelled it out, but I came away from that with a little
lesson learned: that you can't ignore anything.
RJ

Did anyone else stand for deputy besides Mat Bryce?

PEARCE
Well I think Dave Evans did, but Malcolm won the deputy. It was an
interesting ballot because there was quite a young Turks' group that came in in 1977
as a result, largely, of that preselection panel system: there was myself, there was
Julian Grill, Keith I mentioned....
RJ

Keith Wilson.

PEARCE
Keith Wilson. There were five of us in all. Barry Hodge. Hodge had been
the assistant secretary of the party. He had been in the Liquor and Hospitality Trades
Union, I think, and he had taken the seat of Melville when John Tonkin had stood
down. That's four and there was a fifth. Oh, Bob Hetherington probably would have
been the other one. No, there was a fifth one in the lower house. Bob Hetherington
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came in with Fred McKenzie. There were two new lower house seats, and they created
two new upper house seats, and they elected them both together; that is, East
Metropolitan. Bob Hetherington had the short term, and Fred McKenzie, who was a
railways union official, had the longer term.
The other one would have been Julian Grill?

RJ

PEARCE
I mentioned Julian already, I think. Me, Julian, Keith Wilson, Barry
Hodge I'm still one short. [Pause] Oh, John Troy. John Troy was the new member for
Fremantle. I tend to forget John because he didn't last very long.
-

So there was quite a little new group of young Turks in the caucus and not a lot of older
talent left. In fact, as I say, Malcolm got elected deputy and Bob Hetherington got up to
be deputy leader in the Legislative Council. We only had seven or eight members in the
Legislative Council in those days so there wasn't a huge amount of choice, and
'Hethers' had been a lecturer in politics and was well respected around the place.
Although one of the great ironies of politics. I ran in the end, I stuck my hand up for the
shadow cabinet and only in the last.... They elected position by position. Down the end
they were getting pretty low on talent, so I put my hand up and I only missed out on the
last spot by two votes. It was too early for me, and some people thought I had been a
bit cheeky by putting my hand up for it at all but I didn't miss out by all that much. But
the irony was Hethers, of all of that, the most successful, he was the only one who
never made a minister because having been deputy that time, in three years' time Joe
Berinson had come into the upper house and Berinson got to be put in as deputy
ahead of Bob Hetherington. That put him out of the shadow cabinet, and then by the
time we got elected in 1983, there was a whole raft of new people and Hethers never
made it, which I think is a pity in many ways because I think he had a lot to offer.
RJ
Perhaps we'll finish the leadership side while we're talking about it
because the years that followed were a time of quite a deal of turmoil and change.
You've got Ron Davies taking over the leadership in March 1978, with Mal Bryce
remaining the deputy. How did that come about?
PEARCE
I suppose as a neophyte you wouldn't see yourself as a player in terms
of leadership things, but I have already mentioned that, quietly, I had actually decided
the leadership in an odd sort of a way in favour of Cohn.
As the year went on, it was quite clear that he wasn't cutting the mustard. I had a lot of
time for Cohn personally in many ways but he was a real pre-war Labor person. He'd
been around almost since the war. He had been in a very long time. There is no
doubting his commitment. He had a huge knowledge of Labor Party history and stuff;
very interesting. He'd been president of the party for quite a long time, but times had
just passed poor old Cohn by.
It was the TV age. The thing that really, I think, stuck in my mind that something had to
happen was that when I was coming out of Parliament House, and Jamo was standing
on the front step being interviewed by a TV journalist, he was stumbling over the
answers, and finally the journo said, "Stop. Look I'm going to ask you this question and
this is what you say." He was just trying to get it. He knew what Jamo was trying to tell
him. He just wanted a nice little succinct thing he could put on his evening news, and
that's really what he did.
I felt sorry for Jamo in a way because when I ran in 1977 for the Parliament and Jamo
was the leader, it was just six months after [Neville] Wran had got elected in New South
Wales. The Labor Party nationally was in a mess after the Whitlam sacking and all of
that, and it affected everybody and we were out of government in most of the states. I
think it was everywhere. But Wran had got back in 1976, effectively a few months after
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the Whitlam debacle. They'd run a very smooth election campaign. They sent over
some people to give us a talk on how to get elected a number of talks, some of them
quite shocking. You probably don't remember, but Wran did some very slick TV
advertising. I picked up some of it myself on doing the railways. I went down to the
Gosnells railways station to campaign on the railway issue the Liberals were closing
the Fremantle line at the time with my coat popped over, looking for all the world like
Neville Wran.
-

-

-

They tried to do it with Jamo. They tried to make a Neville Wran of Jamo, and do those
lifestyle stunts. There's an ad that people remembered for years and years after. I don't
mean people in politics but other people. They had him surfing at Cottesloe and poor
old Jamo was a very corpulent soul, and they had poor Jamo emerging from the surf
like a bloody whale coming ashore. [laughs] It was terrible. Twenty years afterwards
people were saying "I remember Jamieson coming out of the sea." So they
remembered it but it wasn't.... And they made him do the Whitlam thing with no oil in
his hair and fluffing up, and it wasn't Jamo. I felt sorry for him, in a sense, trying to be
something he couldn't be whereas he could have been quite appealing in other ways. I
think we got to the stage where it wasn't working.
Things were getting worse and really something had to happen so we started to cast
around. The catalyst for it was Jeff Carr. I had not known Jeff before he came into
Parliament (he was the member for Geraldton) but we got very friendly, very quickly.
He was in that same Arthur Tonkin/ Mal Bryce group we set up. That group, in the end,
became the gang of five that put Burke into the leadership. It really was a bit reactive.
Something had to be done about Jamo. Jeff and I would sit down and have a chat
about it at night. Jeff was the major player, not me, but we were the two that did it. Jeff
started to think about what we should do and who we might get.
We actually had our eyes on Don Taylor. Don was the member for Cockburn and he'd
been the Deputy Premier under John Tonkin. He'd got the Deputy Premiership in a
ballot against Jamieson. Don was relatively new in the party. He had been a teacher.
He would have been a good Premier, I think, in many ways, Don. He was a very mild
sort of a chap, very smart, very intelligent and very, very helpful to me. When I was first
in Parliament he was actually the shadow Minister for Education. He must have been.
I'm trying to think where that sits with Bob Hetherington. Oh no, he had it just for the
first year. Hetherington got education with the leadership change. We went and had a
talk to Don. He was interested, but he wasn't ever going to do it, I think, and he had
been badly dealt with by Jamieson. Jamieson never forgave him for beating him for the
Deputy Premiership, and people tell me he gave him an awful time. Don was very thinskinned for somebody in politics, and he wasn't going to run against Jamieson. Once
Tonkin had gone, he just stood aside and let Jamieson get the leadership. He was a bit
interested in potentially taking it over, but I think he didn't have the stomach for it, so
we quickly wrote him off.
In the looking around of those who might be suitable I don't think anyone thought Ron
[Davies] was outstanding, but they thought he was better. In the talking around, we
thought Ron.
RJ

Did anyone oppose him?

PEARCE
Well, Jamieson did, but no-one else. It was done by talking around, as
you do. Parliament is sitting and people have a chat about it. I think Jeff did it by
himself. He went and had a quiet word with Ron. Ron was friendly with Jamo I think
Jamo had been the best man at his wedding so there was a bit of a personal thing,
but Ron was willing to do it. Jeff in the end went and fronted Jamo and said "Look,
Cohn, you know it's not working. We've got to do something here." Jamieson was very
-

-
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angry at that and he came out and Jeff said, "Well no, he's going to do this the hard
way."
Now, people like Brian Burke and Malcolm, who were more influential in the party than
either Jeff or I, would never have started something like that, but they were very quick
to get behind it. The numbers were pretty quickly there, but a meeting had to be called
to do the job, and that requires 10 members of the caucus to call a special meeting to
deal with the leadership. We had to get out the form, and Jeff was the first signature
and I was the second. We got eight other signatures and produced the letter and
started the move.
END OF TAPE SIX SIDE A
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It was all done very quietly, but towards the end it got out, of course.
Whether it was deliberately leaked, or you just can't keep those things in the thing. I
had an argument. I can't remember his name now, but they had a very sharp political
reporter for the West in those days; not the parliamentary round but doing the political
round. I suddenly get a call from this guy. "Is it right that there's a move on against
Jamieson?" I said "I don't really know anything about that." He said, "I hear
somebody's been to front Jamieson and ask him to stand down. Did you do that?" "Oh
no, I didn't do anything like that." But I did know where Jeff stood in the whole thing,
and not being experienced enough, you make mistakes. I didn't know whether Jeff
wanted to brief or not brief. So that' what I did. I said to this guy, "Look I don't really
know much about this; why don't you give Jeff Carr a call. He might be able to tell you
more," just to give Jeff the option, but this guy was smarter than me because what he
did, he rang up Jeff Carr and he said, "Would you like to confirm that you were the
person who approached Jamieson?" Jeff didn't want to confirm it, of course. It was a
clear error on my part there, but you can't keep those sorts of things quiet and it blew
up.
Anyway, we went and had a vote and Jamo was very angry and some of the people
supporting him were angry as well, and he waved around that letter, which had got a bit
tatty in the course of going around to get all the signatures, and he said "This looks like
it's been through every public dunny in Perth." It was a flamboyant sort of a meeting,
and anyway he got voted out and Ron Davies got voted in.
People mostly settled down but Jamo never forgave a lot of us for it. He wouldn't speak
to me for a year afterwards. In that sense, he's a real old Labor person; his hatreds
went on. But the trouble is, you've got so many of them, you can't keep them going. I
told this to him many times, but it's true. I was out of Parliament House then, but I was
punctilious about it. Every time I would pass Cohn in the corridor you can't avoid it,
you know I would just say "Good morning Cohn" or "Good afternoon, Cohn", and he
would just look the other way. He wouldn't speak to me; would not speak to me. After
about a year of that, I was walking down the corridor and he actually ran up and
grabbed me by the arm. He said, "That Arthur Tonkin's a rude bastard. I just said to
him 'Good morning' in the corridor and he looked the other way." [laughs] We were
back on speaking terms.
-

-

It's a hard thing to lose a party leadership. In lots of ways I didn't blame Cohn. In fact,
he was a bit of a tragic figure after that because I think we could have made Cohn the
Speaker when Burke got up if people had trusted him more. He would have been a
good speaker, I think, with his background, given where he stood. As the elder
statesman in the Chair he would have done a good job. I think he would have liked it,
but he was just so bitter about things. People wouldn't trust him enough to put him in a
position where he could do damage to the government.
My other argument, I always wanted to make him Governor. I suppose it was a bit of
mischief, supposing he would have done it. We were all anti-monarchy; we were all
republicans really. We thought that the only people who really [inaudible] is the bluerinse set from down at Nedlands. Let them come up and bow to Jamo. That'll teach
them a lesson about the republic. I wasn't all that serious.
When he died, he got a huge funeral; the biggest political funeral I've ever been to, I
think, probably bar none. It featured big on the TV, but the centrepiece of all the TV
coverage of it was that I ran into Charles Court who was there and, of course, I was
one of the more newsworthy senior ministers at that stage and Sir Charles, of course,
the elder statesman, we stopped and exchanged a few words. Every TV camera in the
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state gathers around. I thought poor old Jamo up there sitting and watching Sir Charles
and me at his funeral, trying to work out who he hated the most.
RJ
You've got the March 1980 election, after which Ron Davies remained
the leader, but Dave Evans became the deputy. Tell me about that.
PEARCE
That's fascinating, and that shaped a lot of stuff that ballot. After the
1977 election, we had a young Turks' group, but most of us weren't running for
anything. What we did, we got behind the ones that were and they got elected, but they
were only a small part of the whole. By the time we got up to 1980, we had colleagues
join us, like David Parker a whole raft of new people. The whole face of the caucus
was starting to change. But there was getting to be a competitiveness and the older
members we used to call them the mushroom club, the old 'kept in the dark and fed
on bullshit' thing they held most of the positions but they could see the writing on the
wall. They were reduced to a minority position in the caucus.
-

-

-

All of us wanted to tune up to be in the shadow ministry, me included and what
happened was, everyone voted for themselves. They used to elect the positions one by
one for the shadow cabinet and the cabinet. There were eleven, I think, to be elected in
those days the leadership group plus eleven. I think that's right. Or the leadership
group plus nine, or whatever it was and the leadership group was four. You would vote,
and then everyone would be eliminated as their votes fell down, and then someone
would be elected. Then you'd have another vote. Now what happened was, everyone
voted for themselves. I was number one on my ticket, and Malcolm was number one on
his. He wasn't.... Hang on. I am about to miss a really important thing about the deputy
leadership, so make sure I come back to that. For that shadow cabinet, everyone just
went off in a very disorganised way, but the others realised that they were up against it.
So what they did was they organised a ticket. They had a firm ticket, so out of a caucus
of about 32 they only had about eight or nine votes, but they were disciplined, so their
number one got all nine votes that they had, and then I'm getting one and maybe
someone's voted for me and I'm getting two, and David Parker is getting three. They're
all over the place, and there's probably a little bit of strategic voting going on. Like, if
I'm worried about David I'll put him down on my ticket to help my own chances. What
happened was that the old blokes swept the board. With a disciplined minority position,
they won it all. As we got down towards the end, half of us were not going to get
elected to the shadow cabinet. I got elected to the last position, and I only got elected
to the shadow cabinet because Arthur Tonkin was so disgusted at being not elected
higher up where he deserved to be that he pulled out of the ballot. If he hadn't pulled
out of the ballot, I might have beaten him, but I probably wouldn't have even got into
the shadow ministry at the point that I did. We were thoroughly done over in that ballot
by the others.
-

At the deputy leadership ballot a different thing happened, which had a lot of
ramifications for me. Malcolm was the deputy and he wanted to stay deputy. Dave
Evans is putting his hand up again, and Brian Burke wanted to run. Burke was starting
to make his push. Burkie came around to see me. I didn't know Brian before, but I
knew Malcolm. I was pretty well in Malcolm's camp. Malcolm had really been very
helpful in getting me preselection. We were very similar in lots of ways; different
personalities. Malcolm, Arthur and I, and Jeff Carr, if you like, we'd been a bit of a trio
plus Jeff as the fourth one. All of us had been teachers so we had a similarish sort of a
background. We were quite a little group. When you are looking at it objectively and
sitting back watching how it's going, you could see that Malcolm is a real worker and a
thinker, a lot of policy issues, but the natural politician is Brian. I was starting to come to
the view that although I was a Malcolm supporter, I started to think that in the longer
term it's going to be Burke who is the leader; it's not going to be Malcolm. I was already
coming to that position in my mind.
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Then, before that ballot, Brian came around to see me. He ran through a few things
with me about what he was about; a very thoughtful presentation. One of the problems
he had was that people saw him as a bit of a larrikin early on. He could be very funny in
Parliament. He could be very disciplined, but he could be very undisciplined. He used
to drink in those days too; not a lot, but he got smashed one night. I was smashed as
well. He had a few drinks too many one night in Parliament and when he was driving
home from Parliament he ran into a taxi and then instead of stopping, he thought, shit,
and he tried to drive off. The taxi driver pursued him and he ran into a pile of sand and
got caught. That was embarrassing for him, and after that he gave up the grog, and as
far as I know he's never touched it again. So he had the capacity to have that discipline
but he hadn't got there yet. In the end he had the charisma and stuff, I think, that
Malcolm was never going to get.
Anyway, he showed a thoughtful approach to a lot of stuff. I said to him "Okay, I can
see where you're going. I think that's where we're going to be in the longer term so I'll
vote for you for deputy." I left it at that. The day before the ballot, Malcolm came
around to see me. He went through the business of who was doing the policy
development in the party and he made a pitch and in the end I thought, well, he's right.
In the longer term the future is with Brian, but in the short term, my personal obligation
really is to vote for Malcolm. There is a justice to him continuing in the position that he's
already got. So I voted for Malcolm.
What happened was the vote was split three ways between them. Burkie had got it
worked out that Dave Evans would be eliminated, and he had the tie up he hadn't told
me this for most of the Evans' votes. He was expecting to get the flow-through but
because he didn't get my vote, he fell one behind Evans himself, and it was his votes
that got distributed, not Dave's. The net result of that was, his preferences, enough of
them put up Evans and beat Bryce. Brian was very angry about that result, so he came
around to see who didn't vote for him. He had his eye on me, firmly, and I actually lied
to him about it. He rang me and I said no, but I didn't like to say. But when he came at
me the second time I said, no, I explained it. I should have done it the first time. It was
wrong to not do that.
-

-

It did me a lot of long-term damage with Brian because he never really trusted me for a
long time after that, and I suppose with justice. He blamed me for him not getting up. I
think, in government we had quite a good working relationship and worked quite closely
together, but he always had that thing that I had not voted for him at a key point when I
said that I would.
Anyhow, the net result of that was that Dave Evans got to be deputy and the young
Turks got pretty well wiped out, except that in the end I got into the shadow cabinet. It
had an advantage for me because of Arthur Tonkin pulling out.
RJ

Did anyone oppose Ron Davies for leader?

PEARCE
No. No. People thought he had done a good job. In the 1980 election,
we actually got quite a good result. In my own electorate I went from 50.9 per cent to
57.4 per cent. I thought I was going to lose, but I will tell you that when we talk about
that election in my electorate. People felt that Davies had done not a bad job against
Charles Court. He got quite a reasonable result. It was a big turnaround for Labor. We
picked up a couple of seats. We didn't pick up a huge number, but we gained a little bit.
People felt that Ron had done not a bad job, and there was no-one else that was likely
to do better in the short term.
But in the course of that three-year term, again, Ron's limitations became clear. He
didn't really.... Charles Court is just a brilliant politician. He was a very good Premier in
many ways; a bit conservative for many tastes, including, I guess, my own, but there is
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no doubt that he dominated, and it was very hard for anyone to deal with that, and Ron
simply wasn't up to it. We had to get someone else, and by that stage Burke and Bryce
were both developing. Both of them, I think, could have done it, could have done quite
a reasonable job.
One of the things that kept Ron Davies safe there was the rivalry between Burke and
Bryce because neither of them was really going to give it to the other, but both of them
had a very substantial level of support in the caucus, as did Davies. What it really
required was both their lots of support to go to one of them before there could be a
change. In fact, there was a change when that happened.
RJ
That's September 1981, which is 18 months after the election you've
just spoke of. Tell me about what happened there.
PEARCE
Good thing you happen to know the date. I can remember in Parliament
House a few years after we were in government, we were sitting around and someone
said, "It must be about the anniversary of the leadership change", and no-one could
remember what the date was. Not one of us.
RJ

18 September. [laughs]

PEARCE

Still can't; I'll take your word for it

Look, what happened there was quite simple. There'd been a situation building up
where people realised that the time was coming to do something. With Ron we were
not likely to win the next election. People started to feel we should give it a real shot. A
group had formed up that was called the gang of five. The gang of five was named
after the Chinese gang of four. It was just a name. It was Malcolm Bryce, Brian Burke,
Arthur Tonkin, Jeff Carr and myself. We formed up basically, not so much on the basis
directly of the leadership thing, but we felt that the caucus was directionless under the
leadership in terms of policy development and in terms of its strategy. We were just
living on a day-to-day thing.
We got together to try to get a bit of strategy into the system; to work it out and feed it
through the processes that were there. We were quite reasonably in touch with Ron
Barry, a personal friend. He was the press secretary to the Leader of the Opposition
and was a bit concerned he was close to Ron Davies and not at all disloyal to him but
concerned about the need to be a bit more on the front foot. So, the gang of five
formed up over that, but there was always the leadership thing sitting there as one of
the issues that had to be dealt with. I was working on the basis, well, we'll deal with it
down the track. Malcolm was always wanting to do something but he had the problem
that he didn't clearly have the numbers over Brian.
-

But it was a time of change, and there was a leadership change, I think it was in
Victoria. I think the Victorians moved and they dumped whoever their leader was and
they put in John Cain. I think that was what happened. That got Malcolm really fired up.
I got a phone call from Malcolm one morning, "We've got to do something about the
leadership. We've got to have a change. I've decided that there's a problem going on
between Brian and myself, but I'm prepared to stand back and let Brian be the one. I'll
be deputy. Are you ready?" Of course I was.
Malcolm did it. The gang of five. Parliament was sitting; it was the middle of a
parliamentary session. People would say, "You chose a really odd time." The timing of
it was the fact that the Victorian leadership change sparked Malcolm. That was it. The
thing that made it work was that Malcolm was prepared to be deputy and let Brian [be
leader], so that solved that issue. I'd been talking to Jeff, and Jeff again was closer to
Malcolm than to Brian. All of us were. Brian had his own group but they were.... It's
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interesting. I don't want to blow our own trumpets too much, but one of the brightest
groups in the caucus was sitting around in that [group of five]. Brian tended to have
supporters who were loyal but less questioning. It's been a strength of his to be able to
gather that level of loyalty, but it's a weakness that they don't question, and I think that
a lot of Brian's troubles through to the present day sit in that.
I had seen it really early on, you know, because he came to give us a talk when I was
first a candidate about how to win elections, and he was the party's campaigner par
excellence. He just scraped home in that by-election but he'd turned up a huge majority
at the '74 election when he came up for re-election after quite a short time. When he
came, he came in with one of his branch members, an Italian guy, who was his driver.
He was just a volunteer, a branch bloke, you know. He would come in to do his stuff
and say, "Oh, Guiseppe" and poor old Guiseppe. He had his own little group of
acolytes who would do this stuff for him even then. Amazing.
All of us were coming to the view that it had to be Brian and it was going to be Brian.
We all would have faced up to it sooner or later but Malcolm made it easy, so that was
it. Parliament was sitting. He'd rung Michael Beahan, who was the party secretary and
told him what he was proposing to do. He got onto David Parker, who was not in the
gang of five but clearly a real talent, and one who was important to be involved. David
had closer contacts with the union movement because although he was really an
academic, he'd come out of university straight into the union movement, so his word
was sweet. We decided a key meeting would be held and we'd organise it during the
parliamentary dinner break. Phoning around started during the course of the day on
that day. You're talking about the date of the changeover; this is about a week before.
We decided we'd have a dinner break meeting to put it all together.
RJ
What about people like Julian Grill and Ian Taylor and these people?
Was there any involvement from them?
PEARCE
Oh yes. The thing spread. Two or three people have had their versions
of it in the paper at various times, and they are all quite different because as it spread
people would see it from their own perspective, but I was in it right from the beginning.
So that people were rung. People like the ones you mentioned in that young Turks
group, they were contacted quite quickly to see if they would be on side, but the
organising group was the gang of five.
Over that day, calls were made, people were spoken to and then we were to meet over
dinner in the parliamentary break to make an assessment and do the numbers and put
it together. When the Jamieson thing happened, it was done at the.... There used to be
a Chinese restaurant in Hay St, around the corner. We sat around there, and I was the
one that wrote out the numbers' list on a napkin. One of the things I did was to make up
columns showing who's going to vote for who. Down they would go and you could see
whether it's a goer or not.
In this case we couldn't go to that Chinese restaurant because it had shut; it had
become an Indian restaurant, I think, and none of us liked Indian, but someone thought
there was a Chinese restaurant down opposite the Entertainment Centre, so we drove
around to there, in my car. We hopped into my car. As we came out of Parliament, and
as we drove out (I had a Holden Commodore in those days, and there were five of us) I
was sitting in the front and probably Jeff Carr in the other seat, and in the back the
other two, and Brian Burke, who was very chubby even in those days, was sitting in the
middle. As we drove out Ron Davies came out of the Parliament. Burkie said
"Everyone duck". Of course, it was a physical impossibility in the back of my car.
Anyway, we drove around to this Chinese restaurant but it was shut. We ended up
getting lost. You only got an hour and a bit off from Parliament. We drove around to the
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Romany and we couldn't park. In the end we just had to park in a bus bay and leave
the car parked. When I came out I got a $50 fine for parking in a bus bay. We ran
through the stuff in the Romany, and did the count up and the numbers were clearly
there, so we just set in train the things that needed to be done for that leadership
change.
I can't remember the vote for the Jamieson-Davies one, but it was closer. It was a
tense meeting and Jamo was really tense, but I don't remember it being really terrible.
But the meeting to change this was really bad. The numbers were pretty clear. I got a
reputation that lasted a long time with the press for being a numbers' person because I
called it right to the number. I told them beforehand what the numbers were going to
be. I think it was 30 to 18. There was a big gap. Ron had no chance of winning. I think
he knew that. The night before the ballot..., because it had to be held while Parliament
was sitting, and under party rules you've got to give a week's notice, so it couldn't just
be done quickly.
When the Libs changed Barry MacKinnon for Richard Court, they just did it over a
lunch hour. Poor old Barry turned up at the meeting and didn't know what it was about.
He walked in the door and Richard Court got up and said, "We're going to vote on the
leadership". There was a vote, and Barry was out and Richard was in.
In the Labor Party you can't do that. You have to have a week's notice of the meeting
signed by the requisite number of people. In this case, I think Ron called the meeting
himself when he saw the writing on the wall. I always thought we could talk Ron into
standing down. Among other things Ron had always said "Look, you know, if I'm not
doing the job, my time's up, people will tell me and I'll go". I was naïve enough to think
that maybe he would. The others never had any view about that. When we had the
original discussion with the gang of five I thought we should go to Ron and say, "Listen,
this is what we think should happen", but the others wouldn't do it, and so we went the
other path and Ron fought it out, so their judgment was probably right.
Ron turned up the night before with his family, and they sat up for the full night in the
Speaker's gallery just watching what was going on. I thought it was moving in a way,
but quite sad in another. I always was very friendly with Ron and still am. He's a very
likeable person.
When the meeting came, I think it was Des Dans, someone had to go overseas so they
were going to catch a plane. Whether people thought that one vote would make a
difference, or whether they just wanted to be obstreperous instead of having a vote on
the whole thing, they set up a set of amendments so that the motion was that.... We'd
agreed for a spill for everything. Unlike the position with Jamieson and Davies where
they just changed the leadership and nothing else was up, we moved to spill everybody
including the deputy so that we could clean out the people we felt had gone badly.
People were not taking a risk themselves. Everybody who had a position was going to
be out of it a clean slate. It did have the advantage of helping to rectify what had
happened in the shadow cabinet elections before the last one.
-

What they did was, they moved a raft of amendments so that the motion was that all
the leadership positions be spilled and the shadow cabinet. So an amendment would
be that two of the leadership positions would be spilt, or three of them. They tried to
move just silly amendments, but it made for a lengthy, protracted and increasingly bitter
debate about it. Finally, I got up and said "Look, this is just dragging out the agony.
This is silly." I moved a motion effectively to put the whole thing and bring it to a head.
That, of course, created even a worse antagonism between people, but it was done.
Then there was a vote. It was carried, and someone called for a division. What
happened was that the two sides actually lined up on either side of the caucus room. I
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have never seen that before or since. The two sides had to line up and take a physical
count, like they do in Parliament. Insults were shouted across the room from the two
sides. It was a really bad scene, but it was decisive, and that was that. We went and
sat down.
The thing I learned from the Jamieson one is, from a personal point of view, you think
you solve a problem like that, but it's always there. The same people are in the caucus.
We voted Jamo out, but he was always there. He wasn't the leader but he was there.
Ron Davies, when he got voted out, came and sat next to me because it was the only
spare seat in the caucus. We had a fairly awkward exchange of pleasantries about this.
What you do, you've got to face up to it. You can't just do it and then go away. You're
there dealing with the people that you've hurt all the time, and working back together is
always a difficult thing.
For Ron Davies, to give him his credit, he was really good about it. He was hurt and
angry for a time, as you would expect, but he took it in good grace. Jamo did too when
he got knocked off. The day he got knocked off he took it well. The next day he wasn't
so hot.
Just as a little aside, I've noticed that with everybody, including myself. Almost
everybody can be gracious on the day when they get defeated, even Jamo. For all of
his faults, he was superb on the day that he went, but the next day he was furious. The
bile had built up, but everyone seems to be able to do it on the day.
In his own heart, I think Ron knew that he wasn't up to it, and when Burke got elected
he was good enough to say or even before that, I think, "Look, Burke got it because
he was better than me." He served Burke and the government very faithfully. He was a
good minister and he got made Agent General in London. He was always grateful for
that. From having voted Ron out, I remained a good friend of his until today.
-

In the wash-up, of course to that, Burke got in as deputy again and then the shadow
cabinet got elected.
RJ

Bryce got in as deputy.

PEARCE
Bryce got back as deputy and the shadow cabinet, all the gang of five
became effectively the senior shadow ministers but we put both Davies, and Dave
Evans, because he got voted out as well, both got put in at senior shadow cabinet sort
of positions and people like Ken McIver were kept in the shadow cabinet as a sort of a
nod to the other side. It was actually quite a good outcome in many ways. Although
there was a disaffected group that plotted against and tried to.... they were in such a
small minority. Everyone else really thought, well, we're going somewhere now, that we
were able to carry all the important part of the caucus with us. That leadership change
set up the election win [in 1983]; there's no doubt about that.

END OF TAPE SIX SIDE B

TAPE SEVEN SIDE

PEARCE

84

TAPE SEVEN SIDE A
RJ

A further interview with Bob Pearce held at the Forest Industries
Federation on 14 February 2007. The interviewer is Ronda Jamieson.
Bob, we ended up last time talking about the various leadership changes that you
experienced in that first period in Parliament up to 1981. I wondered what style each
leader had.
PEARCE
Well, starting with Cohn Jamieson, who was my first: Cohn was really
old-style Labor. He was an interesting person. He was quite a nice person in many
ways but he had a fire-in-the belly, sort of old style. He didn't have any education to
speak of. He had come out of the Labor working class basically through the union
movement around the time of the Second World War. I suppose a similar vintage to my
father. He'd lasted a long time. He got to be leader by dint of outlasting everybody else.
He was very stubborn, very forceful, very determined to get his way.
I like Cohn. I was one of those who helped tip him out, as we talked about last time.
There wasn't any personal dislike towards him; it was just that he was too old style for
where we were. It was the television age and Cohn just wasn't going to fit that, as I
mentioned last time. Our people today who remember the 1977 election television
campaign, it was the end of the Whitlam time. The Labor Party was polling very badly
everywhere in Australia. Eight or nine months before they'd won in New South Wales
with Neville Wran, an absolutely new style of Labor leader, or new style after Whitlam.
Don Dunstan is a different style again, but obviously very professional and very
polished. They tried to make Colin Jamieson in Neville Wran's image and it was never
going to work. They ran a whole series of lifestyle ads. People remember poor old
Jamo emerging from the surf at Cottesloe. He looked like some beached whale coming
ashore. People still remember that. It was a stunning image but it didn't do any good.
Ron Davies: I'm still friends with Ron, even though I played a role in helping tip him out
as well. He was a very decent person. I think he was a good member of Parliament. He
was a joy to go doorknocking with; he would doorknock all day. I always hated it but
Ron would knock on a door and chat away to people. He was very friendly,
unassuming. He got to be leader but he was really an unassuming sort of person in his
way. A great strength of Ron was that he was obviously very upset when he was
deposed from the leadership but he was put into a senior position in the shadow
cabinet and after a relatively small time feeling sorry for himself, he put his shoulder to
the wheel. Afterwards he'd tell people quite openly that the change to Brian Burke was
a good thing for the party and he served with honour as a minister in the Burke
government. In due course he was made Agent-General in London, a job that he really
loved. He was a railway officer before he went into Parliament and he worked for a time
when he was just a young kid in the parcels office. He would get parcels to go to the
Agent-General in London and would think, "I'd love to be the Agent-General in
London." I'm glad for him that he made it.
RJ
You say you still have contact with Ron Davies today. Is he still of the
opinion that it was right to move to Brian Burke?
PEARCE
Yes. I haven't seen Ron for a number of years. I'm not in regular
contact. I maintain a good and friendly relationship with Ron over the years. I went to
London a couple of times when he was Agent-General and saw him there and I had a
bit to do with him when he came back and retired. I have got a lot of time for Ron. He's
a nice person but again, he did not really have the education or the intellectual skills
that were required. He wasn't sharp enough in the climate. He's the sort of person who
might have been Premier about the time David Brand was. I think he was more of that
style, but times change and people demand different things amongst their leaders.
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People often forget about Ron though that he took us much closer in the 1980 election.
From a disaster in 1977 the 1980 election set up the 1983 win. I think the party's got
cause to be grateful to Ron again.
Brian Burke: Brian Burke is the sharpest political operator I have ever come across in
my life and a very likeable person; huge charisma and a huge political talent and
political heritage. His father [Tom], of course, had been a federal member. He'd grown
up in a very political environment. His elder brother Terry was in Parliament before him.
He was very wise. He's younger than me. He was 26, I think, when he went into
Parliament. I came in when I was 30. Brian still must have been only 29 then and he'd
been in Parliament four or five years before me. He got to be leader again at a very
young age but he was very shrewd and had a wise head.
He taught me a lot. He was the best of the leaders that I served with. I know poor old
Brian has had trouble since but he was very good to work with. It might not be true of
everybody but he went out of his way to get on with people. Sometimes if he didn't
have too much time he would shove people aside a little bit. I will mention a couple of
cases of that in a minute. For me, I thought Brian was good.
As I think I mentioned when we were talking about the leadership changes, I think all of
us were coming to see that Brian was the best prospect of winning an election and
probably the best leader too in terms of making the team work as a team, and I think
that was right. He was very democratic. As we went through the leaders, from Brian to
Peter [Dowding] to Carmen [Lawrence], we came to a more autocratic arrangement,
leaders who are a bit more removed from the people that they were working with, a bit
more inclined to take decisions on their own. Brian got his way more than anybody
because he could persuade and people trusted his judgment. He was very effective. It
is a great pity that he left when he did. My view always has been that the problems of
the '80s that were building up with the crash of the share market and then what has
since been called WA Inc, I think Brian would have dealt with those much more than
Peter Dowding did and certainly much, much better than Carmen did. He was just
quicker on his feet and much shrewder in dealing with those issues. I think we may not
have got into the level of trouble that we did if Brian had still been the leader.
RJ

We'll get into that in detail further down the track.

PEARCE
The other thing with Brian that is popping up a little bit now in the
inquiries and stuff that's going on, he was always a little bit inclined to cut corners. He
was just a little bit lacking.... He had the best judgment of people I have ever struck. He
was very clever at bringing people along with him and a very good judge of character
but he misjudged a bit some of the people that he put around himself. To put it bluntly, I
think one of his problems is Brian felt comfortable when he had surrounding him a
whole lot of "yes" people. I can't remember if I mentioned it on tape last time. The very
first time I met him, apart from when I was at his preselection, was when he came to
address us as candidates and he turned up with one of his ordinary branch members
acting as his driver. It was a bit like the mafia in a sense. I don't suggest he's a mafia
person but he had that sort of group thing. His father was well established in the Italian
community and the other ethnic communities as well. He understood how people that
are organised as groups are much stronger than ordinary Australians who tend not to
be that way. Politically, that was a strength for him. We got there.
Again, it is a more difficult thing for people to understand. We ran into trouble (he did
too, I think) in the same way that Whitlam did. That is they (we, Whitlam) never thought
the system was really fair. Whitlam came into a situation where the Senate was
stacked against him. We came into a situation with not even one vote, one value. We
had to win an election against the odds in the lower house. We had the upper house
stacked against us even more. We were disinclined to seek a solution every time
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through the Parliament because we didn't control it, didn't control the upper house.
We'd won the election by a thumping great majority so it didn't seem fair to us that we
didn't control that. We would tend to look for extra parliamentary means of being the
government so we weren't just slaves to our opposition who maintained a quite unfair
and undemocratic capacity to block us in the upper house, and part of that led to some
of the difficulties.
In the book that was written about Brian, Burkie, his biography.... John Hammond I
think did his biography. Not John Hammond; I can't remember the name of the guy
who wrote it.' Some unkind journalist described it as (I don't think he was even a
journalist) the world's longest job application because the person who wrote it got put
on the board of the WA Development Corporation. I gave the argument there, which is
a philosophical argument for what we described as corporatism in the way that we
worked. Instead of just being a promoter and regulator of business, the government
was really going to get in and make things move, a bit like the Japanese government
perhaps, but it wanted a cut of what was going on. That was a way of giving the state
more money for its development without having to put their hand in the taxpayers'
pockets all the time. I think as it turned out that was probably a mistaken philosophy in
the way of dealing with things and it led to a lot of the troubles that we were in but it
wasn't an unthought out way of doing things. We were trying to do things in a bit of a
new way. Brian was the guiding inspiration in terms of those things. But he was 100 per
cent on the job. He's very clever, very good at dealing with people. I was one of the
senior ministers but I was never in his inner circle. I was never enough of a "yes" man
for that fora start.
The other thing I say about Brian is that having said that he liked to have his little circle
around him, people that he was comfortable with (he was always two or three
intellectual steps above most of them) he was not afraid to deal with the others who
had a talent or an independence on near equal terms. Some people surround
themselves with "yes" men because they really lack confidence in their own capacity
with people who are pretty bright or pretty able. David Parker, probably the brightest of
the young Turks in the cabinet, Brian dealt really well with him. He dealt well with me,
Dowding, Julian Grill, all of that young Turks group. He was never afraid of working
with us. But what would happen would be, every Sunday night, almost without fail, I'd
get a phone call from Brian, eight or nine o'clock at night, "How's it going"? We'd have
a bit of a chat for 10 or 15 minutes about how things were going. I'm sure he was
ringing half the cabinet, not just me. He always made it feel that he was asking your
advice particularly, which locks you in a little bit to the whole thing, and it gave him an
excellent understanding of what was going on around the traps. He was very rarely
surprised by anything, Brian. He had the best political intelligence but he did it himself.
He was a worker at the game.
For my money, I think he was a very good Premier. The state ran really well when he
was doing it. Some of the ways we dealt with things came a cropper after the '80s
crash and so, I suppose, looking back you might have said, "If we had a more orthodox
form of government, we wouldn't have got into so much trouble" but at the same time,
the state wouldn't have moved along the way that it did either. One of my defences for
the '80s is for all the problems we had at the end of it, our state was in a much better
shape in the early '90s than it was in the early '80s when we came in.
RJ

We'll leave that for further examination.

PEARCE

Can I say something about Peter Dowding and Carmen Lawrence?

John Hamilton. The biography was published in 1988.
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No, let's assess them when we get to there because we have only at
RJ
this stage dealt with those first leadership changes when you went into the house. I
think it's better to leave that till we have talked about their takeover.
If we go back to your very first meeting of Parliament, which, as we identified last time
was quite a few months after you became a member; it was the 28 July. How much did
you know about parliamentary processes themselves before you started?
PEARCE
Not a lot. I think I mentioned to you before, I had only been to
Parliament House once or twice before I was elected.
RJ

Yes, you did.

PEARCE
The third time I went there I was a member. They had a sort of a daylong seminar for us which the Clerk organised, the Clerk of the Legislative Assembly,
Bruce Okely, which sort of ran us through how the standing orders worked, what the
parliamentary processes broadly were. We each got our book of standing orders and
stuff like that. When I went there, I didn't know much about the specific parliamentary
process but I had been a bit of a meetings' freak from uni days. I was a standard
adviser to most people. I wrote half the constitutions for university clubs when I was
there so I knew all that stuff as a broad thing. It was just a question of finding out the
specific peculiarities of the Parliament. I didn't have any great problems in adapting to
that and in fact I got to be Leader of the House and that was really because I had a
clear understanding of those things. I didn't have when I went there but it's not hard to
pick up.
RJ
And your memories of your first speech: what did it cover and what
impact did it have?
PEARCE
Many memories, but I can't remember what it was about though. It was
a shocking experience for me in lots of ways. Firstly, I did it really early on. I have got a
low boredom threshold, I have to say, and you get bored very quickly in Parliament.
When I was first in there, a long time even before I got to speak, I would interject on
people. A lot of the Liberals took it really badly. I had a lot of debating experience so I
had little sharp one-liners, something I really worked on. They were just waiting for me
to speak so they could have a go at me because you can't interrupt on a first speech.
On the other hand, I have been captain of the Australian [debating] team and people
were expecting a lot. I didn't actually speak all that well. I spoke really badly. In fact it
was a terrible speech. I started off with a joke that no-one got and no-one laughed.
Everyone was there; they are all there for a first speech. I rumbled through a bit about
the electorate. In those days it was considered not the thing to have any policy or any
controversy. I think all of us who were new all broke that just as a little bit of a
demonstration.
A couple of things I remember. A number of friends came in to see me from the
teaching fraternity. One of them had given me a tie to wear on the occasion. It was a
very nice Italian silk tie. I was casually flipping it around and on the inside of it, at the
back of the tie, there was a photograph of a naked woman. I was quite stunned by that.
I went back and said to the staff members who had given it to me, "What's going on?"
and they didn't know, they didn't realise it was there. They were quite shocked and a
little bit embarrassed. Of course the word spread and there's a long line of people
coming around and saying, "Can I have a look at your tie?" That was a bit of a
distraction.
As I say, the speech itself I think was very bad. I speak really quickly. I speak really
quickly now and I probably was even worse then, and I was nervous; I spoke really
quickly. In those days Hansard didn't have a tape back-up. I could see the gentleman
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who was trying to transcribe it having a bit of trouble. In the end he came around to me
and said, "Can I have your notes please?" I said, "I don't have any notes", and he went
white. I'm not surprised because when I saw the transcript of the speech, it was an
absolute garbled version. He could not keep up with the speed. I did my best to slow
down. Subsequently, I used to make tapes for some of the young Hansard reporters to
practice on in the break so they could get the voice and try to keep up with the speed. I
had to try to reconstruct that speech the best I can remember for Hansard. Anyone who
ever reads that Hansard, my first speech, it hardly makes any sense at all and it bears
very little relationship to what I actually said.
RJ

So how did you feel when you realised you had NOT done a good job?

PEARCE
I was embarrassed by it but in a way not surprised. When we were
talking about me being a debater, I was always the rebuttal speaker. I was never much
good when I was the first speaker.
RJ

Yes, you have covered this.

PEARCE
I'm not a good speaker just speaking cold on things. I am particularly
good coming up with.... because I don't use notes, I don't read a speech really well.
One of the problems I had when I had to deal with myself and I looked like I might get
to be leader was how will I do on reading the TV ads and stuff like that? I'm not a good
reader. Dowding, Carmen and Burke were much better at that. It is a weakness. I
suppose it is something you can work on. It was a problem for me. I overcame it in a
sense in Parliament but really I overcame it by hardly ever being the first speaker on
anything. When you're dealing with legislation, you are dealing with just a speech
which is written for you. It's all laid out so everyone can understand what's going on, it's
not left to chance. You read that out and after that, it's a debate. I was always involved
in debates. I was good at that so it wasn't really a problem. In those set speeches
where there's not really a debate going on, you just get up and give your own little
speech, I never did particularly well at those in Parliament in all honesty. I wasn't all
that surprised but it just taught me a lesson don't be too cocksure of yourself. That's
always a good thing.
-

RJ
After you'd been there for a while, what did you think about the standard
of debate at that time, remembering this is 1977 with Charles Court as Premier?
PEARCE
For the most part, it wasn't much good. Court himself was brilliant;
there's no doubt about it. He was a very substantial Premier and very good at
Parliament, and he dominated the place. The Liberals were a very hierarchical sort of a
party. Everyone's equal but not in the Liberal Party! The Libs would call him sir in the
corridor. I'm not kidding. It used to surprise me "Yes, sir", "No sir". They just about
tugged the forelock, all the backbenchers. Liberal leaders are always in a stronger
position than Labor leaders because although the Liberal leaders might be elected by
the party, after they picked the ministers, they do all the appointing, they have got all
the power. Labor leaders don't have anything like that. Some of them are trying to get it
now but in those days they certainly didn't have it. Court had been there a long time.
He was much better than all the rest of them, been there longer. It's not surprising that
they kowtowed to him in the way they did. The backbench for the most part I thought
were pretty ordinary, in fact, VERY ordinary I would have gone so far as to say. They
had some good ministers (a few, not many) but they were running the state in a fairly
conservative way, making a fair fist of it, I think, and Court, as I say, was exceptional.
-

It was Gough Whitlam actually years later who put me on to what the problem was with
them. Gough had his 65th birthday in my electorate. One of my branch members had
his birthday the same day as Gough so he knew the birthday was coming up, he knew
Gough was coming up for 65. He suggested as a fundraiser we should invite Gough
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across to celebrate his 65th birthday. I wrote him a letter and, much to my surprise, he
accepted. He came across and he wanted to give a speech about one vote, one value.
Gough was very strong on those democratic things. He wanted to make a thing about
Western Australia because he'd always had a thing about the inequality in the West
Australian Parliament. He said to me, while we were discussing what he might say, he
was asking me for information about his speech, background, he asked me much the
same question as you in a way, and he said basically, "When you're out with these
pocket boroughs, if you live on pocket boroughs, then you fill your caucus with
backwoodsmen". I think there's a lot of truth in that. Those little electorates in the
country were producing decent citizens but they weren't producing great statesmen. I
think that was part of their problem. The Liberal Party was so dominant in those days
that they were winning a lot of seats and there was a long tail in there. I got quite
friendly with quite a number of them so I don't want to denigrate them as people. They
were mostly nice and decent people, the odd fraud and hypocrite but you get that
everywhere. In my view there wasn't a huge amount of political talent. A lot of them
went out when the 1983 election came around. That's when a lot of them got knocked
off because when there was a more forceful group coming up, they couldn't really
stand up against them.
RJ

What did you think of Des O'Neil, Court's deputy?

PEARCE
I didn't have a lot to do with Des. He was a good deputy, I think. He
never struck me as particularly outstanding but he was solid and Court obviously had
trust in him. He just did a quiet, unflappable sort of a job. Court was in Parliament
almost all the time. An interesting thing: Charles would be there almost all the time. If
we sat till three o'clock, he would be there. When I was Leader of the House, I used to
send the Premier home after dinner as often as I could because mostly it's just going
through the motions. The Premier's job is to be sharp on TV before the people. They
have got to be answering radio calls at six o'clock in the morning. There's no point in
having them hanging around cooling their heels while other ministers were dealing with
the legislation. I could run the Parliament quite adequately without that assistance so I
used to send the Premiers off. I think that is a smarter way of doing it. Court was
always there so Des didn't have a whole lot to do. But he had a bit of a wit you wouldn't
always pick. He never struck you as a witty person.
I remember Jack Skidmore once, who was a fairly volatile member for Swan. He was
widely called the chambermaid, I might say, because of his capacity to empty the
chamber when he spoke. He used to speak at great length on a whole raft of issues
about which he was very enthusiastic but no-one else cared much. He took up the
issue of a group of people who wanted to keep exotic birds. There were, of course,
regulations about what birds you could and couldn't keep in those days. There probably
still are. He had a whole list of these birds which had been outlawed, I think, and he
was going through the 'brown crown sparrow' and a whole raft of stranger and stranger
names. Finally, Des O'Neil was sitting there signing his paperwork, not paying much
attention. He looked up and said, "What about the double-breasted mattress thrasher?"
The whole Parliament just dissolved. [laughs] I remember it to this day.
I ran into Des years later when I was holidaying in Shark Bay and he was touring
around in a caravan after he'd retired from being Deputy Premier. We had a pleasant
chat. Des was respected. I wouldn't say he was outstanding. In those situations, for
someone like Charles Court, a solid deputy like that was probably what he needed
most.
RJ
Ian Thompson was Speaker when you first went into the house. What
did you think of him as Speaker?
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PEARCE
He's a good friend, Ian, to this day. I haven't seen him much lately but I
have a lot of time for Thommo. He was an excellent Speaker. He was the best Speaker
in my time in the Parliament. Considering that Court was the Premier and very
demanding of loyalty, he had a very independent mind. He had wanted to be a
minister, and he deserved to be one too. Everyone's got their own little quirks but
Charles clearly didn't like the level of independence that Ian used to show so he never
made the ministry. When he hoped to get into the ministry, Court offered him the
Speakership. He only took it, so I'm told, on the basis.... Normally if you go into
Speaker, that's the end of you. He made a clear statement that he didn't see that as
stepping away from a ministerial position and he put that, but in fact he was. But he
was a very good Speaker, a very fair Speaker, very encouraging of young members.
He was very kind to me in my earlier stages. I kept a long respect for him afterwards.
After he left the Liberal Party (a story you must ask me about because I know a lot
about that) I tried very hard to get him to run as an Independent in that seat at the '93
election. I'd organised Labor preferences for him if he was going to run, but in the end
he decided that it wasn't worth sticking around because the Labor Party was going to
get thrashed in the election, which is exactly what happened. When he thought he
might have held the balance of power, he was keen to stay on. I thought Thommo was
an excellent Speaker.
RJ

We might as well deal with that while it's in your mind.

PEARCE
Okay, well it's an interesting story. Poor old Ian probably doesn't know
the whole of this. He was clearly having troubles with Richard Court, who was, I think,
the deputy at the time. I was Leader of the House. What they have is what they call
private members' day, which is Wednesday. In those days it was Wednesday
afternoons and evenings, where the opposition can order the business and the
government steps aside but the Leader of the House is still in charge of the thing. I
would get a list from the opposition of the issues they wanted to deal with and then get
up and I would move, or they would move (I can't remember who actually did it; it was
probably me) for that order to be the things that they put up.
Well, one Wednesday afternoon they came to me and I think it was Richard Court.
Richard was the deputy and I would deal with Richard. He was effectively there as
manager of parliamentary business. I got on very well with Richard. They had quite a
long list of stuff to deal with, half a dozen different things. I said, "That's a bit much,
Richard, you're not going to get through." He said, "Oh look, we need to if we can; can
you try to push it through?" I said, "Okay." One of the issues was to do with David
Parker. David tended to go on a bit because he knows a lot. He was very well
informed. He was a very interesting speaker, David, but he tends to let you have all of
his knowledge on these things when Parliament was there but he was not necessarily
good at going through it quickly. The way I used to manage the Parliament was, you
can only manage the Parliament by managing the opposition so I spent a lot of my time
in Parliament sitting around the opposition side talking to people.
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The opposition has an almost infinite capacity to frustrate the Parliament under
standing orders. It has plenty of opportunity. You need to understand they're all going
to have their say so you organise to let them have their say in the most efficient way
and then try to jolly them along to meet the time lines that the governments needs. It's
sort of a persuading job. I started to go around and chat. Most of them were pretty
good. I said, 'Can you speed this up a bit please, we need to get this done by tonight."
Unless there was something really bad going on, they would mostly agree. I went
around a couple of times.
This private members' day was slowing down. It was less in our interest to get stuff
through. It didn't really matter to us what happened on private members' day if it got
through two things or six things. I went around there and there was a bit of snarling and
snapping going on. I wasn't quite sure what was happening. I went back and said to my
players.... It was feeling a bit fractious, the Parliament, and there were a couple of
points of order taken. We were sitting down and David Parker had been going on a bit.
He lent over to me and said, "I know I have gone a bit long on this but I can cut this
short if you like." I said, "No, no, there's something going on over the other side. Just
keep talking, see what happens." He dragged it out and it went on.
The very last item didn't get dealt with until about five minutes from the end of the
parliamentary time and it was Ian Thompson's motion and he got up and he was
furious that he hadn't got to deal with his business. It turned out what had happened
there'd been an argument inside the shadow cabinet or inside the Liberal Party about
what would get dealt with and Court had clearly insisted on something going ahead of
Thompson's thingo and Thompson was keen to get his bit up. Anyway, he'd had a lot
of problems; it was the last straw for him. He got up and he spent his five minutes
getting stuck into Richard Court about, "You have got all of the arrogance but none of
the ability of the old man." I don't know if you remember that speech. It was a very
dramatic speech. I got up as soon as his five minutes was up and extended the
Parliament for another hour to let Ian have the full benefit of his say, and he let go and
it was a fascinating evening. The next morning he'd resigned from the Liberal Party,
which he really had to do under those circumstances. I felt a bit guilty afterwards. I
didn't know what was going to happen. I knew something was going to blow up there.
You have got to encourage the explosions on the other side. I think Thommo was
happier in the way his parliamentary career finished up than if he'd stuck it out with the
Libs.
RJ

What about your talking to him about being an Independent later?

PEARCE
Coming up to the election, he would have won that seat, I'm quite sure,
as an Independent. He was very well respected in the electorate. He had an
independent view of stuff. He was a good member and had a good understanding of
local politics. With the Labor Party preferences, he would have won it. I think he would
have run at the stage when he thought the government might go down but there would
be two or three Independents that would be the balance of power. Phil Pendal, I think,
was.... Maybe Phil wasn't an Independent until later on, but Liz Constable was already
an Independent then. He thought he was never going to be a minister (I think he
realised that) with the Liberals and he obviously couldn't join the Labor Party, so his
only chance to actually effect the outcome of things was to be in a balance of power
situation in the Parliament. He was quite attracted by that and as I say, we had several
discussions about it. I certainly was willing and able to organise Labor preferences for
him and certainly encouraged him to run. As we got closer to the election, I think he
saw quite clearly that the Labor Party was going to go down in a heap and he would be
there as an Independent but in a situation where the Liberals had a clear majority and I
think he thought that wasn't what he wanted to do.
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RJ
And your memories of Bruce Okley as Clerk of the Legislative
Assembly. You have referred to him giving that day of induction.
PEARCE
I liked Bruce. He was very helpful to me as he was to everyone. He was
very quiet, calm, very helpful, knew his stuff, unflappable. He used to sing in one of
those barbershop quartets is the wrong term but one of those 'a Capella' choirs.
-

RJ

-

No, it was a barbershop quartet as well. [Laughs] Loved it.

PEARCE
It was. Okay. When he retired we had a function for him at Parliament
House and some of his people came and they sang. It was just brilliant. I remember
seeing him on TV not long afterwards because they were going off to the airport to go
off to some national competition and they just did an impromptu performance in the
airport lounge. They were very good.
The other thing about Bruce is that he was very fair. In the end I got to be Leader of the
House because, among other things, I had a clear knowledge of how the process
worked. I learnt a lot of it from Bruce and he was very willing to talk to you and explain
how it works, what you needed to do. He'd written a book about it. He was an asset to
the Parliament.
RJ
Before you became Leader of the House, you were deputy opposition
whip from 1977 when you first went into Parliament until 1980. Was that something that
you sought or were you asked to be?
PEARCE
No. It came up (I think I mentioned earlier on) at my very first caucus
meeting when they elected everybody. I put my hand up at the end that I just missed
out by a couple of votes on actually scraping into shadow cabinet but then there were
positions to be filled and once the plum ones were done, the whip was always highly
sought after because it was the only opposition job that you got any money for. All the
others were voluntary. Tom Bateman had been the whip. He had a clear grip on that.
No-one was going to challenge Tom for that. Then deputy whip was there and I was
sort of next in line so I got it.
RJ

How many opportunities does that give you?

PEARCE
None. The whip's job is just administrative, to make sure everyone is
there and to count the votes when there are divisions and sign a bit of paper for the list.
It's not a particularly taxing job. It is important in the sense that parliamentarians are
very hard to keep together in one spot. I used to say when I was Leader of the House,
what I need is a good sheep dog for keeping them in the Parliament because they all
have so much to do. Parliament is full of extraordinarily busy people. Sitting in
Parliament is mostly a waste of their time. In federal Parliament, they don't bother
about sitting in the Parliament. If you go there, apart from the odd show on occasions,
there'll be three people in the place. The House of Commons is no different too, I was
surprised to discover. I sat in the House of Commons once with three people a guy
giving a grievance, a minister replying to it and someone in the chair and that was it,
out of 600-odd members. It's only Parliaments like ours that have to keep more than
half the people there at a given time. Your job was to make sure that everyone was
there. People don't take Parliament all that seriously when they lose it by so many
votes. It doesn't matter if they lose by one more. It was a bit of a job but not a really
serious one.
-

I had one little funny thing I might mention. I had the neighbouring electorate to Tom
[Bateman]. I didn't get on terribly well with him in some ways though I liked him
personally. Tom always felt.... There had been a redistribution that created my seat out

TAPE SEVEN SIDE B

PEARCE

93

of part of his old one. He had one big branch and I had to take part of his branch
people to run that part of his electorate and he was never very happy about that. We
got on well enough, Tom and I. He was whip. He said to me early on in the first week or
two, the first time I was left in charge of the Parliament, "I'm just going up to the library.
Can you look after the place for a while." I sat there and then over they came. They
wanted another couple of pairs. The way the Parliament works is that in order to
maintain the voting balance when people have to be away on other business is that if
there are going to be a number of Liberal people away you organise for a number of
government people away, you organise for the same number of opposition people to
be away or if they're not physically away, that they won't vote. There's sort of an
agreement to maintain the voting balance when people are absent. Normally it means
that we used to have six pairs. It means six people on each side could be off. Someone
had to go away suddenly. Can they have another pair? It's the sort of thing you just do
off the top of your head. It was the first time so I was a bit nervous. I thought I better
check on this so I went up to the library. I looked around and I couldn't see him
anywhere. I said, "Is Mr Bateman here?" They said, "Mr Who?" Clearly they'd never
heard of Tom in the library. I don't think he'd ever been there. [laughs] He was in the
bar. And all of those young Turks forever afterwards, when that story got around
because I told a lot of people and when that story got around all the young Turks would
say every time they wanted to go to the bar, they'd say, "Off to the library? Going to
borrow a book?" David Parker had his turn. It's the sort of spot you put someone who
is brand new in Parliament but someone who might be heading on for greater things.
RJ
You have already referred to being a member of the education
committee with Bob Hetherington as chairman, and transport committee with Ken
McIver but you were also a member of the library committee from '77 to '80. What did
that involve?
PEARCE
The parliamentary library
that was a parliamentary committee. The
other two are caucus committees. I was nominated to that. Clive Griffiths was the
chairman of it. Clive was another person I got on particularly well with in the
Parliament. He was a Liberal but he covered the upper house area. His electorate
encompassed mine. Clive is a very amiable fellow. He held a marginal upper house
seat for many years, which was no small thing to do. His way of doing it was to get on
well with everybody if he could and he didn't look to make enemies, even on the other
side. We got on pretty well. He didn't have much of an education either. I was the only
one on the committee with a university education. They were talking to someone who
actually reads books and they sought my advice.
-

We never had much to do. We were responsible for keeping the library turning over,
though there turned out to be some issues with one of the librarians and it caused a
fuss. It's a good little library, the parliamentary library, but it didn't have a huge budget.
Mostly it looked after the distribution of the newspapers. When we had to make cuts,
there was a fascinating insight into bureaucracy when we had to do some cutbacks one
year. We got a list of all the newspapers that were distributed. There was a distribution
list of hundreds of these things. When you looked at the list, two-thirds of the people on
it were either left or dead so we cut it back. What happened was other people had
inherited these newspapers. The lists were never up to date. They were all being used
somewhere along the line. So I don't think I made any great contribution in my three
years on the library committee. It just rolled along. There have been big changes since
but I don't know that the parliamentary library is much different than it was.
RJ
Going back to your electorate duties, you have spoken of not having an
office initially and having people meet you at Parliament. Right from the very beginning
when Parliament started to sit, how did you divide your time between electorate and
Parliament? Could your constituents make appointments with you?

TAPE SEVEN SIDE B

PEARCE

94

PEARCE
I would mostly go around to their houses in those days so people would
ring up. Right to the time I was minister (maybe towards the end of my time as minister
I cut it out) I always had my home phone number on my literature. I had an office
number and a Parliament number and my home number so a lot of people would ring
me at home at night and others at the office. When I was in Parliament, they had to ring
at Parliament during the day. There were no mobile phones. You got your messages
when you got there so I got to see everyone. Don't forget, when I got elected, I had the
most marginal seat in the state so I was very assiduous to looking after people who
rang up and did my best there. I knew I had to hold the seat but at the same time, to
quote Bob Hawke's famous quote, I wasn't going to Parliament just to put my bum on a
back bench so I had intentions to move on. I put a fair bit of time into doing well in the
Parliament, and to the caucus committees, being involved in caucus meetings and
caucus decision making but for all that, the electorate took up a lot of time, quite rightly,
and I put a big effort in to make sure I held the seat.
RJ
Having your home phone number available to people, did people take
advantage of that? Did you ever have occasions when there were abusive calls or
early morning calls?
PEARCE
Very occasionally. You get a bit. Even when I was minister, occasionally
I would get the odd one, but very rarely. People are pretty good, I must say, about
those sorts of things. You get some of those early morning calls. I remember one
morning someone rang me at half past six in the morning because she didn't want to
disturb me at the office but what she was really concerned about was the situation
where the Department of Community Welfare had taken away a kid, or allowed a
teenager to live with someone else, and she was very, very, very upset about that. In
those circumstances, you make allowances.
What would have been the most common reason? Can you identify the
RJ
most common reasons people reached out to you?
PEARCE
In those days it probably was housing because the State Housing
Commission housed an awful lot of my constituents and getting a better house or
getting a house at all was a big issue for lots of them. I spent a lot of time on housing
issues, quite a lot on immigration issues, even though it was a federal issue. In those
days there was more scope in the system for appeals to ministers and trying to use
influence to get quite a big proportion of people who are settlers in Western Australia. I
think a third of the electorate were first generation; that is, people who had come to
Australia and they were born somewhere else, a third of them from the United Kingdom
and probably a good 20 or 30 per cent from Asian countries. I had a big immigrant
population in that sense, and family reunion, particularly from the United Kingdom, was
a big issue. We'd deal a lot with that. You'd get the old standards footpaths, street
lights, council issues. Occasionally we would get people who ran into trouble with the
law, people who had financial problems, about to lose their house or something like
that.
-

Really you were kind of a social.... one of my colleagues said we were really
unqualified social workers and to some extent that's true. It was a newish thing. Until
probably only a couple of elections before there hadn't been electorate offices.
Electorate offices came in under the Tonkin government in the early 70s. Members
didn't have electorate offices before that. That growth of going to members' electorates,
the new member was still in a growth stage. Over my time in Parliament, people got
much more used to doing that. Now, of course, people do it in spades. Whole systems
have to be set up to deal with it. It was a little less hectic in my time. You tend to get the
worst cases. Very often you get the cases that no-one else could solve so it was
sometimes almost impossible to do anything for people in quite unfortunate
circumstances.
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RJ
I know it's common for members of Parliament to end up being asked to
be patron of various local bodies. Did that happen to you? Did you say 'yes' to every
request?
PEARCE
I was patron of a few. I got involved in a few. It was never a huge
number, to be quite honest. The reason for it I think was that the bulk of my electorate
came out of Cyril Rushton's old electorate. They might have been Labor voting. I really
took up the section of Armadale and Kelmscott which was on the wrong side of the
tracks. It was on the coastal side away from the hills. But they were all in the City of
Armadale. The organisations there were all pretty much run by the Libs. Cyril had been
there for many years, a very good local member, Cyril, and had a lot of contacts.
Although I was a member, I was always a bit of an outsider in the organisation of
things. I saved the hide of the mayor on one occasion when he looked like being
bumped off, Ian Blackburn. That helped me with a good relationship with him and he
was a bit helpful. I never spent a lot of time. I'd go to functions for them. I'd do that sort
of stuff but I was never right at the heart of those sorts of things in the way that the
Liberal members in the area were. But I had a different way of dealing with things in
terms of profile and, again, one of those fortunate flukes that you get.
I think I mentioned before I'd had two years on TV during those three years in that
debate series, which wasn't widely watched but I guess a few people would have seen
it. Out there, there was a newspaper called the Comment News. It was one of the early
free giveaway community newspapers which you now get all the time. I think it was
produced on a fortnightly basis. Fortnightly or monthly? It probably was fortnightly.
They would give it away.
I had been to New Zealand with the Australian debating team while I was a member of
Parliament. The first time was in 1978. I spent a bit of time in Wellington in the New
Zealand Parliament. I stayed for a time with the Labor Party whip in the New Zealand
Parliament. He was one of the people putting up debaters. One of the things I noticed
there was the impact that those free giveaway papers had. We didn't have them in
Western Australia then but they were big in New Zealand. All the pollies used them
because it is a very neat and quick way to your particular electorate. You have to battle
to get something in the West. They dealt with local issues. We came away with a
feeling that this was something to encourage.
When I got back, I started to make real efforts to write out press releases for the local
newspaper. Everyone does it now. So many people do it, it is very hard to get them in.
The Comment News wanted to go from fortnightly to weekly but they didn't really have
much of a reporting staff. I was quite a good writer. I was an English teacher so you'd
expect it, I guess. I would find myself writing three or four stories a week for the local
paper featuring yours truly but I was not dumb enough to make them propaganda stuff.
I'd pick a story that was a little local story, a nice little newsworthy story. I would make
myself only little in the story, not big so it was a story story, not a propaganda story.
They needed the space filled so we had a nice little arrangement running between us.
I'd give them the stuff to print, they would print it. Their popularity and advertising
soared; my ratings went up. That was how I dealt with getting to the people, going to
the houses. I didn't really have much of an avenue through the local organisations.
Even the P & Cs tended to be run by the Libs out there in those days.
RJ
We come to the 1980 election, which you won convincingly. You actually
got 9934 votes and the Liberal candidate, Nancye Jones, got 7268 and Gordon Stapp,
who was an Independent, got 930. Tell me about that election. Anything particularly
stand out? You passed the comment last time that you were subject to a lot of
pressure and it also meant more to you to win that than it had previously.
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PEARCE
It did. Nancye's dead now, unfortunately, Nancye. She was a very nice
person. In my first three years of Parliament I'd set up my own branch,
Gosnells/Westfield branch, because of the problems with Tom Bateman, trying to
establish my bit of the electorate. I set up a branch and a guy came to it from Westfield
whose son owned a tow truck. He came along to the branch one night and told us this
very alarming story about police corruption with regard to tow trucks. It really dealt with
kickbacks that tow truck drivers, so he claimed, would give to police to let them know
when there are accidents so they could be first in line.
I raised that issue in Parliament. It was my first big exposure issue. I got a debate on
the I can't remember what it was called those days but it was a pre-cursor for The
7.30 Report. It was a local state version of The 7.30 Report. I remember coming on it
with the Deputy Commissioner of Police and it got quite willing. When we came off one
of the producers said to me, "Gee, we don't have exciting debates like that on TV any
more." That was helpful too.
-

It got the whole tow truck industry against me. Nancye Jones owned a tow truck
company. She was well financed by the tow truck interests and by the Liberal Party
because the Libs had woken up to the fact they'd been a bit sharper, they might have
knocked me off last time and I was the most marginal seat in the state and they were
really after me. They ran a very big ad. campaign.
She was very good. She was an interesting, attractive woman. When she got preselected, I remember Ian Thompson coming around and saying to me,
"Congratulations." I said, "What for?" He said, "The Liberal Party have just re-elected
you; they have picked a woman." It was the political belief then that a woman was a
poor candidate. I only got a shock then when coming up to the state elections at the
Gosnells elections, a woman candidate knocked off a longstanding mayor in his
electorate. The mayor was picked by the council but she soundly thrashed him in the
seat he'd held for 28 years. I thought, that's not a very good sign. So we did some
polling. We got John Utting out, who is now the Labor Party pollster (he runs a very big
and successful polling operation in Sydney now; he was a uni student in those days) to
come out to do some polling. It showed that on our polling that people were 20 per cent
more likely to vote for a woman candidate than a man. There was a big difference in
the polling because a lot of women would vote for a woman candidate, irrespective of
party. I thought it didn't look too good at all then she ran a very expensive campaign.
She doorknocked very extensively.
No, they had me really worried. In fact, well into the day, I thought that I'd lose that. I
was surprised when the results came in. I couldn't believe it because they had done so
well: a good, organised candidate. I met her a few times. She seemed to be very
decent. I had more to do with her afterwards a bit and I still have a lot of time for her.
But I think what happened, two things happened. The first was the swing wasn't on. It
was 1977, the Liberal Party had peaked and in 1980, it was coming down. Ron Davies
was the leader. Things weren't so bad. Charlie Court, people were starting to get a little
bit tired of him. A few things were going on which were helpful. The other thing that I
hadn't factored in enough was just the impact all that writing in the local paper had
done. Over three years I'd built a reputation without really realising it. On that point, she
was never going to win that seat but she had me believe she probably would.
I almost went around to their party on election night. I was driving around for a couple
of hours. I knew where they were having their party. I knew most of them. I almost
dropped by and said commiserations because you ran a good campaign. The only
reason I didn't was because one nasty little thing happened at the end of it. In the last
week, I suppose when people get desperate, the local paper had run three letters that
were critical of me, quite sharply critical of me. I wasn't thick skinned enough to wipe it
off. When I looked at them, I thought it's an odd little pattern here. There would be
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Huntingdale Avenue, Huntingdale, Thornlie Drive, Thornlie. The name of the street was
the same as the name of the suburb for all three. I thought that's a bit odd. I drove
around to have a look at them and they were all vacant blocks. They were forged
letters. They got into the paper. I wouldn't say that Nancye personally was involved in
that but it left a bit of a nasty taste, unnecessarily. I guess it made no difference to the
outcome.
RJ

Do you remember what they were critical about you for?

PEARCE
Just personally. They were just not big things. It was, "You wouldn't
come around to our home." I got, "Bob Pearce said he couldn't do it but the Liberal
candidate came and fixed it up." It was that sort of a thing. That was not a huge thing.
It just caused a bit of a hassle at that time. She died not long after, poor Nancye. She
had hooked up with a bloke who lived in Toodyay. She used to drive up and stay on the
farm. I think they were going to get married. She ran off the road and got killed, hit a
tree, spiked by a branch. It was very tragic.
RJ
How did you feel about returning to opposition, though you probably
didn't have any expectation of doing anything else?
PEARCE
That's right; we didn't but we came back.... I think I mentioned this story
earlier. We came back in a different frame of mind because all we young Turks who
had been in our training term, we were in our second term now and we were going to
make an impact. We came back determined, things like getting in the shadow cabinet,
which I did, and stuff like that. I'm sure I told you the story about the caucus ballot for
that one where all these young Turks turned up and we got done over by all the old
blokes....
RJ

Yes, you did.

PEARCE
who were much better, smarter and better organised and taught us a
lesson there, which we learned very thoroughly when the next occasion came around. I
was pleased to be back.
....

I think I said before about you have got so much more to lose when you're there. When
I ran the first time, if I had not won, it would have been an interesting experience. I
would have been sorry perhaps not to have done it but I enjoyed my teaching career so
I would have gone back to it without any trouble whatsoever. To put your hand up for
something and not be picked for it is one thing but then to have it and then to have the
electorate say, "Hang on, no, you're not good enough, we're having him instead or her
instead" (it would have been a "her") that hurts. You can see from people who have lost
their seats, often there's quite an impact, different for different people. You can see
people never really get over it. It's a very personal, very public, rejection involved in
that. Clive Griffiths on occasions would say about dealing with an issue of office staff,
redundancies. When members have their office staff, the office staff only hold office as
long as they do. They turn up for work on Friday and if their boss loses their job on
Saturday, then they're out. I was involved in negotiating a situation whereby those
people had to be given notice effectively and allowed a couple of weeks to sort
themselves out. I remember Clive saying rather ruefully, "No-one gives us notice. You
turn up, you watch the TV one Saturday night and on Monday you go and clean out
your office." That's how it is.
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TAPE EIGHT SIDE A
RJ
Did anyone else want to be shadow Minister for Education, which is
what you became? You started off as shadow Minister for Education, Women's
Interests and Cultural Affairs, and Cultural affairs was dropped in September 1981.
PEARCE
Okay. Bob Hetherington wanted to be shadow Minister for Education.
He had been it, in fact. When I first started Don Taylor had been, and then I am sure
Bob Hetherington got it. I was chairman of the education committee and Bob was
shadow Minister. I felt sorry for Bob in some ways. When we got in there were so few
of us on the ground that Bob got to be Deputy Leader of the Opposition in the
Legislative Council before he was even a member of Parliament because the ballot
was taken before the councillors were sworn in. As you know, there is a gap. The
election was in February but the councillors don't get sworn in until they take office in
May so Bob was the Deputy Leader of the Opposition. By the time we came up to
1980, Joe Berinson was in the Parliament and Joe, obviously, was a very substantial
political talent. What happened was that Joe Berinson got to be deputy leader in the
Legislative Council at his first meeting and poor old Bob got dropped and he never got
back into either the shadow cabinet or the cabinet.
But we worked well together. We just changed jobs over. We worked well together in
education. We had similar sorts of views about what needed to be done and had a very
fruitful and cooperative relationship.
I was always interested in cultural affairs, so that was a good portfolio to have. I did
some useful work around the place, including I think I mentioned this to you last time
I got to launch Albert Facey's book, A Fortunate Life as Shadow Minister for Cultural
Affairs but I lost it when Ron Davies lost the leadership. One of the things that was said
to Ron as a sort of sweetener I guess after the disappointment he had was he could
pretty well choose his own portfolios. He wanted to do cultural affairs and I happily
gave it to him. I would like to have kept it, but I thought it was very reasonable. I didn't
have any objection to that.
-

-

He became extraordinarily popular. He was Minister for Cultural Affairs, Ron, when we
got into government. Again, someone with very little education, he had as a 15-year-old
gone to work for the railways and probably not much of a knowledge of those sorts of
things of any esoteric matter, but he would go to everything and he was really popular.
They really liked him in the arts community. When he went they gave a big send off to
him. I think they had something at the Concert Hall, or somewhere like that, which was
good.
Women's interests, I never asked for that and it was just a nightmare not because they
weren't.... The reason I got it was because in my time in the Teachers' Union I had
fought hard for equal pay for women, equal promotion opportunities and a raft of those
things, but you couldn't be a shadow Minister for Women's Interests with women's
groups when you are a bloke pure and simple. It was all the worst things. I can
understand that, I really do. We had no women in the shadow cabinet and no-one else
could have had it.
-

I must say for all that I did some quite useful stuff in there. I prepared the legislation
with regard to rape laws, which became the basis of the legislative change that was
made a long time after I relinquished the portfolio. I drew into it people such as Lisa
Hagen, her name was, and I can't remember [her married name] who was prominent in
the premier's department subsequently. I knew her. She'd been in the same year as
me at law school when she started off. Her name will come back to me, and some
others, so you'd draw them in and we moved to make sexual harassment an offence
under the equal opportunity legislation. So I did some useful work there. I think some of
the women's groups I worked with quite well and when I got into the Department of
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Education I was very successful in working on some of the issues there, but it was
always a rocky relationship.
One of the reasons for it goes back to those debates. When we first did the debates,
one of the very first ones was on women's lib. Of course, in a debate you are just given
a side. The way they were working those ABC TV shows was that they would have a
group of us; they'd have a debating team, which I think every second week was me
and a couple of others so I was in it much more than anybody else and a group of
people from an interest group. Like say, if you were debating a women's lib issue you
would have a group of three women's libbers on the one side and the debating team
would take the other side. It wasn't' a matter of your personal thing. Anyway, I made
mince meat of this women's lib team in the debate and I did it in a way which really hurt
them. I don't remember the details of it particularly well now. There had been some
conference or other in Paris on this women's lib thing and they had made some
technical mistakes and I honed in on what they had done. The thing that hurt was that I
was right; they knew I was right on the issue, you know what I mean. But it was just a
debate for me, I didn't think twice about it, but they got stirred up. They filled the
audience with people from the interest group and it got quite heated. They told me
once, they said, they were quite shocked in the box because they hadn't anticipated
this. He said, "We were sitting here with our finger on the volume button about to turn it
off, but you seemed to be doing all right" so he kept it going. Then they got really
excited about it because we were making it exciting and they then tried to encourage
audiences to get more vociferous. What happened was, it finally got to a stage where
some woman shouted at me. June Rankin Wilson, does that name ring a bell?
-

RJ

No, not with me.

PEARCE
I think it is. I think that was her name. She is a really nice person. She
was one of the prominent ones in the women's groups in the 1970s that we are talking
about and she said to me she'd been interjecting quite a lot and she said, "You didn't
listen to...." whoever on this point I'm making when I'm speaking and she said, "You
didn't listen to...." I said, "Not only did I listen to her, but I listened to you and you have
spoken more tonight than she has." [laughs] She sat there white faced and then she
came up to me afterwards she stormed up and said, "You couldn't resist going for the
put down, could you?" She thought, what's the worst name she could call me and
she said. "MAN!" [laughs] They held that against me for a long time, that debate. When
I think I showed bona fides in trying to do some things, we got quite a reasonable
relationship but it started off in a very rocky way. I was only too pleased when that
portfolio went to somebody else. It went to Dave Evans. I was only too happy to see it
move on.
-

-

-

RJ

You held it for three years, according to the record though.

PEARCE
That is right. After 1983, when we went into government, Dave Evans
had the actual portfolio.
RJ

Yes. In 1983 you won the seat of Armadale. How come Armadale?

PEARCE
There was a redistribution and a new seat.... The south east
metropolitan area was growing and population was growing and there was a
redistribution and my old seat, the population had really grown in that, was split in two.
It was made into the seat of Gosnells and the seat of Armadale. Now I lived in
Armadale. I'd got the seat originally because the Gosnells seat came down to
Armadale. It really took in more of Armadale and Kelmscott than it ever did of Gosnells.
When it moved down it took in all of the city centre and when I looked at the two sets of
boundaries there wasn't much in it. There was about a percentage. I think Armadale
was the worst of the two but it was only a per cent or so. I was thinking you should live
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in your electorate or as close to it as you can so it was a pretty natural choice for me to
pick Armadale. Looking at it, the longer term, I thought there was always going to be a
danger that I would get pushed out of the actual Armadale into the area south (which
was in the end what happened me) and that would make the seat much more marginal.
Who knows what's going to happen in the future. I lived there and that is why I went for
that and I was always happy to do it.
It changed the dynamics a lot in that area. While I was a member of Gosnells, even
though most of my seat was Armadale, Armadale had been like a real Liberal
stronghold. The council was run largely by Liberal Party members. A lot were exmembers of Parliament. As they came out of Parliament they had gone into the council
and it was a real.... Cyril Rushton had held that seat for a long time. All of a sudden I
was the member for Armadale and Cyril was out in the backblocks. He had the
surrounding areas and it changed the whole politics of that area. Without too much
problem the council became much more Labor inclined and a whole raft of things
changed out there. But the reason I did it was because I lived there.
RJ

What do you remember about that campaign?

PEARCE
I was never worried about it, having sweated out and gone through the
1980 campaign thinking until late in the afternoon, in fact really until the results started
to come in in 1980 I would lose that seat. I really thought that would happened and
then when we got the votes in I got a 7.5 per cent swing, which was a big swing, and
we all breathed a big sigh of relief. I was never particularly worried about the 1983
election. I was sure I was going to win it. Half an hour I'd gone just around the booths
I'd gone around and the feeling was just so much different than the elections that had
gone before.
RJ

In what way?

PEARCE
You could tell. One of the things that got me. In 1980, the party was still
in a pretty depressed state. We had the Whitlam sacking in 1975, the Whitlam disaster
in 1977 at the federal level and the state disaster really in the 1977 state election and
people were just used to getting whipped. We had a state Liberal government, federal
Liberal government. The party members had lost the anger from 1975 had worn a bit
thin and they were a pretty depressed mob. When I went around the booths you'd do
a tour around and say, "How's it going?" "Oh, I don't know". You know they were all
very..., not getting a good feeling from the people coming in, that makes you worry. I
finally got down to the Langford booth, which theoretically was my best, it was a
housing commission area, my best booth, and the person there said, "We are going
pretty well here." I said. "What do you reckon?" They said, "About 50-50." [laughs] I
thought if I get 50-50 at my best booth that's not doing all that well.
-

-

In 1983 it was totally different. The people were queuing up to vote Labor. They would
come and take the how-to-vote card. They would not touch the Liberal one. Hawke had
been made the leader of the federal opposition and it was a very buoyant time. I had
gone around the booths and within an hour, two hours, I was certain I was going to win
and win well. So I never worried about the individual result. I didn't think we would win
government. I was surprised about that.
But one thing I do remember about it shows how little you can tell sometimes in these
things. At four o'clock in the afternoon, after I had been going around the booths and I
was absolutely certain I was going to a big result, Cyril Rushton, who had the
neighbouring seat and had been in politics longer than me, was handing out how-tovote cards with my father at the Armadale Primary School, which was a joint booth for
Dale and for Armadale. He told my father, very confidently, that the Libs were going to
beat me. My father, of course, argued the toss but he didn't have much.... on principle,
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I suppose. I could not understand how it could be because I got very close to 70 per
cent at that booth. I think my overall margin was 64 per cent so in two elections I'd
gone from 50.9 to 64 per cent. And the booth that [Cyril Rushton spoke to my father] I
got a thumping great majority there and Cyril went within three votes of losing his seat.
In fact, on the first count he did lose it. It's only they allegedly discovered a dozen ballot
papers stuffed into a school desk there days after the count that got him back into
Parliament. Cyril said to me afterwards, "We had no idea how badly we were going."
What he had done, he had stopped doorknocking in his own electorate to come over
and help in the Liberal effort to beat me. He said, "We were getting a good reaction at
the doorstep. We thought we had you done we had you cold." He had no idea what
was going on in his own electorate or he never would have crossed the border.
-

They [the Liberals] had a good candidate that year. He was the last of the good ones to
run against me. I cannot think of his name.
RJ

I didn't find a record.

PEARCE
Oh. [pause] It will come back to me. He was a president of the local
football club Kim Cable, it was. Kim Cable. He wasn't Cable Sands, I think, but he had
some mining or sandmining interest. He was quite.... He wasn't poor. They ran a very
well-funded, very good campaign against me. He said to me afterwards, though look,
that convinced them, the second go. The first time they nearly beat me and then the
second time I got a biggish swing, but the redistribution brought it back to Armadale
and they thought, we can get him this time, because it was Cyril's old area. Afterwards,
they said to me, "No, we realised now it's a Labor seat." It had taken a while for the
penny to drop and then they couldn't get a decent candidate after that, so I never really
had to worry about the elections again until things started to swing back with the
redistribution in 1989.
-

Kim was a decent guy. He ran a good campaign, an honest campaign. Personally I
didn't have any difficulties but I never felt under the pressure in that campaign that I did
in 1980.
RJ
Did any of the leadership team come and help you: Burke, Bryce have a
role or anyone like that.
PEARCE
I don't think so. Everyone assumed I would win it. They were out
campaigning in the seats that counted. I never asked for any help.
RJ

And didn't need it.

PEARCE

And didn't need it.

RJ
Once you collected again as a team and realised you had won, how did
you go about planning for government. We will get come to your ministry, but planning
for government was a group, what happened?
PEARCE
Well see, we had been keeping.... the so-called gang of five had been
still operating as a coordinated group in the run-up to the election. It got a little less
important in a sense because once Brian got the [leadership] and it came into the
campaign, Brian was starting to do his own thing. He had a clear idea of what he
wanted to do and the consultation became a bit less. I remember a discussion about it
in that sort of I can't remember whether it was just our group or the whole of the
shadow cabinet but people started getting a bit angry. Decisions were being made
about campaign things and they weren't being asked about it. I said, "Listen, you can't
be a complete democracy in times like this. It's a time of war. We picked him because
-
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we think he knows more than we do and we've just got to trust him." And it proved to
be a right judgment.
After that we got the main group, it was a gang of five plus a couple. David Parker had
been pulled into it and there were probably seven or eight of us were hauled in to start
working out how to do it. The first thing, of course, was to elect a cabinet. There were a
lot of new people in it. We had the lesson only three years before about what can
happen if you're not pretty well organised in those circumstances. So there was a lot of
things to be done: when was the meeting to be held; who was actually going to get
elected?
I can remember, the size of the win, I think, took us all by surprise. I thought we would
get more than 50 per cent of the vote, and I think some of us did, but with the one vote,
one value thing not in place, the calculation was we would probably have to get up to
55 per cent to get a majority of one. I think we got 53.5 per cent in the end. But then all
of a sudden, over a meeting on the Saturday, Sunday and Monday and the results
were coming (I remember this particularly well) someone would come to the door and
said, "We've won Mandurah." There was a bit of a stunned silence. It was not on
anyone's list. Someone said, "Who's the candidate for Mandurah?" [laughs] John
Read, it was, a very good member of Parliament as it turned out, but they didn't even
know. It was amazing the size of the majority so it was quite a euphoric time.
The system we used actually was one I suggested myself. We talked about how do we
make sure that everyone doesn't vote for themselves and there is not that dispersed
vote in the Caucus that we had had last time. How are we going to do this? Are we
going to run a ticket and if so, who's going to put the order to the ticket? A lot of
ambitious people wanted to be on that ticket. We had a sort of a ticket because we had
it last time with the spill. It sort of gave a natural order to it. I made the suggestion that
in fact what we should do is not all run, that what we would do, because each of them
are individual ballots, that number one position and everyone would run for that and
someone would count all that and someone would win. It's a very long, messy and
uncertain process.
My suggestion, a pretty simple one and what we did was we only nominate one person
for that position I have a ticket, the number one person runs for the number one spot.
No-one else runs. Then someone runs for number two spot. So you don't have to worry
about all that fooling around. What happened was that the first seven or eight got
elected unopposed. As a result no-one is going to challenge Jeff Carr, no-one's going
to challenge me, no-one's going to challenge Arthur Tonkin or Mal Bryce. Mal was
deputy so it didn't matter. Only down towards the end when they were getting down to
the newer ones and people like Ernie Bridge would put their hands up and so there
were ballots, I think, only for the last three or four positions in that and the cabinet
election was quick and easy.
-

In planning for government, I don't think too many of us thought we were going to win.
Malcolm Bryce was really important in that. Although Brian was the leader and the
political strategist, in terms of things like process in government, Malcolm was much
sharper and much more attuned to what needed to be done and had much clearer
ideas about it. Brian probably did have ideas. You could have gone through the whole
campaign thinking that Brian didn't actually have too many ideas about these things
he was just good and getting to where he was going and Malcolm was the brains. It
was only after we'd been in a while that you started to realise actually that Brian had
quite a think about a lot of these political things and had a clear philosophy about how
we would go. It was quite different from some of the more orthodox staff that Malcolm
and the rest of us were thinking about but that only became obvious after we'd been in
government for a while.
-

-

PEARCE
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Malcolm was the one. He was the one that wanted a caucus better than Dunstan's and
he had good connections in South Australia. In fact, Don Dunstan came over and had a
talk to us. He'd resigned as Premier, I think, by then but he came over and talked about
taking over government. He gave a lot of good advice that we all followed. It caused
problems for us in some ways but his advice fundamentally was you've got to get on
top of the public service straightaway. They are used to running the state. They have
been there for 12 years under a Liberal government and so they are all going to be
basically liberally inclined, if not paid up party members. He was not suggesting that
perversion of it but just that you'd worked with the government and you understand
they way they think, what they do they get like that and you second guess them. He
said that is what you're going to have to deal with. He gave us a whole set of things
how to implement your own priorities, what to ask for, a lot of excellent advice about
the actual transition to government. We didn't really do much beyond that. I mean
Malcolm, we'd have discussions about it, but most of us thought it was a bit in the
distance really. We'd go to the meetings and think, wouldn't it be nice if. I certainly
didn't go into our election day thinking I'm going to be a Minister at the end of this it
would be nice if I were. I was a bit surprised when it happened.
-

-

It was amazing how quickly it happened. We had the election party at my house,
because Armadale didn't have to do the double thing I talked about before; why we
were supposed to have two election parties at night between them so we just had
everyone around to my place and my vote came in first. The first booth that came in,
we got 58 per cent in the booth and it was 'What?' 'Well, we did pretty well' and the
booth captain was a grin from ear to ear. He was as proud as punch. I never had a
result like that in that booth. And then the next booth came in and it was 62 per cent.
Some got up to 67. Grovelands, I think, was nearly 70. The poor old booth captain
came in at 58 per cent and he was as proud as punch and he saw his vote going down
the bottom of all the other booths that came in. So there was a very merry mood. Then,
when it was clear that we looked like we were winning, I started to get congratulatory
phone calls. People would start ringing up all around areas of education around the
state saying 'You're going to be Minister for Education, congratulations', all that. It was
a bit of a shock. Then by about one o'clock in the morning I got people ringing up who
wanted things done. [chuckles] It didn't take long. Oh no. "Now that you're going to be
Minister for Education, what about this."
RJ

What were you being asked to do?

PEARCE
There was a teacher who claimed he'd been sacked unfairly because he
had taken on the Director General at a meeting of teachers, although it wasn't a public
meeting, and he was dismissed. I may have the story wrong, but he was punished in
some way. I think that he was dismissed and was looking to being reinstated. I had
taken the case up for him. I had a look at the whole thing and there were certainly
doubtful elements to it but at the same time, I think he'd brought a lot of his misfortunes
on himself. As shadow Minister I'd dealt with that issue so that as soon as the word
was out that I was likely to be Minister he was on the thing asking to be reinstated.
RJ
An opportunist. I still go back to where you gathered as a successful
team in Parliament and you are about to govern. You've told me about the selection of
the Ministers. What planning then went on, if any, before you took over your own
portfolio? As a group, did you plan your approach to government?
PEARCE
No, almost all of the stuff that we did was just the mechanics and the
procedures who's going to be in the cabinet; who's going to have what portfolios.
Portfolios were an issue, of course, for the Premier and he did that. See it all happened
very quickly. We had to get organised when even the election results weren't all clear.
For example a couple of seats I think I mentioned Cyril Rushton's seat, Phil Vincent
was our candidate there. Phil won on the first count by three votes or six votes. Then
-

-
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there was a recount and his margin was reduced and they had another recount and
these 12 votes were found and suddenly he was a loser, but that took several weeks.
So Phil was actually along there. You had to include him in the caucus meetings. I think
there was somebody else who had a seat he might have won and in the end finished
up not being [elected] was involved in the vote. There were those things to be worked
out. Then, as I say, who was going to be and who was going to be what. Lots of other
positions to be sorted out in that whole thing because you need to have the caucus
meeting to elect everybody and then comes the swearing in.
The swearing in was on the Friday after the election. There was no planning for it. In
fact, the swearing-in day turned out to be quite bizarre because we had to track down
to.... I think the day before, the Thursday we were each given Ministerial cars each and
they were what was left over in the Ministerial pool in those days they had a situation
in which Ministers could buy their cars when they lost office so they would not be
without transport. And so all the Ministers had bought their cars and we were left with
the clapped out ones that were left over in the pool. They were all black and they had
to be recommissioned the next day because we were sworn in on Friday and on
Saturday they were burying one of the former governors who had died and so all the
black cars were needed for the cortege. So we were sitting around and saying, 'We
ought to go too.' Keith Wilson came up to me quietly saying, 'Have you worked out how
to turn on the radio yet?' [chuckles] They didn't have manuals in them these cars and
they were much bigger, more luxurious cars than any of us were used to.
-

On the actual swearing-in day we trooped down to Government House on the Friday
morning and lined up for pictures and the individual swearing in, and friends and family
and staff were there. It was quite an occasion. Burkie had organised for a celebratory
lunch, so we all trekked off to lunch before we went to our respective departments. So
it's swearing in at 11, lunch at 12 and off to departments at two. Lunch was not a good
idea because the wine flowed very freely.
RJ
Are you suggesting that you turned up at the Education Department the
worse for wear?
PEARCE
No, I am not suggesting that, but don't forget the 1980s was the era of
the long lunch and it was not unusual. It probably would have been better if we had
been a little bit sharper when we turned up. But when I went around to the Education
Department then, of course I was 36 oh no, I was 37. It must have been my 37th
birthday almost. I cannot remember the dates terribly well now.
-

RJ

You were 37.

PEARCE

Okay, but only by a couple of days in that case.

RJ

Yes.

PEARCE
All the departmental people were 10, 20 years older than me. I've never
seen a glummer faced lot of people when I turned up. I had taken a fairly active role
when I was in the Teachers Union and I had a fairly clear view about a lot of things. I
was told afterwards that the Director-General had asked about me before and they'd
said, 'Not ready', and I think that was the view of all when I went around there. I did a
quiet little speech. 'Look, I'm here to work together. I'm not the enemy from the outside
come to take over.' They gave a beautiful speech about how they appreciated the role
of democracy and they were here to work faithfully and all the rest of it. Then they
chatted for a couple of minutes and they went away.
I had promised when I was shadow Minister to liberate the Education Department
Ministerial lift. I remember that. When they built the new Education Department building
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over in Royal Street, East Perth, there had been a lift which had been set aside for the
personal use of the Minister. It was a long, spread out building and the Minister's office
is right up one end. There was a lift where the Ministerial car parking spot was and he'd
walk in and go up and although it served that end of the building, for reasons, allegedly
security, the Minister was the only person that was allowed to use it. Someone leaked
that information to me and I used it to embarrass Jim Clarko in Parliament. He tried to
defend his lift. And it just was a one-liner that on the spur of the moment I said, "When
we're in government the first thing we're going to do is liberate that lift."
END OF TAPE EIGHT SIDE A
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As soon as they had done the swearing-in all the press and every
television station in Western Australia were around to see the liberation of the lift. I
was told afterwards that Burkie was really pissed off about that because he did not
want the first day to be that. Anyway, we had promised and we had to do it, so I spent
about half an hour riding up and down in the lift with assorted people from the
Education Department and TV crews. Then they all went off and the Education
Department people all disappeared and I went to my office to meet my staff.
They were a bit it had been Jim Clarko on the Friday and it was me on the Monday,
or the day before anyway. I did not know any of them, obviously; they were all civil
servants in those days, not like it is now where you get half your own staff. I just took
over Jim Clarko's staff. I went into the office and it was absolutely bare. There was not
even a drawing pin or a paper clip. There was a bare desk and a bare thing and all of
Jim's stuff had been moved somewhere else. I sat there. I had nothing to do. The
phone didn't ring. Nothing happened. At the end of the day they brought in a box of
work that high and said, "Here are your files, Minister." I'd go home and people would
say, "Gee, you must have been extraordinarily busy. We rang and rang and couldn't
get through."
-

RJ

Are you saying that was deliberate?

PEARCE
No, not deliberate; that is just how it went. They would field the calls
and try to deal with them or whatever. It was just a very strange afternoon. After that
you would get a working system and you'd get going.
I have no complaints about any of that group. They were public servants; they worked
for Jim Clarko, they worked for me. They weren't political people in any sense. The
one who was political was the press secretary. I forget his name now, but he had been
a radio or TV reporter, I think, and been quite successful. He'd got a job as Jim
Clarko's press secretary only about six weeks before and things were moving and he'd
never signed his contract; he never signed a contract. And he came around and the
poor bugger just about had to beg for his job. He had no chance of being appointed. I
just said, "Look, I don't appoint the press secretaries, that's done by the Premier and
Ron Barry," a good friend of mine, who was the Premier's press secretary. I said, "I'll
have a word to them and see if I can help you." I wouldn't have been too happy to
have him, given his clear political leanings, but I felt sorry for him. Ron Barry came
around and he said, "We can't keep you on, but the new Leader of the Opposition, Bill
Hassell, is looking for a press secretary." He went round quick and got signed up by
Bill Hassell, so he did okay. The rest of them were okay. It was just a question of
settling in to that job. It was much more old-fashioned government than we are used
to, even by the time we ended.
One of the first questions I was asked was how was I to be addressed. I was given a
choice Minister or Mr Pearce, no first name nonsense, none of this egalitarian stuff.
That was it. So I said, "Okay, I'll go for Minister." I picked that. It is the position rather
than the person. Over the next couple of weeks I would go around the Education
Department and meet everybody. The Director General, he was a fairly shrewd. Bob
Vickery, it was. We got on reasonably well, all things considered. I liked him personally
but we had a rocky road just the same. The reason for it was that the Education
Department was not used to having Ministers who actually wanted to run the show.
They were much happier and more interested in running it themselves. At a very early
stage I was given a speech that the previous Director General had given at an
education conference in Brisbane about the role of Ministers, which was basically to
hand over the money and keep their nose out of the business and leave it to the
-
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professionals like him. David Mossenson, that was. I had had my run-ins with Dave
Mossenson over the years as shadow Minister and in other things. He was a very
authoritarian Director General in many ways, Dave, but very bright. He knew his stuff.
In the strange way these things often work out, he and I finished up very close actually.
I think he was retired by the time.... I brought him back to be head of the Secondary
Education Authority. He did an excellent job in it and he was very grateful to me for
having hauled him out of retirement. I was very grateful to him for doing a decent job in
an area that was causing a lot of trouble. I actually put him up in the end for an Order
of Australia and he got it, which I was very pleased to see. So, it is funny how these
things sort of work out.
Bob Vickery was a different kettle of fish. He had been the head of the Nedlands
College of Advanced Education before it was collapsed into the WA College of
Advanced Education. Four institutions became one. Bob was really well suited to be
the head of a tertiary body. He had that sort of polished style for that and he dealt well
with people in those sort of ways. He finished up as head of the Academy of
Performing Arts and did an excellent job there. Education was a bit hard for Bob, I
think, in terms of all the things he had to do. He had the problem that he was sort of
carrying the great Director General role people like Mossenson had had before him,
and he had to deal with someone from a government that was really determined to run
the show themselves. I thought it put him in a very difficult position. Again, personally,
I can feel for his position. He was I don't know 10 or 15 years older than me and
had a PhD and had been around for a whole lot longer. I had been out of the
classroom for six years in the Parliament and now I was his Minister. He never took it
personally and he would go out of his way in many ways to build a good relationship. I
think he had been pretty shrewd because he had set up a tour of the Kimberleys with
Jim Clarko for two weeks after the election, a week-long tour. Of course, Jim couldn't
go, not being Minister. I had to go. I had not planned to do that but it was all set up.
Looking back I was pretty naïve when I took on that job I reckon it had been set up
for me. They'd been able to read the tea leaves, as a lot of people had. We did not
think we were going to win the election, but a lot of other people did. I think he worked
out that this was the indoctrination tour "We'll get him away from everybody for a
week and run him through the way things ought to be". I think that was probably what
they were doing.
-

-

-

-

-

We had got elected on a program of educational reform and the way we were going to
do it was by a committee under Kim Beazley senior to review the education system
from top to bottom and try to work out what we thought needed to be done. It was real
Yes Minister stuff. They would say, "Minister, we are very seized of your things and
here's the way to do it." Of course, what they were trying to do was not directly
contradict but set it up in a way that meant they still kept their hands on all of the
strings. I was in a position where I needed them to do it, so I couldn't just go and
confront them, but I was determined I was going to keep my hands on the strings. The
Beazley committee was an interesting way of doing it because what they did, they then
presented me with a list of 23 people to be on the Beazley committee, whatever we
agreed beforehand, all of whom clearly were going to be favourable to their way of
looking at the world. I would look at it and I could see, well okay, this is going to be my
coalition. There are the Teachers Union people for a start; I came from that. I could
see how I could find a coalition that would get done the sort of stuff I wanted done, with
them having their own appointments. When we announced it, I remember the West
Australian editorialised on the fact that the committee set up to reform the system
looked like it was more conservative than the system they were setting out to reform.
They had picked clearly where the Education Department was going. But at the same
time, I made them report to me every week. They could have all the meetings they
liked, but every week the executive group a little group of three or four, including
Steve Hunter, who was Bob Vickery's personal choice from Curtin [University], came
over, and they would give me a rundown on where they were going and what they were
-
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doing and we had a discussion about it. So I would just have a constant feed into how
that was going to make sure it came out in terms of what the government was trying to
do. The committee itself met and had its discussions, so it was all an open process,
but I kept making sure it was important it was working along the way it should. Kim
Beazley had his own ideas, of course.
-

I thought that out of all of that it was a very successful operation because the Education
Department came out of it with a fair level of confidence in what it was seeing. They
did not feel it was really an attack on them; they thought well, they had actually had a
fair level of control over the process. I had got all the stuff I wanted out of it, so the
government felt it was getting the reforms that it was after. We had done a very open
process, so the press and others thought, okay, it was pretty reasonable. All of that
worked out over the first couple of years pretty well.
One of the things that Don Dunstan had said to us was, "All these civil servants just
appoint each other. Don't accept a situation where you don't get a say in who gets
appointed to things, because in the end it comes right down to that." The Director
General can be stronger than the Minister because he gets to appoint the people. In
fact, if you have ever watched Yes Minister, it is very clear on that because that is one
of the points it makes. Sir Humphrey would say, "Bernard, I would hate to be writing
your reports." That is a strength. I insisted that I be informed of everyone who was
proposed to be promoted over the level of superintendent superintendent or above. I
very rarely interfered or even made a comment on them, but it all had to come by the
Minister beforehand. It is the sort of thing that got us into trouble when we got down to
the Royal Commission, when the Royal Commission came along. They took the view
this was political interference in appointment of public servants. It can be, and in some
of my colleagues' cases I think it probably was, including Brian Burke. I never did. I
always worked on the basis that you are best off with honest public servants, not
political appointments, in the sense of not trying to pick your friends but people who
would do an honest job for you, and do an honest job if the other side comes along.
My experience over time has been that that really is the best way to do it. I never got
involved
not that there was much opportunity in the Education Department in
straight political appointments. I always tried to pick people to do a good job. There are
a lot of people you have to appoint in education there are boards, senates of all the
universities, a whole raft of people. It was interesting.
-

-

-

-

To pick on that, the university senate, I had considerable run-ins with UWA. It probably
started with senate appointments, because they would roll up to me whoever they
wanted. One of the things I noticed was they absolutely had to have "X" and if they
didn't get "X", "X" would disappear, they would never bring him up again. Next time
they would absolutely have to have "Y". What happened to "X"? I put on it the guy
who was the head I can't think of his name the guy who had been the president of
the Trades and Labour Council for a long time. Bob Street was horrified. They were
putting a trade unionist on the university senate, but I knew this chap
he was a
decent bloke. I'm sure he was someone who had come up through the union
movement. He didn't have much education but I am sure he would have loved to have
been an academic. He used to smoke a pipe, you know, and sit back in his chair.
After his first term, the university put him up for re-appointment, he did such a good job
for them. It was a different point of view that they hadn't had before, but he was
committed to the university, which is what I guess they thought might not happen, and
then they were very surprised.
-

-

-

I think the next one I put up was Heather Carmody-Sheahan, who was one of the
people I dealt with in my role as women's shadow Minister. She was a very impressive
woman and clearly going places. When I told Bob Street they gave me the list of
names and I said, "No, I am not doing any of those, Bob, I am giving you a woman, but
she's a very good one." He said, "A woman. But we have so many!" [laughs] I think
-
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they had three out of 21 on the senate at that stage. Anyway, she did an excellent job
as well, so I think I made a good appointment to there.
I ran into more trouble with UWA in fact over real issues, and that was the Beazley
report. Concurrent with the Beazley report, the previous government had set up a
report under Professor....
RJ

McGaw

PEARCE
McGaw, that's right, Barry McGaw, who was excellent. I got a very
good rapport with him. He was a very thoughtful, progressive academic. They had
done a report on the TEE it may not have been called the TEE then, but it probably
was
-

-

RJ

It wasn't then, no, but I can't tell you what it was. [laughs]

PEARCE
Okay. He had concentrated on the issue. The problem basically was
this: the requirements for education were getting greater and unemployment was high,
so the capacity to leave school at 15, as kids used to, and then get a job, that was
disappearing; apprenticeships were disappearing. So more and more kids were
staying on to year 12, but the years 11 and 12 courses had been set up almost on the
assumption that everyone who went through there would go to university. That is the
way it used to be. When I went to school, that is what happened not completely, but
for the most part, most kids would leave at 15. A very small number would go on and
most of those would be university-bound. A few wouldn't, but most of them would.
Now that years 11 and 12 were filling up with kids who were never going to go to
university I mean, more and more went, too, but there were going to be a lot who did
not and they weren't really getting much help in terms of getting a job with their year 11
and 12, which was really just academic preparation for the university and ensuring
themselves a university place. So we had to deal with that issue.
-

-

The universities did not like it and UWA was at the head of that queue. And the reason
they didn't like it or there were two reasons they didn't like it. One was they effectively
controlled the curriculum for years 11 and 12, and that was important to them because
that was their feed-in from the education system and they did not want to give up that
control. I suppose the second reason is really the same as the first: they wanted to
maintain that control over the curriculum; they did not want to surrender that power to
the school. I was helped in that by a lot of the secondary principals because they could
see the mismatch that was going on and the extent to which they were really held up
by the universities. I suppose the universities, to the other extent, didn't like being told
by politicians how they were going to run themselves. "We are the educationalists, just
leave it to us; don't fuss." When we put up the McGaw stuff none of the McGaw stuff
was my idea, I might say. I agreed with the approach that had been taken by the
previous government. I think McGaw's report was a good one, but what it did was cut
back the number of university subjects that you needed to do to get the entrance. Of
course, a lot of people thought, "This is not going to work for us", because they really
were relying on the students to do the physics or whatever at high school level to be a
feed-in student, otherwise they feared their student numbers would drop.
-

-

It turned into quite a it was my first test; I suppose I knew it, and I hoed in. I had a
meeting with Bob Street and explained what we needed to do and he said, "Oh, we
can't do that." I said, "Well, why not?" He said, "It will have to go to this committee and
that only meets once a month, and it will have to go to that committee and it only meets
once a quarter." We couldn't even get a decision on this in less than nine months, or
whatever the period was, and I wanted to get it started the following year. I said, "Just
tell me again why the committees can't meet twice a month. Can you run that by me
again?" And so he was very polite, but said about that that the UWA got quite.... What
-
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they normally do, they start to make public comments about "This is too much". It
developed into a little war between UWA and myself, and it got in the papers.
In the end it probably did not help either of us, but it did one interesting thing. In the
battle I really took it out on UWA a couple of times. I had come out of UWA; it is a very
important place to me, and I suppose I was really more annoyed with them that they
weren't prepared to move along than they were. They just seemed hidebound.
Anyway, we had a little war of words over that. One of the things I said was, "Look, I'm
sick of UWA sitting on its reputation; it's not a better university than Murdoch, it's just a
bigger one." That got in the paper. In the middle of that came the first preference
choices for universities and UWA's had slumped against Murdoch following that
comment. That really scared them. That really shook them and around they came
then. We actually got a good way of getting it done and the worked. To give them their
due, they got it all done in the time frame, but they never liked it. So that was a bit of a
struggle with the universities.
The Education Department was reasonably onside with that because they were getting
more control over an important part of their education. But the Education Department
was never happy with my relationship with the union, which was very close. I had been
out of it; I knew the people well and had a good common approach to things, and I was
drawing them into a lot of the things that were going on, so they felt their power was
slipping a bit. The whole thing was a constant struggle with the Education Department
to get things done.
I didn't have the staff I could rely on in any real sense. The most senior of them, the
private secretary, was a level 3 public servant. We were allowed to have one adviser
in those days; you picked one extra staff. It was a woman called Sue Anne Macknay,
whom I debated with, who was excellent, and very widely respected in the party after a
while, but she was not a party member when she got appointed. She got appointed
because I knew what her talents were; what her abilities were. She was very good.
If I can sidetrack a little, the Labor Party's administrative committee took against her
because they had, the Party's administrative committee.....You get into government,
you know, and all of a sudden everyone's looking for opportunities for themselves. The
Labor Party is a machine party in many ways. It has an administrative committee,
which is the most powerful of the committees, and the administrative committee had
made a clear decision that they were going to be an important part in running the state
once the government was elected. The politicians took the view that the party is really
important and you have to pay attention to what it does, but the government is going to
be running the state, so that's an issue that needed to be settled early on. I appointed
Sue Anne as my one staff and I got a "please explain" from the administrative
committee. They wanted to appoint the name will come back to me the woman
who in the end ran the Premier's policy unit under Carmen Lawrence. Morticia, she
was widely known as.
-

RJ

-

Don't worry, we can put it in there.

PEARCE
We can put it in later. [Marcelle Anderson] She was on the
administrative committee and she had been in the P and C, Parents and Citizens a
very capable person. I didn't know her particularly well, but I thought it was just the
administrative committee trying to put in a plant. She would have done a good job and
she did an excellent job for the government subsequently. Anyway, Brian Burke and I
had to go down to the administrative committee. Word had been put around that this
woman's husband she was married to Roger Macknay, who was a lawyer and is a
judge now; she divorced him subsequently but they were married at that stage. Roger
was a fascist apparently, unknown to me. I was at uni with him. You couldn't possibly
trust anybody whose husband was a fascist, and all this sort of stuff and carry on. We
-

-

PEARCE
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went down there and we made an understanding about how we would work with the
administrative committee and let them have a look at who was going to get appointed.
I apologised for having the temerity to do these things without asking them or letting
them know. We worked up a system that was basically workable. She was very good
but I didn't have much of a staff apart from her, apart from people who were very lowlevel civil servants. They did an excellent job but in terms of trying to deal with the
Education Department they were not what was needed.
Over time, regrettably, my relationship with Bob Vickery got frazzled. In fact, he quit
not long into the second term. I think he hung on on the basis either the government
would go down, which was never very likely, or more likely, I would get reshuffled out of
the portfolio, because after three years that would be the normal thing.
As I said to you before, when I went into Parliament, all I really wanted to be was
Minister for Education. I was really involved in Education, I had a lot of ideas about it,
and so I was desperate to hang on in that portfolio. The Teachers Union was very
keen to keep me. The situation hadn't got to the rocky stage with the Teachers Union
then. What happened was that although there was a move to shift me into another
portfolio, it wasn't because I wasn't doing a good job. In fact, I had a very high profile
and a high approval rating, all of that stuff, after the one term. It was because Burkie
wanted to shift Arthur Tonkin and he didn't want to cause too much trouble with Arthur
because Arthur had been a senior group member of that, but he could be a bit of a
difficult person to get on with in some ways. Arthur and Brian were not that close. In
fact if I can again I probably keep running off at tangents but Brian was normally
pretty sensitive in dealing with people, but with Arthur he clearly had the view that
Arthur was too combative and too confrontational on issues and was damaging the
government in key portfolios. He had shifted Arthur at an early stage from the
Consumer Affairs portfolio that Arthur had liked.
-

When the election came, Arthur's one passion Arthur was Leader of the House and
Minister for Parliamentary and Electoral reform and Arthur's one passion in life was
one vote, one value. He had run a long campaign in opposition. He was a very
principled person, Arthur, but sometimes that can be a bit of a drawback in the cut and
thrust, and Brian had clearly come to a view that the Parliament would run more
smoothly if I was the Leader of the House and not Arthur and, secondly, that there was
a real chance with the National Party of actually getting some electoral reform short of
one vote, one value and I don't think he trusted Arthur to be able to pull it off, because
it needed negotiation. So, in the reshuffle, he dropped Arthur from parliamentary and
electoral reform and put in Malcolm Bryce, who did an excellent job in doing the
negotiation. I found out many years afterwards that Brian had apparently promised
Arthur that he would not be shifted from that portfolio and Arthur found out about it
when he read it in the paper, which is not a good way to deal with people. Again, I
don't know this for 100 per cent fact, but I suspect this is how Arthur found out he was
not Leader of the House. When the cabinet assembled for the first meeting after that
1980 election, Brian called to one of the Ministerial staffers, "Can you bring me the
parliamentary sitting plan" this is very loudly so the whole cabinet could hear "we
need to move it around because Bob's sitting next to me because he's going to be
Leader of the House." I looked at Arthur and I thought, I don't think anyone's told
Arthur this until now. I thought he was dealt with very harshly, and six months later he
quit. There was a blow-up at the Geraldton cabinet meeting and Arthur had had
enough and he resigned, which I think was a great pity because he was a substantial
political talent.
-

-

-

-

Because he wanted to move Arthur, they thought.... Malcolm came in and put the
proposition that they would build the portfolio around
I think I was Minister for
Planning by then; I was made Minister for Planning two years in, and I enjoyed that; it
was quite a different portfolio. It was actually housing and works and it was quite
-
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interesting. I didn't even think about it. In retrospect, for my own future, I would have
been much, much smarter to have taken that, because in the end the whole business
of education reform got bogged down and people got sick of me pushing them along to
get things done. I think I lost my chance to be Premier in those two years that I served
on in education. If I had gone to somewhere else, I might well have been Premier.
What I was focused on was getting the job done. I wasn't interested in anything else; I
was not thinking about being leader or anything like that, I was just focused on getting
that through to the end. So I dug my heels in and I was allowed to stay in education.
Over the time, I think we had been working on the Beazley reforms reasonably well, but
the Teachers Union started to become more aggressive about staffing levels
particularly, as we went on. The thing came to a head between Bob and I over I am
trying to remember all of the things it came to a head over the push by the Teachers
Union for more marking and preparation time. DOT time, it's called; duties other than
teaching. The union had started a campaign to get more time away from the
classroom for teachers. That means putting more teachers on, so it is quite an
expense. The government was not going to do it, so I had to deal with that, but from
my own experience with things, I thought well, if that's more.... what the Education
Department was doing was putting more teachers into schools but not giving them
more DOT time. The Education Department was really attached to the idea of putting
specialist teachers in schools, particularly primary schools, so you would put in a music
specialist or a phys ed. specialist. So, apart from the ordinary classroom teachers, you
would have these other things going on.
-

-
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One of them said to me I think afterwards, or maybe even during the
fuss about it I mean, we really only did this and the specialist teachers was only really
a thing we thought of because we didn't have more classrooms. We could get more
teachers but we couldn't get more classrooms. But it was a good program. The
Teachers' Union wanted smaller class sizes and they wanted more DOT time. I said,
"Well look, different ones of you come and tell me this is more important and that's
more important; why don't we leave it to the school to decide? Here's the situation:
you've got a school, you've got so many teachers, it's elastic. If the teachers think that
preparation time is more important, then they can make that more preparation time for
themselves by having less specialist teachers or bigger classes." (I personally had a
strong commitment for smaller classes, but you can see how it might work out.) "If you
want smaller classes, that's the most important thing, then you can do that by giving a
class to every teacher as long as you've got the classrooms. You can make a schoolbased decision about how that might be." I sat on a group with the Teachers' Union
and worked it through and that's what we came up with. One of the guys who was a
deputy or a principal of a district high school said he thought that was the best thing
they'd ever done because it was a professionally-based solution. It wasn't politically
based, it was based on proper principles of leaving a school to have a greater say on
its own decision making.
-

I went down to try and sell that to the Teachers' Union executive and they liked the
idea, except that they would say, "Oh, that's good, but what are we going to have? Are
we going to have more DOT time or are you going to have smaller classes?" I'm
saying, "That's what the schools will decide." They'd say, "Well, yeah, but aren't we
going to have a guideline about what?" I'm trying to say "Well no, it will be different
from school to school under those circumstances." Union executives are centralised
too in their way. They want to go back and say, "Look what we got for you." I had a
difficulty with them.
Then I had to go down to the Teachers' Union conference and Barry MacKinnon by
that stage was the shadow minister for education and he and I had to go and address
the Teachers' Union conference on the issue, and other issues. Poor old Barry had
been in the job six weeks, I think; he had a very tiny amount of time. He didn't have
much background in it and I was obviously very firmly on the ground, so he didn't do
terribly well against me. But when I went to put this set of arguments to talk the
Teachers' Union into it, the Education Department bristled when I asked for some
information about the specialist program. I got sent down to me on an open piece of
paper, by a clerk, basically, in the Education Department, a very strongly worded note
from the director general (anyone could have read it, including the person who brought
it down) virtually saying, "How can you have the temerity to think about wrecking this
important Education Department program?" It wasn't as blunt as that, but it was close.
I was furious. I wrote him back on an open one, sent back with the same thing,
"Withdraw this memo. Come down to discuss this with me. Send anything down like
this again, add your resignation to it." Off it went. It hit a real point with him over that.
He came down, we had a long discussion and got it sorted out to a degree. But then I
was angry.
I went down to the Teachers' Union conference and as well as going through that stuff,
one thing I said, "We'll bring on the functional review of the Education Department. I'm
not any longer getting supported from where I need to be in getting all these reforms
through so we're going to have a look at the whole Education Department." That's
what led to the Better Schools stuff. It was a classic error, I think, in the sense that I
was trying to deal with too many issues at once. I brought on the Better Schools, the
Education Department review, before we were finished with the reforms that we really
needed that group to be behind.
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In the end I had a collision towards the end between trying to get the Beazley reforms
into place while we were trying to change the basis of the people who had to implement
Beazley. Big, big mistake. In the end, most of the things got done. A lot of it was done
after I went. A lot of the stuff I set in train didn't get put in place for five or 10 years, but
the thought was there and the thing was set in motion.
I think in many ways that was the end for Bob and I. We had a discussion and sorted it
out. The election came and I was still there and we were polite enough to each other
but not long after that he quit. There was a lot of discussion at the time that I'd pushed
him out, but it was never true. In fact, I was surprised when he resigned and I asked
him to stay. "Would you please stay," but he had it worked out. He was very close to
Doug Jecks, who was the head of the WA College of Advanced Education, and they'd
worked out giving him the job as head of the Academy of Performing Arts, which he
really wanted to have and at which he did an excellent job.
RJ
Just picking up on that, there are some aspects I want to discuss with
you that come out of a PhD thesis on this period in the Education Department.
PEARCE

Certainly.

RJ
It actually covers 1983-89 and, of course, for five years of that time you
were the minister. This is David Goddard. It was a doctoral thesis for the University of
Western Australia and it's called "Ideology and the Management of Change in
Education from 1983-1989". It's available in the UWA library. In talking of that
resignation that you've just discussed, he says that that happened in May 1986 and
there is evidence to suggest that his resignation was a "consequence of his actions
from 1983 to 1985." ('83 of course being when you took over as minister.) "Intentionally
or unintentionally, he obstructed the rate of change and lost the confidence of a
Minister who was under pressure to achieve political goals." You publicly expressed
regret at the resignation and claimed you had asked Vickery to reconsider,' and you
have just said you did ask him to reconsider. But had he lost your confidence and was
it would you agree, and I think you would from what you're saying that he obstructed
the rate of change?
-

-

PEARCE
I was very extensively interviewed by David Goddard when he did that
thesis and he was kind enough to send me a copy of it when he submitted it and I read
it through. I think it's a very interesting piece of work. He had spoken to many people
and it's a very valuable document, but he's not quite right in that sense. I had always
got on reasonably well with Bob at a personal level. When I met him we were still very
friendly to each other. I've not seen him in a while. I felt the difficulty between us
stemmed from a different view of how things were to work. As I say, I felt.... If you
remember back to the America's Cup, there was a TV series made about the America's
Cup and poor old Denis Connor, who lost it. At the end Ben Lexcen, I think, is
supposed to have said, "You could see the pressure of 132 years sitting on his
shoulders." I think it was a bit like that with Bob. There'd been a series of great
directors general who were very significant contributors to Western Australian
education who'd run the show and no-one could have told you who the ministers were.
He was in that tradition. He wasn't personally he was no Dave Mossenson in that
sense, he was a much gentler soul. Dave was very tough. Bob's not tough in that
sense and I don't think Bob had huge ideas of his own. He said to me once, "Look, if
you'd left the Education Department alone we would have gone where you have gone
but it would have taken us 10 years to get there instead of two." I think that is probably
a fair assessment. So we weren't actually largely disagreeing with aspects of it.
-

'David Goddard, 'Ideology and Management of Change in Education from 1983-1989',
unpublished thesis, UWA, p. 146.
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I think Bob was under pressure from his next rank. Some of the next ones down
thought he should have been much more aggressive with me in dealing with these
things and re-establish the position of the Education Department and tell these
politicians to get lost. I think he felt that pressure; I think that was there. Secondly, all of
the stuff, particularly with the Teachers' Union, was starting to get pretty tense. You
cannot achieve significant educational change without a lot of tension. That's a simple
fact and anyone who's ever tried it will tell you that.
At one stage I went to a meeting with some of the governors of American states in
Brisbane on education issues and one of them gave a rundown on the stuff they had
done. They'd run a very successful set of education reforms but they'd underpinned it
by a lot of extra money so they'd largely bought people. While we were putting extra
money into it, it actually didn't go too badly. I was building up the position of the schools
vis-à-vis the universities. We were all running down the same [road]; it was going okay.
Then the pressure started to come from some senior people in the Education
Department who thought it was going too fast or because they had close connections
with the universities and the universities were getting pretty bolshie about the whole
business. At the other end, the Teachers' Union was starting to feel the pressure from
teachers who didn't want change.
Teachers are a very conservative group of people. The biggest opponents of
educational change almost always are teachers. Not all of them, by any means; a lot of
them are not. They want change; they can see what's going wrong in their classroom,
they'd like to have more power to change things. Others have had their lessons
prepared for 20 years and they don't want to change them. It's never an easy thing.
I have never forgotten I think at Kambalda High School when I was there and I went
around to talk to the staff about how they were coping and what the problems were and
trying to give them a bit of sense of history about what they were doing. A young
woman came up to me after it and said, "Don't bend on this. It's a lot of hard work but
make it worthwhile." I think that's a good way to think about things. But a lot of others
didn't.
I think Bob started to feel all of those pressures. It was all getting very hard for him. He
may have had a commitment to that specialist program, probably did, and that's where
it blew up. He had the view that I was going to sack him. He was never in danger of
being given the boot unless he had really stood me up when we got to the stage where
it was not workable then he would have had to go. It never got to that stage as far as I
was concerned.
This is the sort of thing I probably shouldn't put on tape but I might as well; it's the truth.
One of my debating colleagues was a woman called Marie Mills, who at that stage was
a reporter with Channel 9. I'd known her from school. She was a schoolgirl debater and
then she was in my debating team. She was in the state team with me. We used to
have lunch every now and then; it was a quite friendly relationship. Channel 9 had sent
her around at one stage. They'd had some problem where they'd lost a camera, I think,
a TV camera and they needed one for their news. They sent her round to ask me could
they borrow the Education Department one for Channel 9.
We were having lunch not long after the episode. I mentioned about the letter and how
angry I was that he'd sent this letter down instead of coming down to see me himself. It
was only 50 metres along the corridor. He'd sent this letter on a bloody open bit of
paper and it really did anger me. Then I sent back, in that height of anger, a letter
which I probably should have thought about, but it brought that to a head. We had the
discussion and as far as I was concerned that was the air cleared and done with regard
to that. We were going to deal with the issues in time but at the personal level I thought
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that was enough. But I had lunch with Marie Mills and I chatted to her about this, about
how things were going, as you would with a friend, but she's a reporter as well and she
clearly went back and had a talk to her chief of staff to say, "Look, something might be
going on down at the Education Department" which I think probably I didn't say this
was background or anything like that and I probably should have. Anyway, the chief of
staff there was a friend of Bob Vickery's, so a version of that (it's the old Chinese
whispers) conversation got back to Bob and clearly in a sense that he was likely to be
given the boot. That was never what I said to Marie and I don't believe she would have
said it. She would have just gone and alerted her boss to the fact that things were
pretty tense down at the Education Department. It's my fault; I should have kept my
mouth shut in those circumstances.
I think he was always a bit on tenterhooks after that about what might happen. I think
he waited till the election to see and when I was clearly going to be there and these
things were going to go on, and the prospect of getting the job at the academy was
there, then I think he jumped. He clearly, when he went, tried to say the whole thing
had just become insupportable. He made a number of references of things like that to
defending the indefensible, but he never said anything bluntly about it. It is true that
when he resigned I was surprised and that I asked to see him and asked him to
withdraw it. I never sacked anybody in those circumstances ever. Occasionally I might
move people around a bit to make a better situation but it was never my way to go in
and give people the boot just because I had trouble getting on with them myself. I
never really had that much trouble getting on with Bob. So it was his own choice and
he went.
For all that, I was very happy to have his deputy, who was
RJ

Louden.

PEARCE
Yes, Warren Louden. Warren had been the deputy. In some ways he's
probably the luckiest director general in history because he had a PhD, he was
eminently qualified to be director general and he did an excellent job while he was
there. He had a more conciliatory approach and he was I think a bit more switched on
to what I was trying to do. When Bob went, Warren was his deputy and I immediately
made him acting director general. Bob thought there was going to be a six-month
Australia-wide search for somebody of the class to replace him. I called applications
straight away and Warren got it. He was well placed and did a good job but I think Bob
was a bit pissed off by that.
I say he [Louden] was lucky in a sense because there was a story around, which may
not be true so I probably shouldn't tell it, that he only got to be deputy director general
because the panel had appointed somebody else, or had nominated somebody else for
that position when Jim Clarko was the minister. The story was that this guy had had the
misfortune in early life to be Jim Clarko's supervisor when Jim was a prac. student and
he'd said things to Jim which left Jim with scars for the rest of his life. When the time
came he wouldn't appoint him. That may not be right, but if that's true he got the
deputy's job by default and he really only got the top job because Bob went when he
did. For all that I had a good close relationship with Harry sorry, Harry's his brother
Warren. Harry was another superintendent in the Education Department. He [Warren]
did an excellent job and we're friends to this day.
-

-

RJ
There's some other things I'd like to pick up from that Goddard thesis
because I think it's important you have your chance to have your say. Just as
background, he refers to the fact that at the time you took over the portfolio, 77.55 per
cent of the student population attended government schools and Education took 23 per
cent of the annual state budget. I think that's important to see the state at that time.
You've referred to the fact.... Oh, there was also the comment that really the Education

TAPE NINE SIDE A

PEARCE

109

Department had altered little from 1893 when it was set up.' On taking office, as you
have said, your government set up the Beazley committee. The McGaw report was
already being undertaken, and you've covered what those reports did. It was
interesting that the Beazley report contained 272 recommendations, so it was obviously
a very detailed report.
You made reference to it but after the Beazley report a confidential report was
produced entitled "A Review of the Administration of State Schools in Western
Australia". It was known as the functional review report. Then a second report followed,
which you've talked about, "Better Schools in Western Australia: A Program for
Improvement", which you produced in 1987, which is four years after you took over.
Trial programs in unit curriculum from the Beazley report and the restructuring of
education as a consequence of the Better Schools report were undertaken in 1987 and
officially implemented in 1988, by which time you were no longer minister. To quote
Goddard, "The restructuring of education was primarily concerned with management",
and Goddard considered the aim was "to achieve a central definition and control of the
management of education" so that the minister could "dominate the educational
bureaucracy" and ensure your policy was implemented. You have been described as a
"crucial figure". To quote his assessment of you and your role, "The legal requirements
that he was ultimately responsible and accountable for education, his high profile
compared with his predecessors, media publicity which painted him as confrontationist
and intent on gaining personal control of education, and various rumours which spread
through the education system, all supported the notion of HIS importance", meaning
you.2 Were you confrontationist and were you intent on gaining personal control of
education?
PEARCE
As I say, I had a lot of input into that PhD thesis but David talked to a lot
of other people as well. Let's talk about the facts underlying it first. The original
functional review was done, if I remember correctly, in the first term; that is, before the
election. It was done in a fairly rushed way and it was a pretty poor job, to be quite
honest. There wasn't much input to it from the Education Department. Brian Burke had
set up a set of functional reviews of government, which were designed to get some
efficiency back into it because when we came into office in '83, we came in at a time
when the economy was dipping down. Unemployment was going up, there was that cut
of 10 per cent, you remember, in the wage of public servants to try to get control back
into the budget, and the function review committee was central. It was a Premier's
thing. It was going through the bureaucracy trying to work out what you could get rid of
that didn't need to be done. The work of government accumulates and accumulates
and needs a bit of a clean-out.
But the functional review of the Education Department, I was very unhappy with it. It
wasn't a particularly broad-ranging one. It only dealt with one aspect of the department,
if I remember correctly, and I can't even remember what it was. What I did was, I said
to Brian, "Listen, I've got a much clearer idea about what needs to happen in the
Education Department. This function review doesn't go anywhere near it, leave it to
me." And he did. The review that I set in train was the one that I announced at the
Teachers' Union conference in 1985, prior to the 1986 election, which I put into place
shortly after being elected. I got a group of people to do it and I sat down with them to
explain what I was looking for. I'd taken a preliminary step I think it was one of the
other things that sent Bob Vickery on his way.
-

I looked at the area of education where I thought the department was weak. I thought it
was weak in two areas: one is, it had poor financial control. The department ran its own
thing in terms of that and they had all sorts of slush funds everywhere in the crudest
'David Goddard, 'Ideology and Management of Change in Education', p. 90.
David Goddard, 'Ideology and Management of Change in Education', p. 13.

2

PEARCE

TAPE NINE SIDE A

110

way, but they never had any clear idea of how they moved the money around. I didn't
think they were particularly financially clear on what they had or particularly effective in
using it. The second thing was they were so focused on doing things that there was noone doing the educational thinking. I'm a teacher. Later on when they stopped having
directors general who had a PhD in education I was very opposed to that because I
thought the Education Department is not there just to be run by a particularly effective
bureaucrat. The job of it is to be an educational leader, to be a leader of thought. It's
not just a Housing Commission or something like that. If they had a housing
commission, they'd run it, but I was opposed to that. In the end directors general really
should be like David Mossenson was. They should be the intellectual leaders of the
department, and that means all of the teachers. They should be stimulating and guiding
in a professional sense, not just managing sense. I thought they lacked that.
So what I did was, of the people I dealt with over at the department, some of them were
good, some were well-intentioned and some were duds. I'd picked two out: David
Lewis was one. I zapped him and I said, "He's going in to be we're going to make...."
At that top level where they had five people we were going to make it seven. Leave the
five where they were that's my style of doing things but I want David Lewis in there
to look after money and I can't think of....
-

-

RJ

-

Max Angus?

PEARCE
Max Angus, thank you. Max Angus was to be the educational thinker,
because he was clearly an emerging talent in that way. Well Bob, I don't think was very
happy with that but he went along with it. We did it in a way which let people think that
Bob had a substantial input into that set of decisions. I left it to him to do. I was never
looking to say, "I have got my stamp on this department." Okay. I wanted to get things
done, though, and I wasn't personally fussed.
In terms of the public thing, I got out and did the arguing for the things I wanted myself
rather than send somebody else to do it. I remember Dowding saying to me when he
was Premier, "If you've got some bad news send a public servant out to tell them." I
said, "Well no. I go out and tell them the good news; I'm prepared to go out and tell
them the bad news." Again, in terms of your own personal image, it's not all that
clever. Dowding was much sharper than me, which is why he finished up Premier and I
didn't in that way. And it meant doing a lot of arguing with people because you're trying
to get change.
I must say my personal style was more confrontational. If I was doing it again, I would
be softer in some of those approaches, I think. I did it.... It's the old story: the reason I
did it was because it worked. Early on, you get to the stage where people say, "Jeez,
I've never heard a politician talk as straight as this before." It's a reaction I get a lot
or GOT a lot in those days. Then it's, "Shit, the results are coming here." It's
successful. It's amazing what you can face down. I mean, I faced down UWA in the
course of that first year. But in the end you get too many fights going on. That was the
situation I got into and I couldn't get out of easily. It was made worse by making me
Planning minister because although I enjoyed it, Planning minister is controversy. It
goes with that position. Every development's a fight, and if you get drawn into it, no
matter what you do you're in a fight. You've got to pick one side or the other.

-

In the end those things stopped me being Premier because I was clearly in the group of
people who might have been and when push came to shove, I think those things had
eaten away at my popularity in a way which made it impossible. I had a lot of
supporters in the caucus. It would have made it impossible for me to win the ballot,
which in the end is why I didn't run. So I think there's a level of truth in David's
assessment there.
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But back to the reality of it. Having pushed aside the first functional review because it
wasn't good enough and it didn't involve any real thinking about educational
parameters, and having put those two people in to set up the department, I then laid
out to the review that I set up, the Better Schools review, a situation that I'd seen
develop in Victoria, a refined version of that. So look, what do schools do? They do
educational development and then they have to be managed. There are two jobs to be
done in education; one is the whole educational thing and the other is to run the thing.
What the Education Department does is it mixes those two things up. A classic
example of it was that the staffing section was run by teachers, people who had no
training in HR or anything like that. They were always good people and they
understood what went on in a classroom but they weren't really the sort of professional
managers you need. Likewise, David Lewis wasn't a teacher at all, he had a financial
background. Charlie Court had actually tried to do it years before. They got a guy
called Ken somebody who'd been senior in the Treasury. They tried to get hold of the
Education Department's finances by putting a Treasury person in at a deputy director
general or assistant director general or one of those levels. The Education Department
just put him in a box, just shut him away. He was still there when I came but he was
pretty cynical and dissatisfied with life and he had had no impact. That's how they
dealt with people like that. It was making it impossible for them to do that.
Then I wanted a structure that was built around that division. I said, "Separate out the
management side from the educational side so the schools can be run. We want to
give the schools more say in what happens because at the moment...." I really had a
clear educational philosophy about this, even in terms of educational management, but
mostly it was pointed at high schools because that's where I had my experience. I had
less knowledge of the primary sector. In the high schools, high schools were structured
on subject lines. See, I'd been an English senior master and there would be a maths
senior master, there'd be a social studies senior master, there'd be a science senior
master. Then there'd be someone in charge of the phys. ed. department. In the
Education Department there would be superintendents for those areas, so if you like
the hierarchical line would run from the bottom up. There'd be the English teacher in
the classroom; they'd relate to the English senior master in the school, who would
relate to the English senior superintendent in the Education Department, who'd relate
to the senior officers in the Education Department. When you go through that thing,
guess who gets missed? The principal in the school, who really should be the
educational leader of the school. So what I was trying to get to a situation where the
school wasn't broken up into a whole set of sort of subsets that all related to a different
point in the Education Department, but that they worked as a school and that the
educational leader in the school was the principal.
END OF TAPE NINE SIDE A

TAPE NINE SIDE B

PEARCE

112

TAPE NINE SIDE B
I think Dave was very wrong in suggesting that I was trying to centralise because in fact
the whole thrust of this was to decentralise. Again, it was based on my own experience
about wanting to do things in a school and being frustrated very often by the fact that
you couldn't ever do it at the school level. It had to be tapped into somewhere in the
Education Department. This is what I saw as a working situation: a position where the
schools took the fundamental responsibility for the education of their students. I'd say it
to them "We're going to give you more say in what goes on but you have to share it.
You've got to share it with the parents because I can't have a situation whereby I make
YOU independent to make decisions but then the parents come to me to complain
about what's going on in your school. If you're going to do these things, you've got to
deal with the parents' complaints because if they come to me to take action, you're
going to have to have a system where I can do things about fixing up their complaints.
You're going to have to deal with that. You should have a school community. You've
got to be responsive to the students to some extent, perhaps more than you've been."
Do you see what I mean? Build a democratic school community, and the Education
Department would become more of a resource than an instructing body. Instead of just
laying down "This is what you do, what you do". Not that they did it completely like that;
I'm exaggerating a bit. But the Education Department would be a resource and the
schools could draw from the Education Department the resources that they needed,
but they'd have more flexibility on the ground to do the things they wanted.
That's the theory that I laid out to the group that I asked to do this review, so they
weren't sent off just cold to do a review. I gave them a clear understanding of how I
thought it should work, but it's not right to say I was looking at a centralised we HAD
a centralised situation. All the forces were for centralisation. The Teachers' Union were
for centralising because they are centralised. They've got their state-wide delegates;
they come to their conference and they want rules. They want to lay down the situation
that applies to everybody because that's how they have their influence.
-

I've always felt that one of the reasons the Teachers' Union in the end opposed this so
strongly was because they saw it being a diminution of their own influence over their
membership in terms of how this worked because of how it devolves down. Everybody
who's at the central level loses the control, including me as the minister, if we'd been
able to make that work. I was always bemused when I would go round and people in
schools where I was trying to devolve power to would say things like, "You're trying to
take over." I'd say, "Hang on, I've already taken over. What I'm trying to do......That's
where I went.... I tell you about that in a minute.... That's where I made a mistake about
that, again. You make these errors. "We're trying to make you responsible for these
things."
One of the things we said was we'd give the schools the power to pay their own power
bills rather than get the Education Department to do it. The reason for that was: "We'll
work out how much power your school uses, here's the money to pay the bill. But if you
can turn off the lights and save money, you can buy books for the library with it." You
see what I mean? With the Education Department paying the bill, who cares in terms
of that, but if it's your money you're going to be more careful with it. Again, the people
made that into the fact I was trying to put all these unnecessary burdens onto them and
all the rest of it. It was a fairly willing debate, as you can see.
But early on in that, when this started, there were elements in the Education
Department again they probably waited to see if I would move on that started to
revolt against some of this, the ones that wanted the centralised stuff kept. Then there
was a series of leaks to the West about terrible things that were going on in the
Education Department and the whole thing started to get a bit shaky. I gave an
-

-
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interview, which in retrospect was unwise, and Brian Burke warned me about it, but too
late, it had already been done. I said, "I'm bemused by the proposition that I'm seeking
a greater level of powers. I'm already the minister. I've already got the capacity to
instruct anybody. What more power do I look for?" That got written up in a way which
was not helpful to me or the cause. I can't blame [anyone], it was my own fault. As
Brian said to me afterwards, "There's a premium on strength, I know, but you've got to
be careful because people start to think that's arrogance and all the rest of it." He was
right about that and it's probably a bit of where David got that view from. In fact we
were trying to do the reverse.
A strange thing happened when I set that review in place because not only did they
take that view, they took it to extremes. They came up with a report which was much
more radical than anything that I'd suggested to them. In fact they were going to cut
back the number of superintendents I think there were 40 or 50, or even more in
the Education Department. They were going to cut it back to 12 I think, or 13, some tiny
number, and to do that they actually amalgamated subject areas. I said to them, "I think
you're going a bit far with some of this stuff." But they were already under attack then
from people and they said "Right, well, you set us to do this job", and I had, so in the
end they went further than I would have gone but I backed them in it because I'd given
them the job and they'd gone and done it. You can't just stick with your own view every
time. I backed them in that and they produced the Better Schools report.
-

-

The Better Schools name I thought of. They came up with a report, the functional
review, and I said, "We've got to sell this thing, it's pretty radical. What are we trying to
achieve? Better Schools." It was actually written in one of them. I said, "Let's call it
Better Schools and get it out." We packaged this thing up and off we went. I had a talk
to the Teachers' Union about it and pointed out that this was what we were trying to do,
but we hadn't particularly involved them in the formulation of it, which is probably
another error, but I knew they were interested in it because we discussed that situation.
But the president, who was then Jeff Bateman, Tom Bateman's son, was away, so I
had to talk to Ann Marie Heine, who I think was the vice-president at the time or
secretary I think she was secretary and whoever was the vice-president, and they
didn't raise any particular objection to it, so I put it out.
-

When Bateman came back, he found this thing had been put out and I guess teachers
were saying, "Shit, what's going on here?" All of a sudden he was opposed to it. There
hadn't been any consultation. Quite unexpectedly the issue blew up with the Teachers'
Union, which we hadn't had previously, not to any large extent. That caused a lot of
trouble. As I said earlier on, it was allied to the fact that at this stage we were now into
the Beazley implementation. The Beazley implementation had gone pretty well. It's a
good example of minister and department working together because we had working
groups. They'd come and report to me where they were, and the director general
[unclear] we used to work out how to do it.
One of the big issues was how to get the unit curriculum, which was proposed, into
place. The Beazley recommendations were very general and someone had to design.
The department had a lot of trouble in working out a design that actually would work for
the unit curriculum. The idea of unit curriculum is simply that you just vary the content
to match kids' interests. You need a certain level of skills to be developed in any area,
whether it be English or social studies or science, but you can get the same, for
example, if you look at history. You get the same level of history skill if you're talking
about West Australian history or Roman history or Egyptian history; any history. You
can move the content around but you can keep the skill level of it the same. That's
basically the theory of unit curriculum. Finally it was one of the superintendents in there
who came up with the way that it might work. It was a good thing, we agreed, we got it
in place and we were moving to put it in place but the Better Schools was coming about
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the same time. That was a complication because a lot of the people who really needed
to work on the curriculum were infighting about the Better Schools stuff.
The thing that really actually killed me off in the end was Burke and Dowding because
at that stage Burke had clearly picked Dowding to be his successor. He hadn't
announced that, but that was clearly where he was moving. Malcolm Bryce had been
supporting me.
One of the things I haven't mentioned to you, if I can just sashay off there just for a
second, the day after the 1986 election Burke got the cabinet together on a Sunday
and told them he would resign in two years and that he wanted the cabinet to pick his
successor and make that person Deputy Premier so they could prepare for it. He told
the cabinet there were four people he thought that could be. One of them was me,
David Parker was another, Peter Dowding was a third and Julian Grill was the fourth.
Malcolm Bryce clearly wasn't involved in that discussion because I saw the shocked
look on his face when it was suggested that this person might become Deputy Premier,
because Malcolm was Deputy Premier and clearly had hopes of staying there! I just
said, I remember saying, 'Look, that's an impossible situation, Brian, because how
could you campaign how could we campaign to be your successor without telling
everybody you're only going to stay around for two years? It's a hopeless situation.
You can't...." He thought about that and decided that was right. In the end Malcolm
stayed on and there wasn't a thing. But that was always sitting there, that he was going
to go in two years. I never believed it.
-

RJ

-

Did he give you a reason why?

PEARCE
No, he didn't, but it was a clearly thought-out position. He said he would
do it. Terry Burke, he said Terry would go too. They had clearly discussed it. I think
Brian found the election very wearing. Do you want to talk about the fear of rejection?
RJ

No, no, we won't go into that

PEARCE

Do it later on.

RJ

Yes, we'll do it later on.

PEARCE
It's really interesting. It's a largely unknown thing which marked it out.
But it did have the effect of.... people like Dowding were clearly focused on getting that
job. I wasn't. I was in the thing and I would have liked it and I did some things to try and
help it along so that I'd be in a position should the time come, but I was too busy
fighting people over the various things I was trying to do. In the end it ruled me out.
On one occasion I got involved in a series of planning confrontations with the City of
Perth over the brewery. I was Planning minister and saving the brewery had been my
idea. It got more and more complicated and difficult, for a whole raft of reasons. I was
in a TV debate in fact with the then Deputy Lord Mayor, Rod [pause]
-

RJ

Evans, wasn't it?

PEARCE
Rod Evans, it was too. Thanks very much. Deputy Lord Mayor Rod
Evans. Rod was a nice bloke but not much of a debater, so I knocked him up on the
TV. He came out and he said to me afterwards, considering I'd been quite mean to him
really, not in a personal way, he came to me quite friendly and said, "I can't understand
why you're doing this. You're a man who might be Premier. This is not helping you."
He was puzzled, I think. I wasn't thinking about it in those terms it was only six
months off. In the end what actually happened was I had quite a good relationship with
-
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Rod afterwards; I made him deputy chairman of the Kings Park Board when the time
came. I just wasn't focused on those sorts of things.
Back to the education stuff and the Teachers' Union and Burke and Dowding. Burke
had picked Dowding for his successor. What Burke wanted to do was to leave the
party, but in really good shape to win the 1989 election. He clearly didn't want to leave
and then the party to lose. I think he saw Dowding as the best bet for re-election. He
wasn't personally close to him, or didn't like him particularly, I don't think, but he clearly
made in his own view and to some extent his judgment was borne out by what
happened at the 1989 election. He had that view.
Some people think they did it deliberately to cripple me in this, but I think it was for a
different reason; that is, they wanted to put together a war chest for the 1989 election.
Joe Berinson had always had the view that the Education Department was over funded
and that too much money was going there. Joe always saw an easy way of dealing
with budgetary problems was to put an extra person in every class. If you're talking
about an extra person in every class in the schools, what difference does one person
make in a class if it's 32 instead of 31? What difference does it make? The answer is
probably not much, but it makes a huge difference to the bottom line in the Treasury.
Of course you could keep doing that.
What they did was they got me in. I got hauled in before the budget committee. I wasn't
on it in those days. They said, "Look, this is the situation. The budget's dire so we have
to take money out. We have to take money out of the Education budget. We want you
to put an extra person in every class," and that came up to effectively 500 teachers.
They wanted 500 teachers saved. I said, "Well look, okay, I don't want to do it, but if
you insist that's the way it's going to be I don't want to change the staffing formulas.
Leave it to me; we'll get 500 teachers out of the system without changing the formulas."
The reason I knew we could do that is because we had spare teachers in the schools.
Most of the high schools were overstaffed according to the formula. I knew if we had to
then we could pull the staffs back to the strict formula, get 500 teachers out of the
system without changing the staffing formula. Politically it was a better solution,
educationally a better solution.
The trouble with it was we needed those extra teachers for the unit curriculum. What
happened was when the unit curriculum was put it place it went really well. Parents
were involved, schools got involved, kids made their choices. They never had these
choices before. It went really well and then when they came to draw up the timetables
the schools realised they couldn't do it. They needed the extra teachers, so then they
had to go back and rejuggle things and push back into a smaller number of classes and
the anger was everywhere. People were really pissed off.
I was pissed off when the budget was produced because I looked at all the cuts and
the main cut was borne by the Education Department. Hardly anybody else got any
cuts at all. I got really angry. I pointed out to Burke the Premier's Department had an
increase of 12 per cent. Mine had been cut by whatever per cent. I was really pissed off
because we had been asked and I had not been told that.... I had been made to bear
the brunt of that right at a key point in the process and it caused a lot of strife. It
bubbled over into the next year when we did the implementation, of strikes in the
schools. At that stage it had already been decided that Burke was going and that I
wasn't going to stay in Education, I was going off to Transport. The whole thing was in
train. So I was left to deal with the start of a school year for really just a couple of
weeks on the basis of this disastrous situation and it was just a complete and utter
balls-up.
Then Carmen got the job and, ironically, that had helped get Dowding the premiership,
there's no doubt about that. Then what he had to do, the first thing he had to do was
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put the 500 teachers back to save Carmen's hide because the educational fuss had
been so great Carmen was put in to be the great healer and she couldn't do it because
she had no money. So they had to give her the 500 teachers back. If they'd just left it to
me in the first place they wouldn't have had the problem. It is all water under the
bridge.
I'd stuck with Better Schools. We had pushed and pushed and pushed with regard to
that. The Education Department was reformed in the way that we said that it would be.
People went back to regional offices and all of that was done. It was probably more
thoroughgoing than it should have been, in retrospect, but it was done. Under Carmen,
of course, I think as Dave Goddard points out, what happened all of that started to be
reversed. Carmen was there. She had a different view, or didn't have the toughness or
whatever, but a lot of it started to creep back and the Education Department started to
reassemble itself under its old ways.
In many ways the stuff that has been done I'm not close to it now but I think a lot of
the stuff that we set out to do in terms of decentralisation has actually been achieved. If
you look at a lot of the things these days not long ago, a couple of months ago, I ran
into an Education Department superintendent who came and said, "Thanks for all that
you did. It made a big difference." Even though Dave [Goddard] has a nicely
symmetrical view there's the Education Department in its old conservative form and I
came along and shook it up and changed it into a new radical one, but that depended
absolutely on me and when I was gone [whistles down sound] it went back to its old
ways. I don't think it's true at either point. It never ever depended completely on me,
although honestly the changes probably wouldn't have happened if it had been
someone else but I think Bob Vickery's probably right: if you left them on their own they
probably would have moved in that direction anyway in lots of ways. Once that thing
was set up, it's the old business: if you've got an idea and no-one else has, your idea in
the end will be adopted because no-one else has got an idea. I think the ideas that we
put in place there over time some have taken 20 years to get put in place.... but you
go and look at schools now and they're not a lot different than was envisaged in the
Better Schools. I think Dave's other conclusion is that I lost out in the end. I think that's
wrong too.
-

-

-

-

-

RJ

In what way lost out? What's he say....

PEARCE
Well he basically feels... It's a long time since I read his thing but as I
remember it, what he basically says is all the reforms I set up basically were eaten
away by the reassertion of the conservatives under Carmen. I think there's a truth in
that; I'm not saying that he's wrong, but he's probably looking at it in too small a time
span. I was still a minister when he was doing this, so it's not long after the end point of
the events that he's dealing with he was dealing with almost contemporaneously. He's
not doing it as a history.

RJ

No, but he does cover then the first year of Carmen.

PEARCE
Yes, I know that, but what I'm saying is he covers the first year of
Carmen not long after Carmen's first year. Do you see what I mean?

RJ

Yes, I do.

PEARCE
He doesn't have a historical perspective on this. I can see why, if you
look at where he is. Here it is. There's a swing to the left, if you like, under Pearce, and
then in comes Lawrence and it's back to the right, and so in the end you finish up about
where you started. I don't think that's quite right. It never finished up anywhere near
where it started even with the swing back under Carmen. If you then step away from
Carmen and look back on 20 years and see where did it go, well it didn't go in
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Carmen's direction, it really went in mine in the tong run. I think the conclusion that he's
drawn is wrong although it may not have seemed wrong at the time that he drew it.
You're a historian, you understand these things better.
RJ
[laughs]

Yes, and I also know that historians can get their analysis wrong.

PEARCE

Indeed.

You just said that Goddard's view was that you had lost out and you
RJ
don't think you had, but in some ways you had because you are saying that it really
blew your chance to be Premier.
PEARCE

That is right. I don't think there's any doubt about that.

RJ

Not that he says that.

PEARCE
No, I think that is true. There's no doubt about that, that in the end.... it's
hard to know, but if there'd been a ballot, if Brian had just left it alone to be a ballot for
leader, I reckon I would have had a 50 per cent chance of winning it, even with the
situation there was. What he did, he had a poll done about the various potential
candidates for leader and it showed me up very badly. A lot of people felt that there
was an element of manipulation in the poll. I think that's probably true but it's not so
true as some people have argued. In the end, as you say, I'd been involved in a whole
series of arguments towards the end in the Education Department and, equally, over
the brewery, which was the other big area. So I was involved in two big ongoing public
controversies and that would have made it hard. I had a lot of strong supporters for
those things because people like people that stand up. On the other hand, a lot of
people thought no, so the polling was pretty poor for me in terms of leader as against
Dowding; not so much against the others. I think in the end it was probably reasonably
true, so I think it's fair to say the way I dealt with those issues cost me the premiership.
RJ
You don't think you lost out educationally in some of the things you
wanted to achieve?
PEARCE
I think we could probably have done some of those things better. I think
the real mistake was to bring the Better Schools on too quickly. We should have settled
down the unit curriculum. If you look back, if I had the chance of doing it again, I would
have held off the Better Schools stuff longer and I would never have agreed to the
cutback in the Education budget. I think we would have got away with it if it hadn't been
for that cutback.
Not long after that the Bulletin actually ran a very long article on education reform in
Australia, which particularised myself and Rod Cavalier, who was the New South
Wales minister at the time, a good friend of mine. It concentrated on that aspect of it:
these guys are trying to reform a situation at the same time as the resources are being
taken away from them. It really pointed up the difficulty of trying to get that achieved,
and Cavalier didn't do it and nor did I.
RJ
Just covering that budget side, according to Goddard the initial
functional review report recommended savings of $30 million out of education and you
insisted that the restructure was not about cutting services but on spending money
efficiently. The document, however, suggested a "considerable reduction in funding
and the credibility of the minister and the government was at stake over this issue." It
then goes on to say "Louden claimed the Better Schools report was the outcome of a
compromise between Pearce, Burke, as Minister for Public Sector Management, and
Peter Dowding as Minister assisting the Minister for Public Sector Management."
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According to Louden, the original intention was to reduce the Education budget by 10
per cent, or $84 million. There was a conflict between yourself, Dowding and Burke,
which you have referred to, with you resisting any budget cuts. "Pearce rejected any
cost-cutting, arguing that the review process had to be seen in the context of education
as a whole and the benefits which would accrue from the report and its
recommendations," which Burke and Dowding eventually accepted. So you won that
round. The Education budget was maintained. At that time the Education budget,
according to Goddard, was $130 million under the figure recommended by the Federal
Grants Commission. That's even without the cut being applied. Then you get the 1986
Labor Party budget committee deciding to cut funding for the '86-'87 budget. It mainly
impacted in secondary schools where teacher numbers were cut at a time when they
were planning greater subject choices, and you've covered that. "This negative reaction
fomented, producing industrial action from the first day of the 1988 school year. Bans
on meetings out of school hours and in school hours unless paid relief was provided
had been in force in 1986" and other bans were also imposed.' So, you had a win and
then you had a loss. Tell me about the win.
PEARCE
The original functional review was, I think I mentioned earlier on the
tape, one of a whole series of functional reviews that were set in train. I'd forgotten that
Dowding was on that, but I don't doubt Dave's assertion that that is true. The functional
review was going to department to department after department. They came to the
Education Department, they did a review, which wasn't on the whole department but on
a part of it. I can't even remember now which part. It was in my view a poor piece of
work and I had different ideas for how education was going to be done. I went to Burke
and said, "Forget this. Not good. This is not how we're going to deal with it. I want to do
this. Put that aside." So that was just buried.
RJ

But was it just that easy to win?

PEARCE
Well, I don't remember it being particularly difficult. I just refused to
implement it and that was it. One of the things again with Brian, in that central level you
were left largely alone. If he thought you were doing a fair job or you knew what you
were about, he didn't fiddle with you. Premiers have got much tighter with the minister
now but Brian was very good in that sense. I don't remember it being a huge issue. I
just remember saying it was not a good report, we're doing different things. I don't
remember doing any more than that, just saying, "Look, we're not going to do that. This
is how we're going to deal with the functional review," and they said, "Okay." I don't
remember it being any more of a hassle than that.
RJ

Right.

PEARCE
Okay. The second issue though with the Better Schools was my
approach to the functional review. That started in 1986 after the 1986 election.
With regard to the budget issue, there are all sorts of ways of measuring how much
education.... I don't believe the Education Department was under funded in those days
compared to other states or whatever the Grants Commission or others might say. The
Grants Commission wasn't giving the state any money to make up for those sorts of
things and you couldn't easily measure state budgets against each other because they
all count different things. Some people count distance education; all sorts of things get
counted in or out. It's very hard to make state-by-state comparisons. I don't remember
arguments about the Grants Commission ever being involved in this.
It came down to that when I said Dowding and Burke called me in, it was the state
cabinet budget committee, the cabinet budget committee of which Dowding and Burke
David Goddard, 'Ideology and Management of Change in Education', pp. 170-173, 183-184.
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were the two main protagonists at that stage because Burke had made Dowding
Assistant Treasurer. Burke was Premier and Treasurer; Dowding was assistant
treasurer and that was part of the move to make Dowding and Parker leader and
deputy. Burke had come to us in the middle of that year, or maybe the start of that year
and said he wanted to start to raise a few people's profiles so he was going to make
Dowding Assistant Treasurer, and he gave Parker some promotion.
I said, "Well, hang on, there's a bit of a signal in this. If you're going to give these
people a promotion, give me a promotion" so I was made Minister for CommonwealthState relations. It was an absolute non-job, but I insisted on it for a title so it was clear I
wasn't getting left behind in anything that might be going on. Poor old Julian was
already sliding out of contention out of the big four, if I can call it that. They put it to me
square, and Burke did the work, but Dowding was there chirping along as well. It was
along those lines: this is a problem. We've got a problem here; we've got to get the
budget down to this. Everyone's got to make cuts. We need you to help us through this,
Bob, we can't.... So it was put on me like that. I resisted it as best I could. I had to
explain what the situation was but, dumb me, I went along with it, because I thought,
well okay, if everyone has to do it, you get tough gigs in government. That was the bit I
had to do. I said to them, if I have to do this, tell me what I have to do and leave me to
do it, because I'll do it more sensibly than you will. That's why we said about taking
them out of the schools and not fiddling.... What they wanted me to do was change the
staffing formula, and I refused to do that.

END OF TAPE NINE SIDE B
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RJ
Regarding the Better Schools report, which you have referred to,
Goddard claims and you have talked about Max Angus.... He was the first executive
director of the schools division who was appointed in December 1986 and was
responsible for the implementation of the recommendations of your report, among
other things: 'This profile gave the impression that Angus was deeply involved in
developing these recommendations and structures.'1 Was he? How much of it was
Angus and how much was you?
PEARCE
He certainly was. It's what I said at the start. What I did to that
group was I outlined a structure to them which I thought they should look at. I outlined
in broad [terms] about the division between educational and management. I don't think
there was a third leg. I don't recall that but that was the main part of it. Then they went
away and they came back. It was Max Angus and a woman called Sandy Brown who
was very involved in that as well, and Dr Peter Hill, who is now I think over with the
Curriculum Council in the eastern states. Those three came up with.... and it was their
work, not mine. In fact, when they came back, they came back with the mirror image of
what I proposed to them. What I had in mind was an Education Department, which has
a big educational leadership thing which Max Angus was to lead effectively. Then there
was going to be a management resources section which would underpin that. I was a
teacher so I saw the Education Department being the big and important part and the
management section getting the management as support to the other. They came back
with the whole thing reversed. They came back with a type of mirror image of what I
had proposed and going much tougher in terms of decentralisation.
You see this is the idea I had for the curriculum. My idea of a curriculum was that
schools in the unit curriculum would use centrally based, centrally produced material. I
had in mind social studies, the lower school social studies thing where they have little
booklets on ancient Egypt and things like that. They deal with one little book one
semester, one topic. I always saw the unit curriculum being lots of them in the different
areas and you used the ones that were most appropriate to your thing. They were all
produced centrally and the schools would just use them. These people came back and
schools had to invent their own curriculums. That was not what I had in mind at all.
They thought, no, that's the important part of it, to get teachers actually working out
what they want to teach. They took a much more ideological view of it than I ever did. I
was a bit surprised about how far they were prepared to go. We had an argument
about it. I said, "I think you're going too far." They said, "You've asked us to go off and
do our thinking and come back. This is what we're telling you we think you should do."
I said, "Okay, well go and do it."
Several of the things I got blamed for I argued about them with but I take the blame
because in the end I accepted their recommendations with regard to it. The impetus if
you like as with all of these things, I would give the impetus and the broad parameters
and the ideas but someone else always did the design. I wasn't up to that. I didn't have
the knowledge, I didn't have the time.
-

RJ
You've talked about your having just one adviser and I think you are well
aware that advisers were criticised but it was also "claimed that the editor of the
Education Department's publication WA. Education News from 1983 to 1988", who I
couldn't find as being named
-

PEARCE

Zoltan Kovacs.
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Oh, okay "had no teaching or administrative background in education,
RJ
but was said to wield substantial influence over the minister. Evidence from interviews
for this study confirms that advisers effectively shifted the decision-making role from
departmental heads to ministers. As a consequence, politicisation of the public service
increased markedly and was highly visible."'
-

PEARCE
Zoltan would be fascinated to read that. Zoltan Kovacs was my press
secretary, a good friend to this day, although I haven't seen him for years but we were
very good friends. Zoltan was the education writer for The West Australian for a
number of years. I first met him, in fact, when I was debating with Ron Barry, who was
then press secretary to the Leader of the Opposition, after one of our debating
meetings having a drink down at the Adelphi Hotel. Zoltan came by and we had a drink
and a chat. Ron Barry said to Zoltan, "Bob's just been made shadow minister for
education. Can you give him any advice about how to raise his profile?" Zoltan said,
"Get him to make some idiot ratbag statements", [laughs] which is a pretty fair
assessment of how to get your name in the paper.
When I went to the Education Department I had a press secretary, a guy called Tony
Noakes, who had been a roundsman for the Sunday Times. I think I mentioned him
earlier on as he came to see me when he first got that job. I was his local member.
Tony is a decent bloke. I shared him with Barry Hodge, who was the Minister for
Health, but he was stationed in the Education Department. Burke cut back on the
number of press secretaries because as Leader of the Opposition he had criticised the
number of press secretaries the [Charles] Court ministers had, so he had to cut back a
few before they grew to even greater sizes, as inevitably happens. I had quite a high
profile from very early on in education. It was a high profile issue for the party, for the
government and liberating the lift had sort of given me a personal kick on very early on.
Hodge had a much lower profile and he thought the reason for that was that I had his
press secretary. Instead of sharing him, he was in my office, he went and pestered
Burke about it a lot so I finally got a phone call from Brian saying, "Listen, I'm taking
Tony Noakes away and putting him in the Health Department." I said, "Hang on, what
do I do for press secretary?" He said, "You've got Zoltan Kovacs down there, you can
have him." I said, "He's not a press secretary, he's editor of the Education News." He
said, "Zoltan's a very good journalist, go and have a talk to him." So I said, okay.
I rang up Zoltan and said, "Look, the Premier's asked me to see if you would be
interested in being my press secretary." He said, "I don't think I can do that, I've got
another job." He finally said to me, "Look, if I have to do it what I'll do" (he had a lot of
concern for his personal integrity) "I'll have to put a thing on the Education News which
basically says the editor of the news now has to be the press secretary for the Minister
for Education but he'd do his best to remain impartial." I said, "Let's not put that sort of
stuff on the Education News. Why not just write the Education News but if we need you
to ghost write some stuff for us, you won't mind doing that and sort of moonlighting."
A couple of weeks went by. I had a lot of experience in writing my own press releases
when I was in opposition. You don't get somebody to help you there. I'm quite a good
writer at those things, if I don't mind boasting, so I just did my own stuff for a couple of
weeks. But it takes time and I was finding it hard to do. I finally said to Sue-Anne,
"What are you going to do about this business of press secretary; it's bloody driving me
mad?" She said, "Just wait a couple of days." We had an office for the press
secretary. She said, "Zoltan's been eyeing off the office." The next thing I know, he's
picking up his bags and he's moved in and he's press secretary. He did an excellent
job being both but it got too much for him so we got another for Education News. We
got Kay Hopkins, a journo from the Daily News, came in to be the Education News
editor and Zoltan was my press secretary for a long time, and an excellent press
'David Goddard, 'Ideology and Management of Change in Education', pp. 96-97.
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secretary he was and a fountain of good advice, I might say, a man of great integrity. I
would be surprised if anyone saw him as an adviser of great influence in that sense. I
had a team that worked really well together.
It's true that in terms of ministerial offices, we structured them differently. We were
given one adviser each. That was one of Don Dunstan's suggestions, I might say, "Get
yourself independent advice." But the advisers quickly became doers rather than
advisers. They become sets of hands for you. You have a whole raft of policy areas so
you need someone who's in touch with what is going on in that area. If you need
something done, you get them to do it, so they really are executive officers rather than
advisers in a direct sense. Most of them are now. The offices grew.
After the 1986 election the Civil Service Association had been getting worried about the
gap between the two. They finally made a decision, "Look, we'll draw a line." Anything
under level three, I think it was, the old officers, they're public servants, you just draw
them off the public service, they got their permanency. The new lot, level 4 and above,
they'll be the executive officers (a little structure was set in place), they're going to be
term-of-government people and they go out when the minister goes out so they don't
have any permanency. They're not civil servants; they're sort of grafted on extra." I
thought that was a very workable situation but some people in the senior echelons of
the department didn't like it. They thought well these guys are getting more influence
over the minister than I am or they're getting more access so there was always a
tension between advisers. Some of them handled it well and some of them handled it
badly on both sides of the equation. I think that's overstating Zoltan's.... [pause]
RJ

Influence.

PEARCE
.influence. For all that, he was a very important part of the team. He
was easily the best writer in the government. He was trusted by every journalist in the
state so he was very important but I never had education advisers in the sense of
drawing ideas from when I was Education Minister because I had the ideas myself or I
got them off people in the department.
. . .

See one of the things I did, Don Dunstan advised us, "Don't just talk to the
departmental head," so I used to have little groups. When the unit curriculum was out,
the guys that were working on it, they'd come up, not with the director general, and say,
"This is where we are in thinking, what do you think about this?" We'd go through it
and I'd say, "That won't work" and they'd go away and come back. We were at the
centre of a lot of people working on a lot of things. In a thing like education, you can't
be a one-man band, it's too broad a canvas to work on. In all of those things, the trick is
to draw out the skills of the people who have got them and get them all working and
moving in the same direction. That's bad for people who just have a position and no
ideas because they think, "Look at me, I'm important, I'm talking to the minister." The
ones who used to win out were the people who had ideas because they got an access
they didn't have previously (that was I think probably true across the government) and
they had a chance to show what they had. Out of that, people would get promoted. If
you said you would draw yourself in, all of a sudden you would find yourself up the
ladder. It broke down the whole public service tradition of the rigid hierarchy and all of
that.
RJ
Goddard refers to the functional review report remaining confidential to
Cabinet but statements by you and the Premier caused many people to think that the
one for education and its report would be made public. "When neither occurred, many
people became disillusioned and hardened their attitudes against change."' Is that fair?
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Well, the reason it wasn't made public, as I recall, was because it wasn't
PEARCE
going to be implemented. I don't even remember a controversy about that in all honesty
but that was the reason. If it was going to be implemented obviously, or if we were
considering implementing it, it would have been made public like Better Schools was.
The functional review was the Treasury's, basically. The Treasury and the Premier's
departments run over a portion of the Education Department. I didn't think it was a
satisfactory piece of work in terms of the Education Department. I had my own plans
for the review there, which came out in Better Schools. I refused to accept or to
implement the functional review report so it was never released. I suppose we could
have released it out of curiosity but I don't remember any great pressure for the release
of it. It just wasn't going to be proceeded with. It was a piece of work that was done and
it was shelved.
As you have said, Carmen Lawrence took over as Minister for Education
RJ
in the Dowding ministry in February 1988 and Gordon Hill assisted her with TAFE and
there was an increase of five per cent in the Education Department [budget]. It was
seen as a necessity if Labor was to survive the 1989 election that that money was
needed. Tensions and oppositions created by the 1987 staffing cuts were eased. Well,
you would expect that if they got their teachers back.
PEARCE

Exactly right.

RJ
"These cuts caused some teachers to link Unit Curriculum to the Better
Schools report and thence to economic rationalism. While not severing this link, the
Labor Government still regained credibility, by making it appear that economic
rationalism in education was not an imminent threat." Lawrence "proclaimed a virtual
moratorium on the implementation of the Better Schools proposals 'because too many
questions' existed about the resources required to ensure proper implementation of the
recommendations."' Is that a failure on your part?
PEARCE
No. Take the two bits together. What happened was the educational
cuts that were made in the must have been 1987 budget no the 1988 budget....
-

RJ

-

1986-87 that part.

PEARCE
Okay. They were disastrous. They were a huge political mistake. That
was a mistake that was made against my advice by Brian Burke and Peter Dowding.
What they thought they were doing was getting a big war chest up together so that
Dowding when he got to be Premier would be able to make lots of nice announcements
and win the 1989 election. What they discovered was, as I told them was likely to
happen, there was a huge fuss in education, which is one of the most sensitive political
areas, the net result of which was that they had to put all the money back. They took it
out, caused a fuss and put it back but damage done.
Carmen, as you quite rightly said, the Better Schools stuff had become quite
controversial and you are right, it had been linked to economic rationalism but that was
because the Teachers' union.... I never quite understood what was motivating Jeff
Bateman in all of this but our personal relationship was never particularly good and it
got worse when all this was going on. They argued quite untruthfully that the Better
Schools was a way of cutting educational spending. That's the way they put it to
teachers. One of the people who was an organiser for the Teachers' union at that stage
and who was going around printing these untruths was my brother-in-law Eric Ripper
as he was at that stage, and we used to have little discussions at family gatherings
about what was going on here. They went and argued. There was a very clear
1
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commitment right from the start that we have a pool of funds here and we're not going
to make it smaller. What we're going to do is move it around so the money that comes
off the Education Department goes into the schools. But they were going around and
telling teachers that it wasn't true and what we were going to do is take all the money
out and they would never see it again: the schools would get less resources, the
Education Department would have none, the teachers would be worse off, which was
frankly bullshit but that's the way they did that. I suppose they got some credibility in an
argument from the fact that the cutting had gone on previously.
It was worse than that. Not only had they cut the money from the high schools but they
had made TAFE teachers work longer. TAFE teachers were on a fairly short sort of a
thing. It was Joe Berinson and Dowding. Dowding had a thing about TAFE all along
because he had been Minister for Training and those two departments had been at
each other's throats for a long time. Dowding had taken up very aggressively the
training department and we'd have many aggressive discussions between ourselves
(Dowding and I never got on particularly well) about that very issue. Dowding always
had a very poor view of TAFE and wanted Training to overtake them. In fact, he did
that when he was Premier for a while and then he had to put it back.
Out of that, all the TAFE teachers suddenly found themselves having to work an extra
hour a week. That was partly Joe and his economic rationalism in a sense you know,
put an extra kid into every class, no-one much will notice, put an extra hour onto TAFE
teachers, no-one much will notice, they're not working much anyway, but it caused fury
amongst those people. Then they got all the parents that they relate to and their
students in the TAFE. That is what I tried to say to them. They thought because I was
running along all these changes in the Education Department in a relatively calm and
peaceful way that anyone could do it. Now people say to me to this day, "They did that
to knock you off, they did that to finish you off for the premiership run." I don't
particularly believe that. I think they were.... I can see.... I had the discussion with Joe
Berinson many times and he certainly wasn't trying to do that. He just had a view about
how you save money without making any great difference to outcomes. In some ways
he may even be close to the truth. I think that was the thing that underpinned it.
-

What they had to do in the end was put all that money back in but the damage had
been done. What Carmen did to try to get out was say, "We're not going to do any of
that, just scrap it." She put out those reasons. It was bullshit. All they were doing
politically was saying, "Okay, that's unpopular, an election coming, scrap it", like is
happening with OBE now. I don't know the ins and outs of OBE so I am not taking
sides on that but that is exactly what has happened. You let a situation build up.
Carmen didn't control it; she wasn't committing to trying to push Better Schools
through. The election was coming; I'm sure she was under instruction from Dowding to
get rid of this problem and the easy way to get rid of it was to just flick it aside. That's
why Dave says it didn't get anywhere, it all got lost, but it didn't get lost because it was
all sitting there.
RJ

And you have said that, that in the long run

-

PEARCE
In the long run, it got done, most of it, not all of it, because
fundamentally it was the right way to go. As the Education Department took on its own
thing without the ministers pushing it along, where did they go? Exactly where we'd
pointed all that time before.
RJ
Going back to how you felt at the time and not with the benefit of
hindsight and seeing that some of these things did happen, you had really become a
politician to be Minister for Education. You had a passion for what you could achieve as
minister and you even put any other ambitions aside because that was so important to
you. How did you feel at the end of your time?
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PEARCE
I went willingly in a sense. I still find that hard to believe. I got to a point
about six months before time came to step down from that where I actually went to
Brian Burke and I said, "Listen, you're going to have to take me out of Education." The
whole thing was getting to the stage where my participation had become such an issue
that it was going to be difficult to control and it really needed somebody else. It actually
happened in a personal way because I had set up something I should have had earlier
on. In the early reforms, my major ally had been the Teachers' union. Once the
Teachers' union had jumped ship on that, I had to put together sort of another coalition
to work through. I had a more receptive director general in Warren Louden by that
stage. I had made Dave Mossenson head of the SEA and I was working well with him.
He had good ideas and he got control of that. I had always had a good relationship with
the Catholic Education Commission. Peter Tannock was leading that then. You are
talking about substantial people now in charge of these key areas.
I brought into that the head of the non-Catholic private schools' organisation so there
were about five or six of us. We used to meet once a month just to go through where
things were just in terms of keeping in control of all this. That was working really well.
At one stage we had oh what did you say his name was? Max Angus. We had people
in who hadn't been involved right from the start. One or other (I think it was Max but if
might have been someone else) was saying, "Maybe we should think about making
the...." McGaw cut the number of subjects you had to do back to three. Someone said,
"Maybe we should think about making that four, looking at the problems." That had
been such a big issue. I really had to fight hard to keep it to the three because
everyone wanted to make it four or five instead of the six, get it back as close to the six
as they could because they wanted to keep the old system. We were determined to get
the new system. But now the new system was in place and there were problems, as
always, show up in that. And someone said, "Just think aloud". It was a good group.
People would think aloud and they were very cooperative. Whoever said that, I said,
"No, we're not doing that", just like that. It's an argument I had. When I went away and
thought about that, I thought that's wrong because these are new people. They're
looking at the situation as it is now. I have a whole history of this thing behind me.
-

The time has come where my use-by date was starting to show I thought. I went to
Burke and said, "You're going to have to shift me on from this." He knew he was going
himself. At that stage it hadn't been announced. He said, "Just leave it." We had a
discussion about it and it was left. I always knew that my time in Education had to be
short after that.
When Burke announced that he was going and all the leadership thing went on, which
was at the end of that year in 1987, then it was done by agreement, largely. Pressure
was put on people to agree, including me, but it was all agreed. The group of us who
had been the potential leaders: that is, Dowding and Parker became Premier and
Deputy Premier but Julian and I, who are the extra princes, if you like, we got pulled in
too and it was quite a harmonious group over that change in setting up the new
government under Dowding and we agreed. We had discussions and we agreed to the
arrangements about portfolios. I agreed to step down from Education. I had no problem
with that. I got Transport. I had Transport and Planning, both of them very good
portfolios. Unfortunately, I had them together for only a year and Transport I had only
for two years but I got to change the whole railway system.
RJ
question.

Yes, and we won't go into that now. I still need an answer to the specific

PEARCE

How did I feel about it?
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RJ
You had a passion for what you could achieve; at the end of the time,
did you feel you had achieved?
PEARCE
Well, yes, I did but I felt I had achieved as much as I could. I wasn't
happy about the way it finished up, particularly because those last couple of weeks had
been covered by all the fuss that went on over the unit curriculum and the classroom
situation. It wasn't the best way to leave a portfolio, particularly one I had put so much
into but I had in my own mind come to the view I had gone as far as I could with that
and it really needed others to carry it on. I was at ease with myself with regard to that. I
was still in the Cabinet. All the education stuff with Carmen had to come into the
Cabinet. I could easily have rolled her on most of the things if I had wanted. I knew
much more about it than she did and I always did well in Cabinet debates, to put it
bluntly. But I took a view.... I had been shadow minister. I had been Chairman of the
Education Committee, then shadow minister, then minister so I had five years as
minister, three years as shadow minister. For a decade, basically, I dominated, if I
could use that word, the Labor Party's decision-making on education. I set all the
parameters for all of that time, 10 years. I thought it's just not fair to the people who
come after if I then try to do the shooting from the sidelines bit. I cut myself right off. I
never participated in education debate in Cabinet after that ever. I said, "It's up to
others now." I had a really fascinating portfolio in Transport. I had things to do there
and I just moved on.
RJ
Should an ex-teacher be Minister for Education, just as should an exdoctor be a minister for health?
PEARCE
It's a really good question that, and it's one that political scientists will
debate endlessly, and practitioners. You'll find a lot of people will say, "No, they
shouldn't, because they are too close to the whole thing." You can see if you look
back. If you really knew enough, you can see lots of personal elements that played out
in my five years as Minister for Education. But I'll tell you what: if you don't have
somebody who's got a clear set of ideas about the changes that they want, then all
you're doing is driving the big car and getting the big salary. In the end, you're just an
administrator.
That doesn't mean you can't have ideas because you come from outside. I had had
nothing.... well, it's not quite true that I had nothing to do with transport, but I made a
big difference to the transport system, which we will talk about next time, coming from
outside of that, but I was really drawing on the ideas of a lot of other people and
forming and shaping them and drawing on my experience as planning minister. I didn't
have any experience in the planning area too. It's not a requirement that you have to
but I think for big change, you probably do have to have somebody who knows
something about what they're doing.
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TAPE TEN SIDE B
A further interview with Bob Pearce held in the offices of the Forest
RJ
Industries Federation on 28 February 2007.
Bob, we finished last time talking about your time as Minister for Education. I just
thought it would be interesting to have your comments on your view about the way that
Ljiljanna Ravlich went about being Minister for Education, seeing as there's been quite
some controversy.
PEARCE
I felt a bit sorry for Ljiljanna in a couple of ways. Firstly, she lobbed into
the middle of a set of changes that she had nothing to do with starting and in the
middle of a controversy, I suppose, that had a long run before she got there. If you look
at what happened after she left, when Mark McGowan got into the portfolio, they
ditched the whole lot, which I think is a very crude way of dealing with the issue in an
educational sense but I understand the politics of it. They weren't able to deal with it so
they scrapped it although my understanding from my colleagues in the Education
Department is that although it's theoretically been scrapped, a lot of the stuff in it is
potentially useful if people agree with it is still proceeding, so I guess we'll see what
happens there in the end.
I think Ljiljanna's main problem was fundamentally she was not across the issues. One
of the hardest things about being minister is you have to be an instant expert on almost
everything. You hop into a complicated portfolio. Education is very complicated.
Ljiljanna has a background in education. She was a deputy principal out at Bullsbrook, I
think, when she went into Gavin Troy's office. She worked as a private educator trainer
after she came out of government before she went into Parliament herself so she
doesn't lack a background in it. I think the issues that she was dealing with were
complicated ones. I don't know that she really understood them herself. I think she
didn't really get across the complexity of what was going on, left it to the departmental
people to run and it was probably out of control before she got there but she certainly
wasn't able to get on top of it either to make the changes that were necessary to try
and get a greater level of support for it or to explain it in a way which might have got a
level of support.
I think as we discussed, my own time as Minister for Education, I had a really hard run
trying to keep going with changes that I had instituted and organised and stuff myself. I
had a good handle on it. Even so, there's a huge inbuilt resistance to change amongst
teachers, not all of them by any means but a significant group. Parents are easily
worried about the impact on their children of these sorts of things. It's not easy to do. I
thought she was placed in a very difficult position. She really wasn't up to the job of
getting on top of it and making the changes that were required. In the end, as I say, the
government just scrapped it, which was a very crude approach.
I worry about what's happening in education in political terms because both at the state
level and the federal level, ministers seem to pick on peripheral populist issues,
particularly what the Commonwealth is doing they don't run a single school but now
they are trying to tell the states how to do it. They pick a populist issue, like "Let's teach
Australian history". I support that in general terms but you can't just say that's what
you're going to do. It has to be built into a whole educational framework. Probably, it
makes it an easier life for an education minister doing that but I don't think it produces a
better system.
-

RJ
We talked last time about whether an ex-teacher should be Minister for
Education but Mark McGowan makes no secret of the fact that he doesn't have a
background in education. You have said he's taken over at a very difficult time and
perhaps it wasn't right to dump the whole lot. How is he going to cope? Is it going to be
possible for him to get on top of it at this particular time?
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Mark is still a young politician but I think obviously he's got a future. I
think people have him marked out for higher office. In many ways he's got on top of the
political problems in education by scrapping OBE and doing those things. If you like,
he's producing the short-term political answers. He's rolled out the old chestnuts of
wearing a school uniform and I suppose homework will be next on the agenda, those
sorts of things that people pop out. In the short-term political sense, he's got on top of
the issues but he's not dealt with them that whole "where is the education system
now?" The OBE has stalled in upper high school where, ironically, it has been working
in the primary sector for over a decade. I have spoken to some primary principals in
recent times and they say it works fine in primary school.
-

I have a brother who is an English senior master and he has an interesting view. I had
a long discussion with him the other week. He thinks our problems are in the way
they're proposing to assess it and the levels arrangement. The changes are needed.
Broadly, the avenue that was being followed probably was a reasonably correct one
there. Just to scrap it and not replace it with anything, it's in kind of limbo. Whether
Mark's got the intellectual clout, the background, to get in charge of producing
something else I think is yet to be seen.
An interesting thing with him, the sort of thing he's been doing, the clearing the decks
stuff, is really what you do normally before an election. You spend three or four years
doing the hard slog and then you do have to mop up outstanding issues in a year or so
before the election. He shows all the signs of doing the mopping up and not carrying
forward a policy. That might be unfair to him. The government is going through a whole
raft of travails at the present time which have nothing to do with education. It's probably
pre-occupying them. I'd be interested to see how he goes.
If you're going to be a minister in an area where you don't actually have a background
knowledge yourself, I do think you've got to have to then either get up to speed on the
issues yourself so you actually are in a position to have an informed view of these
things or you need to get around you people who have. I haven't seen any signs of
Mark doing either of those things. He may well be getting himself up to speed on those
things. As I say he's an intelligent minister, he's a good minister, he's one of the better
ones in the current government. I'm not being critical of him in a personal sense but I
don't see any signs of a plan for how to deal with those sorts of issues.
The interesting thing is in education (it's true in many areas but it's particularly true in
education) that the ministers that come out who are popular and successful are those
who do nothing and are there for only a short time. Nothing happens and he moves on.
"He was a nice chap" but nothing happens. The trouble is systems like education
atrophy very quickly. If you're not keeping up with the changes and keeping up with the
change in society and the whole bit, then your system grinds to a halt.
RJ
You just spoke of the things that have been done on a national level with
Julie Bishop. We've had the suggestion that there should be a national curriculum, that
history should be added as a compulsory subject, that manners should be taught at
school and now the most recent one is bonuses on performance. What do you think of
those particular items?
PEARCE
Just in terms of what the Commonwealth is doing, I think it is absolutely
irresponsible of Commonwealth ministers to pick an issue here and an issue there and
try and say, "We're going to have this done in the education system." They're only
doing it for political reasons. Brendon Nelson started it and Julie Bishop has continued
it. They're working on the fact that going back to the Whitlam time, there's a significant
Commonwealth cash input into education systems.
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That was a problem when I was minister, not because the Commonwealth are doing
what they're doing now. Going back to the Whitlam time, what he wanted to do was
emphasise certain things like Aboriginal education and adult education, the areas
around the edges of the mainstream education system, which in the Whitlam view
hadn't been receiving sufficient attention. When I say Whitlam view, it was probably
Kim Beazley's view.' Whoever it was, they were right in that. They wanted a broader
education system; they wanted the impact of Commonwealth cash. That was, I think, a
very laudable thing to do. It had an interesting result. Because the Commonwealth
funding is not committed in an ongoing sense like state funding was, what they actually
did was marginalise all the programs. For example, if the state was doing something in
Aboriginal education, it got turned over to Commonwealth funding so all the teachers
who were teaching that suddenly found themselves on effectively one-year contracts
because the Education Department couldn't guarantee ongoing funding for them.
What happened was that by the time I got to be Minister for Education, which was I
guess a decade well not even that eight years after the Whitlam time, all of these
programs, adult education, migrant education, all the teachers in there were on
temporary [contracts], they were very dissatisfied with their lot, there was no ongoing
commitment, no ongoing planning for the programs. Everything was done year by year.
I had a long set of discussions with Susan Ryan, who was the then federal minister, to
try to get away from that situation. What I proposed was what was described as
Commonwealth-state education agreements whereby all of these things would be
mainstreamed and the Commonwealth would make an ongoing commitment to the
state. That is, the state and Commonwealth would work out what they were going to
do, the Commonwealth would put their money in and the state would run the show so
you'd have an integrated education system without the sort of state components and
Commonwealth components, which were weakening the area the Commonwealth
wanted to be.
-

-

Susan took a lot of convincing about that, I might say, and some of my other state
colleagues didn't see the point of it but towards the end of Susan's time we were
actually starting to move towards achieving something like that. As is unfortunately the
way in politics, if these things are being driven off the politicians rather than off the
bureaucrats, once the pollies move on the whole thing dies. Susan got the chop in the
second term of the Hawke government and then my time ran out, as we've discussed.
We were moving on those Commonwealth-state agreements but we hadn't got them
finalised and after I went, the whole thing was dropped. That's a pity. The piecemeal
Commonwealth approach has been there ever since. They've put a lot of money in. I
can understand them saying, "We want a say in this." Under my system, they would
have got a say because when you worked out the agreement, they would have had
their input and you would have worked it out with the state. This piecemeal approach,
that's just terrible.
On the national curriculum, again I tried to achieve that in a different way because I
think there is sense in having maybe not a national curriculum but sharing curriculum
resources better. Every state has got a curriculum section. They all have a group of
people churning out history courses, for example, and a whole group of people
churning out English courses. The states are not so different that you need seven lots
of resources around the country turning out seven lots of things which are roughly
equivalent. My suggestion was we divided it up; that is, you'd have an agreement
whereby Western Australia, for example, would take English and maths and Victoria
would do science and history and you'd actually get specialists around the [country].
People would use each other's curriculum, with changes. If you had history, you'd want
Western Australian history components and stuff like that. I thought that was a sensible
approach.
Kim Beazley senior who was Minister for Education in the Whitlam government.
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When I tried to promote it, I was jumped on ferociously by the curriculum people in WA
because it's going back to what we talked about, about devolving responsibilities to the
schools. When I started that off, I think I mentioned to you, even in the department I
was overtaken by people who had a much more radical view of these things than I had.
When I got down to things like curriculum, I found the thing which I'd started off had
snowballed out of my control because the curriculum people are now saying, "No, no,
the wrong play. You shouldn't be making curriculums at the national level; you should
be making curriculums at the school level." So there was that whole business.
My own view is much more conservative. I always had the view that schools should be
in charge of their own business but they should be able to draw from resources which
are drawn up by people who are more expert than themselves. It's the reverse of what
I'm talking about. I thought it was a nonsense to have each state develop its own
curriculum. It's so bloody stupid for every school in the country (there are hundreds of
them, thousands of them) to be working up their own different curriculums. It was just a
huge waste of effort but the curriculum people were very opposed to that. Everyone
else just saw it as too hard so that was a thing which never got a guernsey.
But it is an issue. It comes out mostly from the armed forces because they move their
people around a lot and what you find is kids whose parents are in the armed forces,
particularly, education is grossly disrupted by movement interstate because when you
go from one state to another, very often you get put down a year because each state
thinks their system is better than everyone else's and you need to catch up. Having a
more uniform approach to curriculum across the country is a good idea, but I don't think
the Commonwealth are going about the right way to try to produce it.
RJ
To move now to your time as Minister for Planning, which ran from
December 1984 to February 1986. You already referred last time to the controversy
over the brewery. What else out of that portfolio and what were you able to achieve?
PEARCE
I enjoyed Planning. It came as a portfolio a bit out of the blue because
Brian Burke started to make changes in portfolios almost every Christmas to try to
juggle the team into a better shape. I was actually at one stage, a year before, when I
just had Education to myself originally and then as things worked out, I was clearly
marked to get more. There was a proposal that I'd get consumer affairs in the first
reshuffle, but he changed his mind about that. Then in the second reshuffle, at the end
of 1984, effectively after two years in government, I was given Planning. I had no
experience or background in that area. I went from interesting arrangements where I
had one portfolio where I was very well on the ground and to one that I knew very little
about. That was a bit of a culture shock for me in the sense that you needed to know
everything at once. I was brought in in the afternoon. The next morning I had journalists
on the phone asking about R-Codes residential codes. I had no idea what they were. I
had to bluff and get briefings really quickly about that. It took a while to get up to speed
with that.
-

I enjoyed the Planning portfolio but it was the beginning of the end for me in one sense
well for two reasons actually. If I had been determined to be leader, Premier, and set
myself out to do it, I would have dealt with a whole raft of issues differently but I really
was only there to be education minister. Planning was an interesting diversion. It's a
portfolio that's full of minefields because everything well not everything, but many
things are controversial in the portfolio and it's one of those things where you cannot
win. Often you have two sides, quite moderately balanced, and it doesn't matter which
decision you make, there's going to be a whole raft of people who are dissatisfied with
what you do. We need two approaches to that portfolio. One is actually to try to put a
bit of a stamp on it, take a clear view, have a bit of vision and direction, try to get

-

-

TAPE TEN SIDE B

PEARCE

131

people to understand what that is and let people argue about those things and try to
have the discussion about it. The second way is to keep your head down and hope you
get another portfolio quickly. Some do one, some do the other. I think the ones who
took the firm view that "we're going to be planning ministers", myself and Graham
Kierath, both ran into a lot of trouble in that portfolio because it is so fraught with
controversy. It's the old hubris thing too.
Up to that point, I'd been pretty successful in education; I was only a couple of years in;
I had high approval ratings; the whole thing. I thought the systems I was using,
although I was pushing on to universities, it was all working. Your greatest strengths
are always your greatest weaknesses, or very often. I tried to transfer that approach to
Planning, to push stuff through and be firm about it but it's harder because it's not
always inside the government's control because local councils have their capacities.
I picked up a thing which came from Brian Burke, which is interesting in the light of the
stuff which is going on at the present time; that is, the infamous Chinese restaurant
proposal. Brian had got up a proposition somewhere in the northern suburbs, in his
electorate or near to it, that the Labor Party would build a building. It would be a Labor
Party centre and it would be paid for in part by having part of it as a Chinese
restaurant. But he'd done it by putting up a proposal for this thing, which just had in the
plan "dining area". It got passed to the Stirling council, which was in the hands of the
Liberals, and George Cash, who subsequently came into Parliament, was one of the
power brokers in the Stirling council at the time. They had knocked it back when they
realised there was a potential Chinese restaurant there. The government had taken the
view of supporting the Chinese restaurant.
I came into Planning, like Ljiljanna. I came in there, the situation was all there, and I
was given the job of getting it sorted out. I went in and tried to push that through but the
Stirling Council was very resistant and it turned into a really messy situation. Stepping
back from it, it was probably a fairly unconscionable thing that we were trying to do. I
don't think it's wrong. It was on Main Street, if I remember correctly. Every second
corner on Main Street seems to have a restaurant of one kind or another. I don't think it
was a wrong thing. There's a lot of politics in the way the Stirling Council had dealt with
it but I think the Labor Party's hands weren't clean in the way they had gone about it.
I tried for the quick fix and it didn't work. It resulted in a battle with the Stirling Council.
They refused to do it so I gave them instructions to amend their town planning scheme,
which I was entitled to do as minister. They refused to do it, which they're really not
entitled to do but it's hard to know how you make them without going to law. So I would
not pass any of their town planning amendments. Everything that year got held up for a
year so it just turned into a messy situation. It was a bit of a lesson to me that you've
got to be a bit more astute in the planning area.
In that area, you don't really drive much, you're not a decision maker because some of
the other people are starting it off. All the councils have rights over rezoning. There's a
metropolitan region scheme which lays out the way in which planning works. In the
end, you get a right of saying yes or no to a lot of things and you can shape the issues
a little bit. It's not a portfolio in the sense where you can do a huge amount.
It is interesting because you're looking at what the future of our city's going to be like. It
turned out to be really important for me in a different sense because I got a clearer
understanding of the importance of transport patterns. I live in Armadale. I came from
an outer suburban electorate. I'd taken on Transport, as I mentioned to you earlier on,
because of the importance of transport to people in those outlying metropolitan areas.
When Julian Grill was the Minister for Transport, he started off an investigation into
having the rail system electrified. Julian went out of Transport and into Agriculture and
Gavin Troy picked up the Transport portfolio. Gavin was a very decent person but he
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didn't always have the same level of clout in Cabinet getting things through as some
others, including Julian or myself. But I weighed in very heavily in terms of the
electrification of the railways because I could see what an important thing that would be
in terms of the planning and development of Perth.
We had at that stage a policy which we had inherited from several governments before
I think of trying to develop sub-regional centres. Sub-regional centres were trying to get
all the pressure off Perth. Perth has a corridor plan, which has got strengths but it also
has got weaknesses. The strength of the corridor plan is that the corridors radiate out
like spokes of a wheel from central Perth. There's an arm that goes out to Midland, the
eastern one, there's one that runs up the coast, Wanneroo-Joondalup, the northern
one, one that goes down to Fremantle and the south-east one that runs out to
Armadale. They radiate out like spokes from a wheel; not a complete wheel because
the coast cuts that off. That means that there are rural areas, even bush areas, which
come almost into the city between those arms. That gives you a much more open city
look than say Sydney, which is just a huge sprawl from the coast almost to the Blue
Mountains. A weakness of that is you're cramming an awful lot into relatively narrow
corridors. When you're trying to move people up and down, there is a transport issue. It
means that people get pushed much further from the city centre than would be the
case if you just had a conglomerate approach.
One of the issues in that was to build the sub-regional centres up so that at the ends of
the arms you've got Fremantle, Midland, Armadale, Joondalup you try to develop
them as big cities in their own right so they take the pressure away from Perth. That
was the theory. At the time I was there it wasn't working terribly well because they were
too close to the ends of the arms, like Armadale, to pick one I knew best. It was right at
the end of the south-east corridor. It was hard to get stuff going in Armadale because
any developer who wanted picture theatres or whatever, would ask, "Where am I
drawing my people from" and all he was drawing them from was one direction; that is,
to the north-west and there wasn't the surrounding population.
-

-

Getting the sub-regional centres going was a really tricky thing to do. What had
happened in the meantime was that nodes had built up, about halfway along, like to
use the Armadale one. While we're trying to build up Armadale, Cannington was
building up itself because it was right smack bang in the middle of that corridor. One of
the things I did was have a review of the corridor plan and we widened up the corridors
and tried to take account of what was happening naturally and to work on the basis that
you weren't going to get the sub-regional centres really going until you could get a
population around them on all sides.
I also had later in the portfolio a situation which is a bit akin to the one which is
happening now with regard to house prices; that is, the supply of land for a number of
reasons but mostly because of the delays in getting all the approvals and getting water
on site and all the coordination of all of those things. All of a sudden land prices started
to jump and we were worried about an upward spiral in house prices, exactly what has
happened now. I moved pretty quickly to cut that off by appointing George Bray, who
had been the shire clerk effectively or the CEO of the City of Stirling. He was a very
good operator. His job was to coordinate developers and government agencies to get
land not just released but in a sellable state, get the water and the services in quickly in
a coordinated way to stop that happening. That was, I think, a very successful initiative.
In terms of controversies, which is mostly how you measure that portfolio, I had another
set of run-ins with the City of Stirling over high rise at Scarborough. They were very
keen on getting a whole raft of high rise buildings along the Scarborough foreshore.
The government had come in with a policy that pre-dated me of not having high rise in
that area. Observation City had already been approved but there were several other
sites that had been approved for high rise there as well. When one was proposed for
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development, I came out and said, "The government is not going to allow that" and it
stopped it because no-one would invest in it. We were actually able to stop people
putting their money in. One of my achievements for what it is worth is there were no
more high rises in the Scarborough area.
The City of Stirling fought that for a long time. They went to the tribunal and overturned
one of my decisions about allowing a 13 or 14-storey building next to Observation City.
Although they were able to get approvals, they were never actually able to get them
built. In retrospect, that was a good thing. If you had a big block of high rises in
Scarborough, it would have had a big impact on our coastline. We had moved to a
policy then of not allowing more than three-storey buildings along the coast, which I
think was a bit simplistic but probably right for the time.
I think it's moved now under Alannah MacTiernan where they're trying to pick areas
where you can have something a bit higher but not too grandiose, so a bit of variation.
Some areas we can't do anything. That is the right approach. We were moving a bit
towards that. Out of it all, I probably feel I did good for the city and for the state in the
things I did in the planning area, but it is hard to say, "Look I did that or I did this."
The big controversy they lobbed me into is the one we discussed privately afterwards;
that is, the brewery. Of all things it came out of a proposal by Yosse Goldberg to build
an apartment block on the brewery site. He'd bought the brewery site for (I can't
remember exactly now) $4.5 million. He wanted to knock it down and build up a set of
apartments that would have been up to about the height of the Kings Park escarpment.
I was not likely to allow that. That was the wrong thing for that site. I also took the view
that he bought the site on the basis that he would be able to develop it. If we were not
going to allow any development there nor much of a development there, it was proper
that we should take the site off him or buy it off him. We shouldn't say to someone,
"Bad luck, you bought that but we're not going to allow you to do anything on it now." I
organised for the state to take that site over and we paid him out pretty much the
money that he had paid for it, so I suppose he didn't make any money out of it but he
got away without a huge loss on it. I always looked on the brewery as one of the state's
prime heritage buildings. We asked for public expressions about what we could do with
it. A lot of really exciting and interesting innovative ideas had come up about what we
might do with regard to the brewery. I set up a process of asking for submissions.
Instead of doing something about it, we decided we would ask people for their views.
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The one thing I didn't anticipate was what happened, which was half the
submissions came in saying, "Pull it down". I thought, hang on; this is a heritage
building. We haven't bought this in order to knock it over just because people driving in
from the western suburbs want their view unspoiled as they come around the corner. I
made lots of errors in dealing with the brewery, I think, not the least of which was failing
to see the problem coming.
The great irony of this was that the purchase of the brewery was not actually
announced by me but by Brian Burke, who was the Premier. The reason he announced
it was that I was going off to I think it was an education ministers' meeting in New
Zealand. Brian always liked to provide the Sunday Times with a good headline. He
rang me; I got the call on Friday as I was about to go to the airport. We had a bit of a
chat and he said, "Have you got anything I can give to the Sunday Times?" I said, "Tell
them we are going to buy the brewery. It will be very popular." It seemed like it would
have been popular at the time, and so he announced it to the Sunday Times
"Government to buy brewery". I was in New Zealand when it all happened.

-

It was only when we went through the whole business about having this thing that we
allowed the issue to build up about whether it should be pulled down. Now the
government really had the view that we were never going to pull it down; it was a
heritage building. I must have been Minister for Heritage at the time. I cannot
remember if I was or not. I was Planning and Heritage, but I don't know that I was
Planning and Heritage for the whole time that I was Planning minister, but I certainly
was for part of it. I had a clear view about heritage buildings, which is quite different
from the way it is developing at the present time and that is that it is important to
preserve your heritage, but you can't try to make your cities museums. That is, if every
heritage building becomes some kind of a museum, you kill them. A few kept in an old
state, a museum like that, is okay, but if you try and keep all your buildings like that,
then what do you do? You just sort of make a time capsule. What you need to do is
keep the heritage aspect of your building, but move it into a new use, because that
gives you an economic base for keeping the building going. You keep the fabric of the
building there so that you have the frontage and the architectural shape of it and where
it fits into the city, but it's got an ongoing, viable use.
I was much guided in stuff like that by things that happened in New South Wales. I
don't know if you know the Intercontinental Hotel; it is where I used to stay in Sydney. It
was built on the old Treasury Buildings. Their old Treasury Buildings are like our old
Treasury Buildings big, square and built on a hollow, square arrangement. It is pretty
ordinary architecture, in all honesty, but you know that colonial style of government
building. They had kept all the outer building and had built the hotel tower on top of the
hollow square, but they had kept the square there and it had a roof over it obviously but
that was used as a sort of open bar area and very attractive. They kept the building;
new use.
-

That was the sort of thing which I was looking for so when we were looking at the
brewery, we were looking at it in that way. How can we keep the fabric of the building
so that when people drive along you see not the wreck that was there, but a decent,
new building but it needs to have some sort of economic base to it. We were never
going to make a museum of it, but a lot of people just wanted it pulled down.
Again, my view of it was also conditioned a bit by my experiences with the Princess
May School, that I mentioned earlier on. When I was still a teacher I got involved in that
teachers' group, the Progressive Teachers Association, which had got the money to
have a teacher-run in-service centre, and we managed to rework that old school. I had
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opposed going to the Princess May School in that group. I always wanted to start from
scratch on a greenfield site and build a purpose-built facility. When they took me down
to show me the building, they said, "We will take you and show you this and then you'll
change your mind." I went down and saw a wreck of a building. Not only did I not
change my mind, I was reinforced in my view. I thought, for Christ's sake, we're not
going to take on a wreck! What's the point of having this thing in a wreck?" I couldn't
see, I didn't have enough experience to see what that building might be when it was
restored. I only started to see that when the architect who was reworking the old
Fremantle Asylum which is now the Fremantle Arts Centre showed me his drawings
and what he was doing there and took me around and showed me how they were
reconstituting that. I started to see what the possibilities of reworking old buildings
might be. I thought a lot of people are the same with regard to the brewery. They
haven't had the experience that I have had, and they're looking at the brewery and it's
a wreck of a building and they're thinking, "Well, why not just pull it down?" I can
understand that, but I think they couldn't see what it might be like when it was
reworked.
-

-

Anyway, that's a controversy that built and had its supporters and had its opponents
but the Perth City Council took the view about wanting to pull it down, so I got into a
long battle with the Perth City Council over that, which didn't help me or them in the
longer run. Then it got caught up in the Aboriginal thing, too. I went to the museum a
few years ago and there was a sort of potted populist history of the brewery site on the
museum wall that was incredibly inaccurate. But one thing I did take offence at and that
was this, that we were accused basically of just being wantonly ignorant about the
Aboriginal aspect of that site. That wasn't true; in fact, it was one of the things I was
conscious of right from the very beginning.
The way I dealt with it though was to get Ken Colbung, whom I knew, and Ernie Bridge
who was, I think.... I'm not sure if Ernie was a minister then or not. But I had a meeting
in my office
yes, it was a time when Ernie was a Minister
with Ernie Bridge,
obviously an Aboriginal and Ken Colbung and Adele Farina, who was my principal
private secretary. I mention Adele for a particular reason and that is we'd have a
discussion about what the Aboriginal heritage aspects of that site might be, and Ernie
and Ken were going to walk down and have a look and walk over and come back,
although Ken wouldn't talk about it and the reason he wouldn't talk about it was
because Adele Farina in the room: a woman. I'm a bit slow, I suppose in some of
these things. Ernie said it was going to be a problem, so poor Adele had to go outside
she was very offended and we sat there and we had a discussion about it. Ken had a
very good understanding of what the thing was. He went and had a walk down and
said, "There are some areas you'll have to be careful of in the building, but
fundamentally okay." I said, "Okay; we'll do that." So I had a system of doing it. There
wasn't the built-up processes that there are now, so we dealt with that. That was to be
built into what happened.
-

-

-

-

About a year later, Robert Bropho turned up and made all sorts of claims about the
site, which I must say Ken Colbung rigorously denied. There was a dispute amongst
the Aboriginal community about whether the Wagyl really was there and where the
spring had been. You know, there's a spring near the brewery site. As you drive
around, there is a little park in the fold of the hill and there is a spring there. That was
supposed to be the site. But Ken, I think, was of the view that the actual spring was
where Spring Street is. In the early days of the colony, the Wagyl's spring was actually
in Spring Street and that had disappeared with the way the city had been built. The
area at the bottom of Kings Park was not the area at all. I suppose these days you've
got whole processes to try to resolve those sorts of issues, but I made an effort to get
the Aboriginal stuff worked into it.

TAPE ELEVEN SIDE

PEARCE

136

When Colbung came, then they occupied the site; they put people down there. Again,
looking back on it, it's probably people are going to take objection to what I'm about to
say the big mistake I made was to not throw them off on day one. I should have said,
"Okay, you've had your demonstration, you've made your point; you can't live here,"
and just moved them on. I probably could have stopped a lot of the problems that built
up at that point if I had dealt with it firmly, but the view was
-

-

RJ
You just said, "when Colbung came," not "when Bropho came" because
you didn't have any trouble with Colbung.
PEARCE
No, thank you, thank you Ronda; that was a mistake. It was when
Bropho came. Originally they just came down. They stood there with flags saying this is
an Aboriginal site. I think Bropho saw it as a way of making a point for Aboriginal
people. I didn't have any objection to that; I was a strong supporter. I've been up at
Noonkanbah. I was our spokesmen on cultural affairs, which meant Aboriginal cultural
affairs, in opposition. I was very supportive of that, so instead of doing anything about
it, we let them stay there, but I don't think anyone realised they were just going to live
there. Aboriginal kids were up there, and there were all sliding down the sand [banks]
and ripping up the vegetation. An unfortunate situation was allowed to develop there.
But then it got to a point where it was difficult to do anything about it because we left it
run so long that anything would look worse.
Then a whole raft of things were done under the Aboriginal Heritage Act and the whole
thing snowballed in a sort of legal mess and it put us in awkward positions because
legal action was taken. Our lawyers came to me and said that they wanted to fight this
on the basis that the Crown is not bound by the legislation. I said, "I don't think that's a
very good thing to do." I was really opposed to that because I thought, well that's just a
terrible thing to go in and say, "Well, okay, we might have gone to all of this heritage
legislation, but you can't bind the Crown by it." It might legally be correct, but it is a
very poor moral position. But the lawyers were very insistent that if they were to get this
thing cleaned up, they needed to be able to do that, and they actually won the case on
that point. It was a difficult thing.
We had signed up a crowd of local beer makers in fact who were subsequently shifted
down to
you know, those boutique beer people to be the main proponents of the
reworked brewery site, which I thought was quite appropriate but in the controversy it
became too problematic for them and we couldn't get anybody in that. It all dragged on
and on and in fact it was never resolved in my time as minister. It was only afterwards
when Jim McGinty got to be in charge of it and a lot of the legal stuff had been sorted
out that he was finally able to make a deal with Multiplex, I think, to get the
arrangements done which had the brewery rebuilt in the shape that it is now.
-

I think, in terms of the hearts and minds, I lost that in the general sense. I think it is a
fine building now, no-one seems to protest about it, but two or three things stick out in
my mind from that. The first was to do with the National Trust. I must say that I was
heritage minister by then, and I didn't have a lot of time for the National Trust because
of their way of dealing with things. I used to take my boat up to Shark Bay for my
holidays and I stopped off at Greenough a couple of times. I suppose you can see the
logic of it, but they were worried about the buildings, so the first thing they do if they get
a building they put a fence around it and lock you out and you only go in at certain
times and it is strictly controlled. I suppose it helps protect the buildings, but it is not the
sort of approach to heritage I would take. My way of doing it would have been to open
up fifty lots there, let people live in Greenough and make it a living place (I will tell you
about Cossack, because I tried to make that there) and make a living place again and
then you won't have to worry about the buildings being vandalised because there
would be people living on either side of it. That is how I think you do preserve your
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heritage. You make the past part of the present and to have an important role in the
future.
But the National Trust had quite a different view of it. I can't remember the second
name, Margaret somebody, [Fielman, I think] who had been the head of the Town
Planning Commission. She was one of the committees, an important one. She had
retired from that and she'd been one of the main planners for the city, and a fairly
controversial character herself. She got to be head of the National Trust, and I had a
lengthy argument with her on the radio one time about this in which I was saying:
"We're in a bit of a strange position, you know because you're the National Trust and
you are arguing to pull down a heritage building that is older than Tower Bridge in
London." I used to use that example. "This building is older than London's Tower
Bridge. You want to pull it down. You're the National Trust and you fight with me as the
minister trying to keep it up there." She said, "Oh, we recognise the significance of the
site." I'm saying: "What do you want me to do pull the building down and then put up
a big sign saying, 'There used to be a heritage building on this site'?" We got into one
of those sorts of arguments.
-

I had another one with the then deputy mayor of the City of Perth. I think I might have
mentioned it in one of the earlier tapes. He said to me afterwards when he came off, "I
don't know why you're fighting this a man who might be Premier." He was sharpereyed than me about what was coming in terms of Brian Burke.
-

Where I really lost the battle was earlier on, when I went there, they still had all the
lights up from the time of the Commonwealth Games. Remember when they had the
lights and the ships and that was a real thing. Thinking back, I looked at it I was smart
enough to think of it. I said, "Look, can we get those lights back on?" It did make it
pretty ugly close-up because they were sort of festooned all over the place. The
building is not flat. Although the ships were there, when you got up close to it, it was an
ugly sort of spider web of lights and so on. But, no, because the people who had
scrapped the building had taken away the generators and a lot of the wiring because of
the value of the copper and it would have cost $50 000 to put it all back. I thought, well,
$50 000, you can't do that, so I didn't. But I reckon if I had.... look at what the Brewery
cost; $50 000 was tiny in the end. I reckon if I had put the lights back on, it would have
swung that whole debate around.
-

Cossack really epitomises the approach I tried to take with these things. When I was
heritage minister, I had a chance to.... I hadn't been there I think, but I knew about it.
Cossack is a little port up north, a little bit north of Karratha. It had been the major port
for the north west in the middle nineteenth century. Then a cyclone had come and it
had piled up a huge sand bank around the port and really made it impossible for ships
to get in there and it had died and really things moved on from there, but it still had a
number of old buildings at Cossack. Cossack itself had been abandoned, but buildings
and a cemetery, and a group of people really based at some of the mining companies
up there had made it their spare time work to reconstruct Cossack. To do it, they had
been raising money. The mining companies had kicked in money. They had been
going out; they had been restoring these buildings on the weekends and they were
beautiful stone buildings with jarrah roof beams. All of a sudden, there is a disaster.
There are termites in the north west, which are giants compared with the ones that we
get down here huge termites. These termites had worked out.... Jarrah normally,
termites don't attack jarrah, but these north west termites had worked out that the
jarrah was 20 feet in the air; I don't know how they did it. They were building their
columns, mud, up the wall and they were eating out the jarrah rooves and destroying
the buildings.
-

As heritage minister, I thought, well, I'll save Cossack. That's important. I'd help the
government out with that. This is a little side-story. It was a PR disaster. You've got to
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always have your weather eye on publicising what you're doing, otherwise people will
put a bad spin on it or people don't understand what you're doing. It's part of helping to
build a vision too in the community about how things should be. So I thought, well
we're going to make an issue of Cossack. This is going to be a real demonstration
about the importance of preserving our sites. So I hired a plane and I filled it up with
journos. We had two or three TV stations, the Sunday Times and the West I think
there, and we were going to fly up and look at the situation and lay out a plan for saving
Cossack.
Well, when we flew up there the company that.... It's a long flight in a small plane, but
everyone was pretty interested in it; an exciting, interesting story. I thought this is going
to be a star turn. The one bloke who was a bit discouraged was the gentleman from the
Sunday Times, because it was a Wednesday, or something in the middle of the week,
so everyone was going to get full colour film, and his story is going to come up three or
four days after everybody else, so it was hardly going to be a scoop for him. I suppose
they were going to make a feature of it.
When we flew up there, we had to land halfway to fuel, I think at Meekatharra. When
we landed at Meekatharra, the fuelling company wouldn't fuel the plane because there
had been allegedly some problem with them paying their bills. So the whole plane sat
on the ground while phone calls went hither and thither. By this time we were starting to
get worried, because I had to get up there. All the journos were starting to get worried
because they were due to come back with their film and all they could see was their
deadline slipping away.
Finally this thing got resolved and we get up to Cossack and by that time it's clear that
we're not going to.... You land at Karratha and you have to drive to Cossack, and it
was clear that we were not going to get back in time for everyone's deadline, so we
were starting now to work out a system whereby we would land the plane back at
Karratha or somewhere and what we would do they would be able to feed their stories
down the line. By the time we got there and did all the looking at the things and seeing
what needed to be done.... What needed to be done basically, was that you had to (a)
go back and rework all the restoration work that had been done where wood was
concerned, get rid of all the termites, dig trenches around all of the buildings, very deep
trenches and put poison in the ground basically so that the termites couldn't burrow
through it. Quite a big program and quite a bit of money that was to be involved.
By the time we got back to the plane, we were never going to get the stories, so all
those cameras that came up, no-one [filmed]. We got no TV stories, it was too late to
file for the West and so there was nothing in the West, and all of a sudden this Sunday
Times guy's beaming because he was going to be the one with the story! He ran a
really good story, except that the printers at the Sunday Times went on strike and they
didn't have an edition that Sunday, so absolutely nothing out of that very carefully set
up press thing.
But we did do a lot for Cossack, because we got a lot of people interested in it for a
start and it got the government involved in what had been really a private project. It
really got me thinking which was, look, this is never going to work. You've got half a
dozen beautiful buildings out here in the middle of nowhere. You can preserve them,
but you can't preserve them unless, what are you going to do? Watch them if anything
happens? Vandalism; all of these issues? When I looked at the plan of Cossack, it's
still a town; it's still a gazetted townsite and there are people who own blocks there.
The reason they didn't live there because there was no power and no water, but a lot of
people would have liked to have lived there. Beautiful site. So okay, the answer to
preserving Cossack is to make it a living place again.
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And so I started off a project with Pam Buchanan, who was the local member, who
chaired a committee and we got people going. Unfortunately, the shire was very
opposed to it. The Shire of Onslow I think they were. No, it can't have been Onslow.
The Shire of [pause] well it must have been Roebourne. The Shire of Roebourne,
they were opposed to it because they were building their town at Wickham and they
wanted all their facilities at Wickham and they didn't want any people sort of slipping
away to Wickham and then demanding facilities elsewhere. We had to bring the power
and the water from a long way away, so you are looking at quite a lot of money, but I
was actually prepared to try to find the money to do that. There were people who had
blocks there who showed a lot of interest in building houses.
-

And so that was my approach to heritage if you like. It didn't work at the time because
of the opposition of the shire, so I moved on, and Pam Buchanan, who did a lot of work
in driving that committee, she moved and some of the mining people moved and then
the impetus, really after two or three years was lost and we never got those things
done. But, it's the old story: if your ideas are right, they triumph in the end, and I know
that they are trying to do that to Cossack now. The shire has come around in their view
and they see the strength of having a town there. The work that was done to preserve
those buildings has held up largely over that time. Sometimes your ideas take a while
to come to fruition, but I must say that when I read that they were trying to get Cossack,
I thought, well okay, 20 years too late, but it's the right thing to do.
RJ
You were also Minister for Intergovernmental Relations from March
1987 to February 1988 so it's for less than a year, and what was involved there?
PEARCE

Nothing.

RJ

[laughs] Right, let's move on!

PEARCE
[laughs] Well, there's a story behind it. When Brian Burke was.... Brian
was preparing his departure and he was setting up the situation for when he went.
Brian had told us all that he was going to go two years out. We will talk about it later, I
suppose.
RJ

You did say that last time. He told you in 1986.

PEARCE
There was a meeting the day after the 1986 election and I never took it
all that seriously, to be quite honest. I think he thought that at the time, but people often
do.
RJ

You have said this, too. You did cover this.

PEARCE
But he was, he was setting up [his departure] and what he wanted to do,
he'd looked around and he'd come to the view that the best arrangement, the most
likely one to win was for Dowding to be Premier and David Parker to be Deputy and to
prepare the ground for that, he wanted to give them both a promotion. He wanted to
have a little reshuffle in that thing in which Dowding was made Assistant Treasurer and
David Parker was given some other portfolio; I can't remember what it was. He
mentioned that to me that he was going to do this. I didn't say bluntly, "Is it because
you're trying to do me over?", I just said, "Well, look, I have no problem with you doing
that, Brian, but you've sort of had a designated group of little potential princes and I'm
one of them; it could look a bit bad for me if these two get the nod and I'm just left
sitting doing what I'm doing, so if you're going to do that, I want something." So I got
made Intergovernmental Relations, but it was really just so that I wasn't left out of it. It
required very little work, I have to tell you! And at the next reshuffle, it was just too late.
After all the leadership had changed after that, there was no point in keeping it going,
so it was just dropped.
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RJ
In 1987, Arthur Tonkin resigned. At the time he was quoted as saying it
was because of "serious policy differences". He was said to have "accused the
government of insincerity over electoral reform".' You said in the interview of 25
January that it was tragic in some ways as things worked out over Arthur. What did you
mean by that?
PEARCE
Arthur quit after a Cabinet meeting, or during a Cabinet meeting in
Geraldton not long after the 1986 election. I think Arthur had some grievances and I
must say that I was not fully aware of them at the time. I was very friendly with Arthur. I
had worked for him in his campaign. I didn't really know him well, but I had worked for
him in his campaigns. I'd gone out doorknocking for him on weekends before I was in
Parliament. He was very helpful to me, I might say, when I first got into Parliament and
we shared an office. In those days you had four to an office, so there was Arthur, Barry
Hodge, myself, and I think Ron Bertram was the fourth. So I was always pretty close
and friendly with Arthur. Arthur was a fair bit older than me and had been a teacher, in
fact, at Governor Stirling when I was a student there, although I didn't know him at the
time. I had a lot of time for Arthur; he was a very principled person, but a very complex
person as well, and troubled in some ways.
He was never on really good terms with Brian Burke, and Brian didn't like Arthur's
approach to politics. Arthur had run himself for the leadership, although unsuccessfully,
and he was in the group that helped put Burke into the leadership so he was right at
the centre of things, but Brian always felt that Arthur was just too uncompromising in
his approach to lots of things, whereas Arthur felt that Brian was too compromising in
his approach. There were bound to be problems. I think I mentioned to you earlier on
that after the 1986 election, in the reshuffle, Arthur lost the portfolio he really treasured
above all, which is Parliamentary and Electoral Reform. I have been told since I don't
known if that's true; I can't put my hand on my heart and say this is true but I've been
told much later that Arthur had been told by Brian that he wouldn't lose that portfolio
when he had approached him about it and then he read in the paper that he was going
to. If that's true, it's a very injudicious way of dealing with somebody like Arthur.
-

-

But I could see where Brian was coming from because Arthur was absolutely
uncompromising about getting one vote, one value and we were never going to get it,
because it wasn't in the Opposition's interest to hand over an advantage, and they
never would. Brian had seen an opportunity with the Nationals separate from the Libs
to get at least a move towards a fairer system, without getting all the way, and he
clearly thought that Arthur was not the person to do that negotiating, so what he did, he
flipped it over to Malcolm Bryce, who was much more likely to negotiate an improved
solution, and he did, to give him his due. There must have been discussions with the
Nats. Brian must have talked to them. I'm not privy to that, because he clearly had the
view that there was a possibility there, and that turned out to be the case.
So Arthur, I think, had reason to be angry about how he had been treated in terms of
that; I think that was quite justified. I think I mentioned before too that he was Leader of
the House and he lost that job to me. I was really keen to be Leader of the House; it's
an important, high-profile job and Arthur didn't... Again he'd been a bit uncompromising
the way he dealt with the Opposition and stuff like that, so probably the House hadn't
run as smoothly as it might and people had the view that improvement was useful
there. But I think again I don't know this for certain, but I think it's the case that the
way Brian announced that to Arthur was when we were sitting around in the Cabinet
meeting, he called to one of the clerks, one of the public servants, and said, "Oh look,
can you bring me the seating plan for Parliament? I need to change it around because
Bob will be sitting next to me because he's going to be Leader of the House." I looked
-

'West Australian, 4 March 1987.
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at Arthur's face and I got the feeling he had never been told that before, [Burke] never
had that discussion with him, but I think he [Tonkin] came out of that I think bruised, in
terms of where he sat.
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At the Geraldton Cabinet meeting, we had I think an evening discussion
after dinner or maybe not; maybe it was after lunch. There was a discussion about
electoral reform and what might be possible and how it might be dealt with. Now I (I
was one of them but I wasn't the only one, I think there were others, but I was one of
the louder ones doing it) wanted some work done on what the balance of the seats
would be like under the sort of proposals they were talking about; to get someone to
have a look at whether the situation would be worse for us or better, on the, I thought
quite sensible basis, that you don't want to make the situation worse for yourself. I had
no compunction about doing that vis-à-vis the Libs because they had been drawing the
boundaries themselves. The Electoral Commission distributed the actual seats. The
Libs didn't actually in a direct sense draw the seats but they did draw the boundary
the Cabinet would draw the boundary between the metropolitan area and the country
areas, and they had been moving that around.
-

-

I had been affected by that because my own seat was on that boundary between
myself and Cyril Rushton. When Charles Court and his government drew the line and
took all of Armadale into my seat because it had gone Labor-voting, I said in
Parliament that Cyril Rushton had lost the battle of Armadale and fled into the hills,
which in an electoral sense he had. It is just wrong that the Cabinet was drawing
important things. They were drawing the boundaries for the four northern seats and
they did a quite unconscionable thing when Ernie Bridge looked like he was going....
When Ernie Bridge won the Kimberley, the Libs had held all those four seats, the
Cabinet not anybody else the Cabinet then redrew the boundary of the Kimberley to
take in the inland Pilbara mining towns, which were Labor-voting so that Ernie would....
they weren't going to beat Ernie in Kimberley but it would stop them losing the Pilbara.
All those northern seats originally they'd got their boundaries drawn like this because
they had populations which were dramatically less than in the metropolitan area,
except for Kimberley, which is the most remote. It had a population about the same
size as Ned lands, the Premier's seat. It's terrible things that they were doing.
-

-

So I didn't have any compunction about at least looking at whether what we were
proposing to do was better or worse for us and I would have been very dubious about
doing something that might do Labor no good. Arthur had quite the other view; his view
was that you've got to get to one vote, one value, and how it works out that's how it
works out. If it was worse for you, well that's tough luck; that's what one vote, one value
means. He's right about that too in the absolute principle, he is right about that, but in
terms of practical politics he was probably not of the view that was....
Anyway, Cabinet discussion got a little bit heated about some of those things and
Arthur took it really badly, and the next day he quit. I always felt particularly bad about
my own role in that, because I had been one of those arguing most strongly for doing
the work to assess what the impact would be on our own seats before we launched into
that particular path. But I don't think it was against me particularly that Arthur.... I think
he was dissatisfied with the general approach Brian was taking, the way Brian had
dealt with him, and he wasn't going to take it anymore.
It thing it was tragic because Arthur, in many ways, had been one of the longest and
strongest workers for the Labor government in getting people into Parliament to make
the caucus into helping to change things and he did a huge amount of work and he
loved it. I remember after about a year he said to me, "I really love coming to work
every day." He liked being a minister, but he felt himself being sidelined and when he
quit.... He got a little bitter about it too, unfortunately, as people do. I'm not picking on
Arthur. I remember going in and having a talk to him. I said, "Listen, mate, you've made
a huge contribution to the Labor Party. You want to start looking to your heritage now.
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If you start making sort of bitter anti-government, anti-Labor or anti-Burke comments in
a public sense, people will always remember you by the last thing that you said and it's
not worthy of you to do that." I was making a last gesture to an old friend and I think he
did pay some attention to that, which I'm pleased about, because he made a big
contribution and he deserved to be remembered well.
He taught my son to play chess after.... not to play chess, but Arthur got really
interested in chess when he was out and he made a big contribution to chess in WA
including going around.... My son was playing at Armadale Primary School. He [Arthur]
would go around and teach them how to do it. My son got to be under-10 state chess
champion in the end, partly because of Arthur's work there.
RJ
If we could move now to the resignation of Brian Burke and Mal Bryce
on 18 February 1988. You said you knew from 1986, and you've just repeated today
that you weren't inclined to take it seriously but I must say that I find it difficult when you
said that to me, because here was a man who fought to be Premier, who was clearly
ambitious, who enjoyed what the office could do in terms of what he could achieve,
why would he have decided, after only three years as being Premier, that he was not
going to stay?
PEARCE
I don't know. That's why I didn't think that he would. I was always of that
exactly, Ronda, always of the view that the government was going well, there were
no great difficulties on the horizon, Burke was very dominant in the Parliament and
everywhere else, and look, I thought, this thing can run for 10 or 20 years, the way it's
rolling.

-

I think one of the reasons.... Someone said to me once that he was coughing up blood
during the course of the election campaign and he felt the pressure of the election
campaign, the re-election campaign, the 1986 one, very strongly. This is sheer
speculation; I don't have any inside knowledge here about it. But it might be what I was
talking to you about, in terms of individual members: it's one thing to run for something
you don't have; it's another thing to run to hold it. The pressure is entirely different, and
for someone like Burkie, you're up for rejection there. It takes a toughish sort of
customer. He always handled election campaigns very well, so I wouldn't have thought
there was a particular problem there. It has certainly been suggested to me that he
didn't find..., that he wasn't keen to front up to the next one after having done the 1986
one. I don't know why, because the 1986 one was an absolute triumph, every which
way around.
RJ
And that's what's intriguing, because it had not yet blown up any of the
things that became a problem later.
-

PEARCE

No, no, no

RJ

So I find that very hard to understand to....

PEARCE

Well, I can't give you a reason.

RJ

Yes [laughs].

PEARCE
I can't. Someone said to me afterwards, it might even have been David
Parker, Brian's way of dealing with things he's a consummate juggler in that sense,
keeping all the balls in the air, but he was never going to be able to do it forever and he
was smart enough to realise that and moved on before the trouble came.
Commentators now say, "He saw the WA Inc stuff coming and he got out of it," but that
last bit certainly is not true. In fact, a lot of the troubles, the so-called WA Inc troubles,
actually came after he left. The seeds of them were there.
-
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Started.

PEARCE
Started and a lot of the real problems actually came from the saving of
Rothwells. But Brian always saw that as a triumph. In fact, the Hamilton book about
him, Burkie, starts with that. That's the sort of consummate triumph of the Burke way of
doing things. When he came back to deal with the Royal Commission, remember that
press conference about knocking all these allegations into a cocked hat. I don't think
that is a factor in it.
There is a view that he had proposed to go into federal politics; that his aim was to be
Prime Minister. Instead of sticking around, that he came out, he went off and did the
thing in Ireland as ambassador, he was going to come back and take up the seat of
Perth, which his father had held before him, and go and do what his father hadn't been
able to do, and that is to become leader of the federal Labor Party. Now I don't know if
that's true or not. It might have been part of his thinking about it. What he always said
to me was that he wanted to be president of the party. I understood that to be president
of the party in WA rather than nationally, but maybe I misread that. And he would like to
do the sort of thing he's in a sense, doing now being the party's elder statesman, and
being involved and influential. I don't mean the lobbying stuff so much, but in terms of
being front and centre in the party, and being the party's elder statesman and still being
influential without having to do the upfront job of being Premier. I can't offer any more
than that.
-

I didn't believe that he was going to go. I was one of the last to realise that he was, and
I sort of tried to scramble myself together to make a serious bid to be Premier myself. I
had a lot of support in the caucus, and there were people who to this day believe that if
I had run I would have won. I'm not one myself. I don't believe that because Burkie
nobbled me in ways that I will tell you about in a minute.
What I had done, in fighting the battles, the education reform stuff had got to a very
difficult and awkward stage, made dramatically worse by that removal of the funding
that we talked about last time, and some of the planning issues, particularly the
brewery, had got to a particularly critical stage. I still have at home the original of a
cartoon that the West published at the time which Burkie sent around a letter. One of
his ways of sort of focusing people on what he was trying to do, he would send a letter
around. Everyone in the caucus and or everyone in the Cabinet would get a letter
saying, "I want you to be sharp and focused." The West, the editor of the West would
get that letter a long time before we did and that was just the way of putting the thing.
He sent around a story saying that he wanted us to be sharper. He thought probably
some of us were getting a bit tired. He'd send out a letter saying that we should be
sharper and more aggressive in our approach to these portfolios. There was a picture
of me with a cannon, turned out, and a cannon firing shots, and these Perth City
Council cowering in the Perth City Council building, and I'm [inaudible] the stairs
saying, "What? I haven't even started yet!" It was a funny little cartoon, but those
battles really were damaging me personally in terms of my standing.
And it was made really worse again [by] the mistakes you make under pressure. I don't
know if I've mentioned this in a previous tape but I was asked to go down to.... We
used to have state executive meetings. The Labor Party is a very democratic party and
the ministers get hauled down there and have to explain themselves to the state
executive if the state executive thinks they are doing the wrong thing. I had to go down
and answer to motions, one of which was to do with making the TAFE teachers work
longer hours, and the other one was to do with the brewery. I had to report one after
the other. The TAFE issue was nothing to do with me. That was Burke and Dowding
had taken that money away and I had to be the front person for it so I went down there
and the way I dealt with it was to get up and say, "Look, we are a party of education.
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We are a party of reform. I'm reforming the education system. It's been a hard thing but
the party should be supporting me in this." I gave a rallying cry for support in education
reform. A couple of TAFE teachers got up and they were just howled down, to be quite
honest, because of the shortage of hours they actually worked for lecturing time. It's
not the whole story, but for people who are working 40 hours a week, 12, 14 or 18
hours lecturing seems pretty petty and people just.... So that was dealt with quite
easily.
Then I had to deal with the brewery. I thought, well a different approach needed here,
so instead of doing it, I thought I will take a different line on it and I'll be a bit more lighthearted. I always had a good reputation for a sense of humour in these things. So what
I said was I hope you won't take offence at this, because I know your position on the
brewery. There had been a demonstration about the brewery a week or so before.
They were mostly people from the western suburbs and they were all very old. In fact,
they were lined up. It was just.... they were nice people and I don't want to speak badly
about them but they'd lined up in the sun to get in, but you can't get into the [public]
gallery until the Parliament is actually sitting. There were all these poor old people and
the guys in the gallery were so worried about them that they let them in early. I
mentioned that to Burkie and he said to me, "Oh well, that's the answer to your thing;
just wait six months and your opposition will die on you!" That was just the sort of thing
you just sort of say.
-

So I started off at the state executive, I said, "Look, let's not make too much of this
issue," and I said, "It's a bit like" and I repeated that joke. The minute I said it, I
realised and there's bloody Peter Kennedy sitting down the front! [Makes whistling air
sound.] I thought, well this is an error, but it was too late; it was done. The West of the
next day! I had to fly up to Karratha the next day. It was Cossack; I had to go up to
Cossack on one of the things I was doing up there and so I had to fly out first thing in
the morning, and you couldn't believe it. It had rained like fury that night. There were
floods in my electorate. My electorate is flooding, the constituents have rung to say,
"Where's Pearce?" They were angry as all-get-out. I'm in Cossack trying to save
Cossack, and the West has gone feral. The West always took a view about the
brewery. They were all in favour of pulling it down and they ran... It was a complete
effort: the editorial was against me, they had the cartoon, two of their columnists, you
know, just the whole job. The West has always been a western suburbs newspaper.
They really hit me to the heart of the main western suburbs issue and their readership,
and they took it really badly. It was a stupid, stupid mistake. It was a stupid comment to
make. Burkie denied ever having made the joke, which I'm not surprised. [laughs] He
did, but I don't blame him for denying it. That was a bit of a turning point in terms of
public perception, because up till that time I had been going as strong and maybe a bit
pushy on some things, but that swung it around a little bit quite a bit, to be honest.
-

-

So when we were coming up to the Burke resignation, my own popularity had slumped
quite a bit. It would have made it difficult for me to get it [the leadership], but I was still
supported by a lot of people in the caucus. I think there's a fair chance, even three or
four months out, that if I'd really got to work on it, I probably could have pulled it off. But
what Burke did was, he was keen to get up Dowding and Parker. He'd gone to them
and he'd convinced David Parker to be Deputy. It was important that he did that,
because David would have got more votes than Dowding would have got. If you look at
how many would have got votes in a caucus ballot of the four: myself, Julian, David
and Dowding. Parker and I would have got the most votes and Dowding wouldn't have
got too many, and Julian would have got hardly any, I don't think, in the circumstances.
Left to an open ballot, it would have come down to a run between David Parker and
myself. I think Brian was aware of that. See, he wasn't always wrong in his
calculations. Both of us had a fairly aggressive approach to life, and he was looking for
someone with a smoother approach. Dowding was more aggressive than both of us,
but he was smart enough to not show that so much in a public sense. He was better-
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looking than both of us, to be quite honest, and he hadn't made so much of a mark in
the Parliament, but he had been groomed and Burke thought he was the best chance
of winning the election. Since he won the election, it might well be a correct judgment.
What Burkie did was, he then commissioned a poll. The party did a poll. It was
interesting because the poll really dumped on me. People said afterwards that the
whole thing was designed just to discredit me; that was the whole purpose of it. I think
that's a bit unfair, but it was certainly written up in a way which wasn't going to be
helpful to any run that I might make. What I had done, I'd seen the business coming
with the Dowding-Parker combination, and I had a talk to Ian Taylor and Ian was going
to run, so we were going to have a straight run. It would be Dowding-Parker versus
Pearce and Taylor. We would have won that; left to ourselves, we would have won
that, but Burke then got to work on Ian Taylor to try and pull him out of that business,
and he got us all together when the resignation was announced and said, "Look, what
you have to do, we don't want a ferocious scramble; we've got to do this in an orderly
manner." We all put our hands on our hearts and said that we wouldn't get out and
campaign; we would let him get through the business of his resignation and then we
would try to deal with the leadership in an orderly way.
What that meant was that Dowding didn't go around campaigning for Dowding, and
Pearce didn't go around campaigning for Pearce, but it did mean that Burke went
around campaigning for Dowding. We agreed to do that, and I do think we were
deceived in that sense that Burke then used the time to try and get the people who
were supporting me to come around to a transition to Dowding. He sent Malcolm Bryce
to see me to say, "Look, you can't run" and produced the polling to show that... and it
was a pretty traumatic moment for me, because it was written up in a really bad way,
so it really shook my confidence quite a bit. They did the same to Julian, and Julian
rang me up. Julian is a lawyer, and he had gone through the polling, and it worked out
that he was more popular than Parker if you looked at it. See we're being told we can't
run Julian and I because the Dowding-Parker combination was the one which the
polling showed. But no matter how you dressed the polling up, David Parker didn't
come out of it terribly well and Julian came out of it better. The reason was that it hadn't
been done on a state-wide basis. Like a lot of our polling, it had been done in two or
three marginal seats. One of the marginal seats was Bunbury, where Julian had been
driving the Bunbury redevelopment as Minister for the South West. He had done an
excellent job down there. Julian I remember coming to me and sort of forensically going
through it and saying, "Look at this, look at it." And I'm saying "Julian, it's nothing to do
with the polling. It's to do with the perception of who Burkie wants at this stage. You
can either fight it or not."
-

-

When Malcolm came to see me, they said, "This is for you. You can't honestly run with
this situation, but we're not going to show this polling to anybody else. That puts you
out of it." But when I thought about it, two things I thought about. One is, if that polling
is right, it's hard to honestly put your hand up and say, "I want to be leader of the party
because there's an election in a year and it's important that we win," so we had to look
at it on that basis.
But what I did, I went out and did a little poll of my own just a straight: "Who do you
prefer Pearce or Dowding for leader?" It came out, it supported Dowding, not by
anywhere near as much as the Burke polling did, but I took that on board. That's a
thing you have to think about. And the second thing I thought, well, if I fight it out,
despite having said they won't show that point, they will. In fact, they did even before
because I just wouldn't back away straightaway. And then it started to be if not shown
to people, told to people. You know, "Look, the polling here is pretty bad". I know
because some got a reaction that was of the view that the whole thing was a set-up
and that the polling wasn't legitimate at all. I take the view that it was reasonable. I
think the figures were probably legitimate, although it's the old story it just depends
-

-
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what you ask, you know, what you get. It was borne out a little bit by the.... I mean, on
the polling I'd done for myself, I could have reasonably run, but looking at all the
circumstances, I decided it wasn't worth fighting, so I just pulled out of it; I didn't run.
Julian tried to contest it and he ran around trying to get support, but he was no match
for Burke in terms of pulling in people behind Dowding and Parker.
See, another, I suppose interesting thing happened, in a way. It depends on how far
you're prepared to go. I had an approach from the party's left, who were likely to
support me, but they had been largely sidelined by Burke. He didn't have any of the left
wing people in the Cabinet. He had sort of left people like Ian Taylor, but Ian wasn't
from the core of the left. People like Yvonne Henderson he wouldn't have anywhere
near the Cabinet. But when he was gone, of course to get the left on side of Dowding,
he then signed up them having a couple of ministers. When the left approached me,
they approached me by saying: "We want to support you for this, but this is our price.
We need 'da dit'," and I wouldn't pay it. My view was that that is not what you do. What
we have is elections for ministers and the best people win it. So I wouldn't make a
commitment to trade off two or three ministerial positions in order to get myself in.
Again, straight mistake. If you want to be [leader] you've got to do those sort of things.
I suppose in lots of ways it worked out that I didn't score it but I think at base.... I had a
discussion with Ian Taylor some time afterwards about it and he said, "Look" and he's
right about this. He said, "Look, I'm not desperate to be leader and you're not
desperate to be leader. Dowding is desperate to be leader and Parker is desperate to
be leader. That's why these people get to be leaders and we don't." He's right about
that, I think. In the end, you've got to have absolute passionate belief in yourself, and
you've got to push everybody else aside and get it. Burke had it. Malcolm Bryce didn't
quite have it so much, which is why he finished up as Deputy. I certainly didn't have
that and I had clear doubts about myself. I didn't have any doubts about myself to do
the job as Premier, but one of the important parts at that stage was being able to raise
the money. The Premier played an important role in raising the funds. Political parties
live on what they can raise, particularly for elections, and Brian was extraordinarily
good at that. I'm terrible. For myself, I used to pay for my election campaigns.
-

RJ

[Laughs] And you've said this.

PEARCE
I just cannot ask people for money. I was asked to fundraise for one of
the ministers at the last election, and I just rang two people. I'm hopeless. I've never
been able to do it. I am just so embarrassed about asking people for money. I come
from a poor family; that's probably why. I just cannot do it, and I thought, I'm not going
to be able to do the fundraising bit. That really is one of the big disqualifications for
leader in the current time. I think that Geoff Gallop when he got there, he couldn't.
Dowding had to do it. Carmen didn't. Probably, as time moved on, it became a different
thing. I had doubts about my capacity to do all of the things that Burke had done, and I
think there is no room for self-doubt in these situations either.
Out of all that, there's my chance to be Premier. Blew it. I was never unhappy about
that in many ways. It was a different situation when Dowding became Premier.
Unfortunately, he and I had started off.... We've never been particularly friendly. You
don't want me to start on this yet?
RJ
No, don't get into that yet, but stick with your point about you really
weren't disappointed you don't regret that.
-

PEARCE
The thing about it was.... Again, poor old Brian he's brought it on
himself but with all the stuff that's going on, he has really been left with it, but it's hard
to.... We worked as a team. I'm a good [team person]; I like being in teams. We worked
as a team and everyone had their role. We weren't pushy about people. You make
-

-
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sacrifices if you had to do something hard, and people would be prepared to do it. It's
something I've not ever seen in politics before or since, the working as a team
approach. Some were little less team players than others, but by and large, that's the
way that we did it. I felt a great sense of accomplishment of working as part of a team
that was being very successful in governing the state.
Out of that leadership stuff, the four of us that is, David Parker, Peter Dowding, Julian
Grill and myself we worked really well together in a time when we might have been at
each other's throats. We worked really well together to organise a transition from one
government to another, and we became the core of the Cabinet budget committee. It
really worked on the basis well, no matter how it worked out amongst who got to be
leader, we would be the four that ran the show in the second thing. In that sense, I
never felt that I had to be Premier; I was quite happy to be working in the group.
-

-
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TAPE TWELVE SIDE A
RJ
The other thing that intrigued me is the announcement in '86 that Mal
Bryce would also go because of the putting up to people that it would be a
Dowding/Parker combination. Would Malcolm Bryce have agreed to that? Would he
have been hurt by that?
PEARCE
No. I think the 1986 thing didn't suggest that Malcolm would go, as I
remember it. When Brian came in.... Malcolm was probably even part of it, because the
old gang of five the group that is Malcolm, Arthur Tonkin, myself and Jeff Carr and
Brian, the gang of five who put Brian into the leadership and made Malcolm deputy,
we'd sort of not worked.... Informally we kept in touch, but the government developed
along different lines. But coming up to the election, we started to talk again in 1986
about what things we might want to do or suggest to Brian about the shape of.... we
had a few views about it. We thought some things were going well but some things
needed to be looked at. We tried to talk to Brian about it just before the election. He
wasn't having it before the election; he said to deal with it after the election. So we
thought, "Well, that's fair enough." I asked for a meeting but in fact, what he did was he
pre-empted the meeting with us by calling the whole Cabinet together on the Sunday
after the election and then he announced that he was going to quit in two years' time;
Terry Burke, his brother, was going to go at the same time; and that he thought only
four people in the Cabinet [were] capable of being his replacement. That was Dowding,
Parker, myself and Julian Grill. He wanted the Cabinet to pick one of them and make
that person the Deputy Premier, instead of Malcolm. Now, I don't think he'd discussed
that with Malcolm by the look on Malcolm's face.
-

RJ

I am sorry, that is what I was really meaning, was that....

PEARCE
I don't think he had. I would be very surprised. Malcolm was very
surprised by that. That's why I wondered how thought out this whole thing was
because, as I said at the time, I said, "Brian, it's a mad proposal. You can't have us go
around campaigning for the deputy on the basis that we're taking over from you without
it becoming obvious that you're going to quit. If you do that, you're a lame duck as of
now; it is not a workable situation". I mean, Brian was smart enough to see that and so
he pulled away from that whole thing and Malcolm got re-elected deputy and that whole
business was dropped. That's why I wondered how thought out that Sunday after the
thing was. It's probably one of the reasons I never really thought that he would quit. It
was always in our minds. I won't deny that, particularly in the year up to the actual
resignation, there weren't sort of things picking up in terms of leadership stuff. I did a
few things to try to improve my own position, but it was in a sort of half-hearted way
because I never really believed it would happen. There wasn't the suggestion at the
time that I remember that Malcolm would go. I must say I don't quite understand what
Malcolm's motivation was in leaving at the same time as Burke did.
RJ
Okay, because that's what I was going to.... what I wondered is that this
is assuming in 1986 that Malcolm Bryce had no leadership ambition.
PEARCE
Well, see, I don't know what discussions had gone on between Brian
and Malcolm, but I think they weren't getting on all that well. You see, Brian had his
own way of doing things and although the gang of five would work pretty well together,
there were really two camps in there. One was the Malcolm supporters and the other
was the Brian supporters. The trouble in the gang of five, there was only one Brian
supporter and that was Brian and the other four were really Malcolm's in terms of the
whole thing. I was closer to Malcolm than to Brian. I think I mentioned the issue I faced
in terms of voting for the deputy at the 1980 election and the problem it got me into with
Brian. Arthur was, again, a long-time friend and colleague of Malcolm, so was Jeff Carr,
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and the four of us were teachers; that's the other little aspect of it. Brian had his
supporters, people like Julian Grill and Mike Barnett. He had a group of people but they
were really, in terms of impact, the next group down, if I can put it in those terms. So
none of his supporters were in. That's why he was always a bit nervous about that
group Brian was because when it comes down to it, the natural supporters were
Malcolm's rather than his. But most of us had come around to the idea by the time
Malcolm made up his mind that Burkie was actually the better choice for leader in
terms of capacity.
-

-

The thing that surprised us, I think, is we thought he was the best front man, but I don't
think any of us thought he had the best ideas. I think we all had tabs on ourselves for
that, but we all thought Malcolm was the better ideas and organiser. It's the old thing in
politics, you know, they were a really good combination a good front man and good
ideas people, but it's very hard to get them to work together, like Hawke and Keating
and Costello and Howard, any group like that. But I think Malcolm never felt.... I mean
Malcolm had a lot of scope in government. He did a lot of good stuff and he was really
involved and worked really hard at it, but I think he never felt that he was taken as
seriously as he should have been by Brian. He used to refer to him as "buggerlugs",
you know. I shouldn't have said that. I think there were tensions anyway (put it like that)
between them, but for all that, the team worked pretty well. It wasn't a tense place; it
was a good place to work. People worked really well. Egos would get bruised; that's
part of the business.
-

But I think out of all of that Malcolm never showed a leadership ambition after that that I
saw. Now if Brian had been hit by a bus, I'm sure Malcolm would have put his hand up.
But in that mention in the four, Malcolm was never mentioned as a next potential
leader, but he never said anything about it. I think Brian must have talked to him about
it before and maybe Malcolm had decided that, well, he wasn't going to go past that
term himself. That's the most likely explanation for that. I don't think he anticipated
being replaced as deputy straight off; he looked quite shocked about that. But it's the
sort of thing that Brian would have maybe just thought of as he walked in because
clearly just basic, basic politics, you couldn't have done that, and so it was a silly thing
for him to have suggested. I can't believe he thought about it all that seriously.
RJ
You mentioned about when you were talking about your own ambitions
that there was an attempt to deal with you and say, "If you offer us a couple of
ministers from the left faction, we will throw our support behind you." Isn't this the very
thing that the bulk of the public out there disapprove of when it comes to the Labor
Party and how it operates?
PEARCE

Well, they do. But I mean

RJ

And how right is it?

-

PEARCE
It's not anything that's confined or stuck to the Labor Party. When
Charles Court stepped down, he was succeeded by Ray O'Connor. Now, Ray
O'Connor was unopposed as leader of the Liberal Party, and yet Ray was not a
particularly talented political individual. But I'll tell you how he did it. I was
approached.... I was walking down the corridor one day and what's-his-name, the
member for Clontarf [Tony Williams] who was a nice enough bloke and he'd come out
of local government, "the next minister for local government", Ray O'Connor had
promised him. Ray had promised everybody. There wasn't a single person, I don't
think, in that Liberal caucus who hadn't been promised a portfolio by Ray. He couldn't
deliver on them straight away, of course, because he'd just taken over the Court
Cabinet, but after the election, everybody there thought they were on a promise. So
listen, don't think it's a Labor Party thing; it's a thing that happens quite often.
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The best situation would be if people were just voted for on merit, but mostly it works
out that it's, you know, "You vote for me and I'll vote for you". But I think one of the
things that we actually achieved, at least in that time from Burke, was actually people
were getting voted for largely on merit. Not completely. The factional system wasn't
clearly established. I think it's true at the beginning, but if you were in the left, you could
certainly make an argument. We've got capable people like Yvonne Henderson.
Yvonne is a very capable minister; there is no doubt about that. She was actually being
artificially held out, because Burke had run up against her in the northern suburbs
seats, where he had his own fiefdom, and she'd been working up a left fiefdom in there.
Then she moved down and took the seat of Gosnells, which I think we've previously
discussed. I think you could say because of that there were capable people on the left
who weren't getting in, so I could see the left position. I just thought it was wrong to
bargain like that. It's probably wrong not to in the sense that if you don't, you get
beaten by the people who do. I think you're probably.... in the end that's part of how it
works.
RJ
Why does a party need factions? If a group of people are like minded
and have a similar vision for the world, why does it need factions?
PEARCE
The Liberal Party's got its factions too. They're just not quite so well
organised. When we were successful, very often the Libs would say to me, "Geez, I
mean you guys can work your faction stuff. We've got them, but we just can't organise
them."
RJ

But I would ask the same question of them; why do you have factions?

PEARCE
Because in Australia you've got a community that's got a huge diversity
of opinions and you've two major parties in real terms. Those two major parties for the
most part [inaudible] cover all of those views. You get people, they're in the same, but
political parties are broad churches and so you get people with quite dramatically
different views. I have talked to you about how the abortion question was always used
at pre-selection as a way of picking the right from the left. They're fundamental. If you
look at the two, the right and the left of the party, in social attitudes (it's a bit old
fashioned stuff I'm talking about, but it still underpins a bit of the stuff that is going on
now) of the Irish Catholic group, which has been an important part of the Labor Party
for most of its history, is dramatically different from the social attitudes of the newly
educated group that came up with the baby boomers after the war. They're Labor Party
people: totally disparate views. So, it's not surprising that those who feel strongly
about, say, abortion or casual approaches to sexual matters or censorship or the like
all gather together and those who think those things are the work of the devil, they'll get
together to think that, and you'll tend to support people who come from that same sort
of a view.
I never was in a faction when I came into the Labor Party and you could get a seat
without being in those days, but I was probably fortunate, because not long before that
you couldn't; you had to be in that so-called broad left. If you weren't in that broad left
group by and large you didn't get up unless you could organise enough of that rightwing cohort like, say like old Kim Beazley senior did, to hold down a seat. If you were
outside of that, you just didn't stand a chance.
Now, we got to the stage of being so hopelessly beaten in both state and federal
elections in WA that people had enough of that and they went to the pre-selection
panel. A deliberate effort was made to get better candidates and I managed to slip in in
a time when people were trying to do that and there wasn't really a strong candidate in
a seat that came up outside of the normal process. But apart from that, I probably
wouldn't have got a pre-selection and others were in that position.

TAPE TWELVE SIDE A

PEARCE

152

But because that happened, the group that went into the Burke government, in many
cases, had been elected outside of a factional arrangement. Burke had his sort of
prototype right there, and that had broken up the old broad left. The problem with the
broad left, it got very narrow. It had really come down to two or three in there, so it was
sort of a fairly open sort of arrangement. In those circumstances, people did in the end
get up fundamentally on merit, and it worked like that for a time. But you can see why
the left got more organised, because they felt, "Well, we're not being recognised for
what we are," so we gathered together. In the caucus, the left became the strongest
single they weren't a majority but they were the strongest single block. But for all that,
they were still going on with people like myself who weren't left, we still got elected to
things, because the left weren't saying we have to have everything left. They would run
people for things, but they didn't have the votes to get them elected.
-

Burke was very clever in working the growing factional system in the party. And that's
where I got involved, because Burke would take me along as that independent, sort of
centrist sort of person, to the faction meetings as an ally, not so much as part of his
right because I never was but as part of the Cabinet faction, because what Burke
created was a Cabinet faction that in the caucus was very strong.
-

RJ

-

You spoke of this.

PEARCE
So I would go along really as a Cabinet faction representative, so it
wasn't just Burke who was doing the speaking. He could be not representing any group
in a sense and could corral them all together. He was very clever at doing that.
So, what was happening in the caucus, at least, was the left would meet all the time,
but they were in a minority. The right were organised as well, but they were all Burke's
people, so meetings weren't quite so important. The group that wasn't organised was
the centre, the centre left. By that stage we had all joined up; most of the independent
ones were in the centre left. But we never met as a group in the caucus; we would
meet outside as a group but we felt in the caucus we would just operate
ironically,
we were forced to
it came to a head and the centre left was forced to meet as a
group when Peter Dowding was told, and Dowding and Parker had to be replaced and
they needed two new ministers to do it. There was discussion about who might be the
replacements. There was largely an agreement about what would happen, but when
they came to the caucus to resign from the ministry, Julian Grill stood up and he
resigned unexpectedly. No-one expected him to. The only person who saw it coming
was Ian Taylor. Ian might have talked to you about it. When Julian stood up, he
realised, he must have discussed it because he said, "No, Julian!" That was the first
indication that something dramatic was coming. Julian said "I was as much involved in
all this stuff as Dowding and Parker; if they've got to go, I should go." They were going
to go take the blame for WA Inc, so he quit, and all of a sudden there was an extra
ministerial vacancy, which no-one had anticipated. So the caucus meeting had to break
up and the factions went off to make up their mind about what they were going to do.
So we were all standing in the centre. I said, "Well, let's have a meeting, folks". I was
the senior minister, so off we went and I chaired the meeting, and that was the first
ever time that the centre caucus.... and after that it would do it more regularly. Now, of
course, there's a system with all the factions inside. The caucus meet and talk all the
time.
....

....

In a government, when you organise, the factions can be very helpful, because they're
a way of organising what might be a disorganised group of people. You've got groups
that the leadership can deal with and they corral their troops. It's a good two-way
communication system. Now caucuses aren't so big that probably requires it. caucus is
30, 40 people, so they're not huge. I think the factions have now got to the stage where
they are actually very destabilising for the Labor Party and the Party is trying to get
away from some of the evils of a system that is rigidly factionalised, whereas before it
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wasn't all that rigid. It was there, but it wasn't.... you know, boundaries were blurred. I
mean, for example, when Dowding was tossed out, the left split. Yvonne Henderson
was driving half the left. That was supporting Dowding and the other half..., so the
boundaries got crossed. The situation was more fluid than it is now.
But I think the bottom line of it is you have factions because of that business of like
supporting like. The centre left formed up originally in a defensive way, because with
the right and the left factionalised, the centre people said, "If we're going to hold our
pre-selections we need to be organised to do it." I think you remember back I told you
about how that little group in the caucus had won all the caucus elections after the
1980 election? It's a demonstration "Pearce's law of politics", I call it an organised
minority will always defeat a disorganised or an unorganised majority. That is a
fundamental principle of politics. People need to get.... If everyone would agree,
everyone would just vote honestly and according to what they think. It only requires
one little group to form up and then everyone else has to.
-

-

RJ
We'll cover the things that came out in the royal commission later when
it actually occurred, which was 1992, not long before you left politics, but evaluating
Brian Burke's period, as Premier the West in a letter to the editor, John Leggoe actually
claimed he was given an "armchair ride by the weakest parliamentary opposition in the
state's political history".' You wouldn't be able to evaluate the state's political history,
it's a rather broad sweeping statement, but what is your view of the opposition during
Burke's period as Premier?
PEARCE
Well, I mean, they weren't terrible, but they weren't good enough to be
all that competitive. When you look at the various leaders, Ray O'Connor was not very
good. He was not a worthy successor to Sir Charles Court and the Libs had a
difficult.... It's the old story. They had a dominant leader for a long time, who really was
a one-man man in lots of ways. A huge tree grows and it's hard to get the other trees to
grow under its shadow. But in fact there were trees growing under the shadow. After a
year of Ray O'Connor, Bill Hassell popped up into the leadership. I mean, Bill is not an
insignificant opposition. He was certainly not the worst of the opposition leaders. He
was a little bit patrician in his approach to some things, but an interesting character,
Bill, in lots of ways. He was very thoughtful, but he was never a politician to match
Burke. I mean, in other circumstances he might have been more successful against
somebody else if you look around, but he was dead unlucky in that sense that he was
up against the best.
The trouble was, the party was on a roll. When you're in opposition, if the government
is being successful, there's not much you can do as an opposition, to be quite honest.
The government's occupying the middle ground, running the state well, things are
going along smoothly; there's bugger all you can do, no matter how good you are. It
really is only when the government starts to falter that the opportunities present. The
simple fact is, when Hassell was Leader of the Opposition, the opportunities did not
present. Burke was very, very good in the way that he ran things. He handled the press
superbly. The government was good; it had a lot of good ministers. It was a strong
government. It wasn't just a one-man band like Court. If you look at the ministers, the
first half of the Cabinet, a very strong group of people and did well in the Parliament. It
was a broad front that we had. Those first three years, I think, there was hardly a
hiccup in that time. The economy was on the boom. We won the America's Cup. You
know, all of that stuff. The beginning of the 80s was a great time. It was only at the end
of it when the price had to be paid for a lot of the financial excesses that were going on
that it got difficult. I thought it was always going to be a hard ride for Bill. He lost the
1986 election to Burkie pretty comprehensively. A year after that, he got beaten by
Barry MacKinnon.
1
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Now Barry is a friend of mine, so I don't want to be too critical of Barry. He got it
because people thought that Bill just wasn't able to engage. I thought Barry did a good
job with the Libs as a leader. The thing that happened with him was that the
opportunities in the end did start to present. For a start, Burke left and Dowding came.
That gave him a real chance in that sense. In the 1989 election he actually did pretty
well. If you look at the straight seats, the government actually hardly lost anything. I
think we came out of the 1989 election with the same number of seats that we went
into it. But that disguised the fact that our vote had fallen from a two-party preferred
vote from about 53 per cent to something under 50. It was about 48.5 or 49.5, I can't
remember which. It was very clever campaigning in the key marginal seats and the
redistribution that had resulted from the one vote, one value or the move towards one
vote, which Malcolm Bryce had negotiated with the Nationals.
But see, the Rothwells stuff was starting to emerge at that point because the Rothwells
rescue had been about 15 months before the 1989 election and that was all starting to
unravel. If you like, the beginnings of WA Inc, as people call it, were starting to show
before the 1989 election, and it really was, for the party to win the 1989 election, a real
triumph, but it was a last hurrah, in a sense. And then Barry MacKinnon was actually
doing pretty well as leader through the time leading up to.... And if he'd been able to
hang on, he would've been Premier no doubt about that, he would have won the 1993
election and would have beaten Carmen Lawrence.
-

He wasn't a great tactician in lots of ways, Barry. I had the situation.... It's a legacy
no-one will ever recognise, but my main contribution to the party in the end was as
Leader of the House. Carmen, through her own stupidity, threw away our majority in
both houses. We never had a majority in the upper house; she threw away the majority
in the lower house. The last two years of the government I was the Leader of the
House and I did not have a majority in the lower house, which is a very rare thing in
Western Australian politics. I had to keep the government afloat in Parliament as
Leader of the House without a majority. That was a lot of hard work, but I achieved it.
Ironically, the people who.... Some of the things that the Libs recognised (Barry
Mackinnon and I have talked about it and that was important to that job) was less
recognised on our side, because it just happened. They'd been used to winning all the
parliamentary things and in fact we went on as if we still had a majority. No-one sort of
drew breath about that but it was quite a substantial thing. I think Barry struggled, even
with the majority gone, really to get a dominance.
I think that was what gave him the avenue for Richard Court to get up. Now, again, I
count Richard Court as a friend. Richard I don't think he's any better than Barry and he
deserved it less in many ways, because MacKinnon had done all the hard yards up to
then. But it really was an in-group and an out-group thing I think in the Liberal Party,
that Barry had his group of supporters and Richard had his group of supporters. Those
who thought they weren't getting where they should be under Barry shifted over to
Richard, and finally they ambushed him [Barry], like I mentioned. I think poor old Barry
walked into a lunchtime meeting while the Parliament was sitting and Richard stood up
and said, "We're going to vote on the leadership" and suddenly poor old Barry found
himself voted out.
They'd had a shot at him before; they'd tried to pull a coup. Court had been his deputy
and they tried a coup, but they made the mistake of flagging it. At the end of one week
they wanted to vote early the following week. The state council was meeting during that
weekend and the state council got to work and heavied all the backbenchers and all of
a sudden they all pulled back in behind MacKinnon and Richard Court had to quit as
deputy. But once Richard was there.... I don't think either Barry or Richard were
actually as.... I mean, Carmen had a lot of faults; she was a very flawed individual, but
she was an effective Premier. Neither of them were as good as her, but the
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circumstances really made it impossible for the Labor Party to win the 1993 election.
MacKinnon, I think, had helped build the circumstance up where Carmen felt she had
to call the royal commission. Once the Libs had got the royal commission called, that
was a huge win for them and that guaranteed the election win.

END OF TAPE TWELVE SIDE A
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Look, in all that time, the most impressive character on the opposition bench really was
Hendy Cowan, the Leader of the National Party. I mean, he's a very good politician,
Hendy. Been there a long time. He managed to have an image of a bit above it and bit
more non-party, in a sense. He was a very shrewd pollie. I dealt with, as Leader of the
House, both the Libs and the Nats. Their interests were quite diverse, particularly the
Nats. They were always trying, in the country areas, to score off each other even
though they were theoretically allies. Hendy had a good reputation everywhere. I think
in many ways, although he was a junior partner when they were in coalition and the
junior party leader, in many ways in the Parliament, I think a lot of people saw him as a
more impressive character than any of the leaders of the opposition, except possibly
Bill Hassell.
RJ
Again evaluating Burke in his role as Premier, Arthur Tonkin actually
charged the government with looking after the powerful in order to survive and ignoring
policies formulated by the rank and file members of the Labor Party.' Peter Dowding in
1994, looking back, said "the party had let its grassroots support ebb away during the
late 1980s".2 What do you feel of those two comments?
PEARCE
The grassroots' support in party terms did ebb away during that time,
there's no doubt about that. The party membership dropped, attendance at branch
meetings was down quite substantially. It was harder to get people out to work during
election time. I don't know that that's so much to do with the rich and powerful; it might
be a bit. But I think the main thing was this: the Labor Party had a huge increase in
membership in 1975 when Whitlam was sacked. The party had attracted a lot of people
up to '72, but they weren't all necessarily party members, but they flocked to join after
'75. I'll bet I don't know for a fact but I bet the party membership was two or three
times the size after '75 than it was before '75. So many people came to join with that
sacking because they were so enraged by what had happened and wanted to turn it
around and make amends for that.
-

-

By '83 amends were made. Labor was in government federally. Fraser had gone. Just
to give you a flavour of this. We won the 1983 election in the state February 19, I
think, was the date.3 The federal election was two weeks later. The Labor Party was
not used to winning at that stage, and the state election had sort of come as a big
shock. I think I mentioned to you the party for my own election was in my house, and
people were starting to smile, but they couldn't quite believe it. That was a fairly quiet
affair. Then two weeks later when Wendy Fatin got elected as the member for Canning,
they had a huge function in the River Road Hall in Kelmscott. It's a big barn of a place,
and the whole of the federal electorate had come in and lots of other people, lots of
workers. Instead of at my place where there might have been 50 people, there were
hundreds there. They had TVs scattered around and people had seen the win coming.
They came along expecting to win rather than the state election when they were
stunned when we did and so people were on a high. I don't know if you remember that
particular election, but Malcolm Fraser cried. Do you remember when he cried? And
when he cried, this is a guy who kicked out Whitlam, there was a roar in that hall like
I've never heard before. It was like the Roman gladiators when they're about to chop
off the head. It was a really raw, visceral sort of a thing, a thing I've never heard in
politics ever before or since. That was a real feeling of it's justice from Labor people.
-

After that, the governments were there and they were all doing well. Hawke was doing
well, Burke was doing well; there wasn't the need. And so people who attended party
1
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meetings [thought] they might be dull, but thought, we've got to fight the good fight.
Well, the good fight has been fought and won and so the party membership started to
drop off from there. I think that's the natural part of what happened.
However, there's no doubt that in the latter stages, with the WA Inc stuff and
particularly the royal commission, there was certainly a view coming out that some of
the party had been too close to the Bonds and the Connells and those, and that when
they were shown to be people with feet of clay, then that was a really bad thing. When
they were the financial wizards who were driving the good fortunes of the state, of
course, it was a different matter. When Bond won the America's Cup, you know, it's a
good place to be, so people changed their views about these things.
I think the reality of it is this: Western Australia was then and still is, a very small state
in population terms. It's got a little, tiny establishment. It's an establishment in some
cases runs back almost to the beginning of the state and they're used to having Liberal
governments. They got the upper house.... it hasn't much moved on from the colonial
days in lots of ways. When Labor Parties get elected they can never be all that
effective because they can never get the upper house because of the huge
gerrymander that there was in the upper house. We got in there with a government that
was well on top of everything, capable of getting stuff done. We looked at finding extraparliamentary ways of doing things because of that blockage in the upper house. But
really, Burke had the upper house worked out. I mean, they were half-cowed anyway,
and anyway he was very successful in dealing with the upper house members. You
know, he'd send them off on trips around the world to investigate things and in all sorts
of ways set up select committees that they could be on and we didn't really have a lot
of trouble with the upper house, at least in the beginning stages so we were running
and that really pissed off that Liberal establishment.
-

But Burkie's view was to make the Labor Party the natural party of government. It
needed to have its own establishment from the people who are the movers and
shakers. The pity of it is with a small economic base like Western Australia, the movers
and shakers are very important people. If they have an investment strike, for example,
they could just about bring a government down, and Burkie was looking for somebody
else.
He settled on the four-on-the-floor entrepreneurs. He saw what was happening in
Western Australia in the '80s was that the economic power in the state was shifting.
The guys who gather down in the Weld Club and are the board of the West Australian,
they are no longer the people who are directing the bulk of the investment in this state.
It's people like Alan Bond, that's where the money is. Robert Holmes a Court. That's
the nouveau riche, if you like. They're in the way of becoming the new establishment.
So he tied up more with them; not as much as people thought. I mean, we got into a lot
of trouble in the end of trying to stop some of those empires going down for the good of
the state rather than for the good of the individuals. But you see Burkie was never
particularly friendly with Robert Holmes a Court. Holmes a Court had threatened to sue
him, in fact, over some allegations about his role as chairman of the Joondalup
Development Corporation. Robert Holmes a Court had been quite helpful to me earlier
on at uni in early days, but we'd fallen out over the crash of the university aero club
plane and actions that got taken after that. And so, in looking to those 'four-on-the-floor'
people, that's what I think Burkie was seeking to do.
The other thing is that at the personal level, he was always fascinated by that business
of making money. He has done it successfully since, but he was fascinated by that
aspect of things, Burkie. He really saw the government playing a bit of a role there. We
did put kind of a philosophy around that, which I explained in one of the earlier tapes,
about really trying to find a way for a small state with a small taxpayer base of actually
getting the infrastructure that you need for such a big geographical area. That is really
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by not just letting private people make all the money but make sure that a proportion of
that comes back to the state in non-tax ways. That was the philosophical basis that we
set ourselves to do that. But from the point of view of working class people, there was a
bit of worry about the sort of people Burkie was mixing with. But they never took it out
on him. You could never say that Burkie wasn't prepared to mix it with the common
man. You walk, you know.... what's that Rudyard Kipling thing about walking with kings
and princes?
RJ

I'm not good at remembering quotes but I know the one you mean!'

PEARCE
It was only much later when it all started to unravel that those sorts of
attitudes would come up. I think there's a level of truth in all of that. But I think it was
more a natural thing that was happening. The rank and file was strong when it was a
question of getting back into government, and when we were in government they were
weak.
RJ
If I was to say to you.... A lot of people have summed up what they
thought was achieved in the Burke era, just as we know the things that were criticised,
but if I was to say to you what do YOU rate as the greatest achievement of the Burke
time as Premier, would what would you reply?
PEARCE
It's hard to.... It's a question I'd probably have to ask for time to think
about. But what we really did, I think, in the end, if you look at the shape of Perth now
particularly Perth, but Western Australia as well it changed its shape quite a bit in our
time. If you look at the designs where the state's economy's really blossomed and the
city has flourished, there were really two times. One is, maybe you go right back to the
original setting up of the state and the boom time around that and the gold rushes on
the end of that; that was one big time. Then, I think, Sir Charles Court and the mineral
development of the Pilbara was another big time, and I think you could say that the
beginning of the '80s and our time was another one of those. A lot of flourishing went
on. A huge amount of growth and building in Perth dates back to that time, the turning
of Bunbury into a regional centre in the way that it is. In broad, those are the things.
The things I was associated with myself, really too. The electrification of the railway line
and the switching of the public transport patterns away from buses back onto trains,
which seemed like turning back the clock at the time. I think it's been extraordinarily
successful. If you look at the areas, my own educational reforms in many ways are still
driving the system to this day. A lot of things happened there.
-

-

It's a bit like the Whitlam government in a way; the Whitlam government was there for a
very short time, but they changed the ethos. A lot of the stuff is still going on. Even
though the Whitlam government was so unsuccessful itself and in such a short time, a
lot of the things that they set up are still driving how things are now. I do think that we
shifted the Western Australian way of thinking of governing from an older pattern that
Sir Charles Court was the climax of, into the pattern that's there now.
RJ
What about Burke as parliamentarian? You've said "he was the
sharpest political operator I've ever come across in my life", but how good an operator
was he in Parliament itself?
PEARCE
He was very good; he was very good. I mean, I was no slouch myself in
Parliament, but I think he was the best in my time there. Sir Charles Court was very
good in a different way. When I first went into it, Sir Charles Court dominated the
Parliament. He'd been there a long time, he dominated the state and he was a very
patrician sort of a figure, out of the Churchill-Menzies sort of a mould. He was very
1

The poem is 'If by Rudyard Kipling: 'Or walk with Kings nor lose the common touch
be a Man, my Son!'
-

...

you'll
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successful. When he went, I think.... Burke was much more.... I mean, Court was
charismatic too sometimes, don't say anything [inaudible]. Burke is a much more
rough-and-tumble character, but he was very funny, a good sense of humour and a
booming voice which helps and a quick wit and a good understanding of issues and
a good understanding of the politics of issues. He was a very good parliamentary
performer.
-

-

RJ
And as leader of the parliamentary Labor Party, the way he operated in
caucus, to what extent did members feel they were listened to and taken notice of?
PEARCE
Look, I'm sure they did, maybe with odd exceptions. But look, of the
Premiers or the leaders, he was easily the best in those areas. For someone who had
a strong view himself about how to do things, he was very willing to listen and to
consult, and even if he was only going through the motions, you would never have the
feeling that he was going through the motions. It's a funny sort of a mix, Brian, in the
sense that he obviously had a strong ego for himself, but he was a very humble person
at the same time and he understood the importance of humility in politics.
I know that after the business with the Chinese restaurant, which was not really
successfully brought down, I was given a lot of jobs as Planning Minister to get things
done. For example, I was put in charge of multidisciplinary projects. I was put in charge
of sorting out the Hillarys Marina, for example, and then the Dawesville cut down in
Mandurah; all those big projects. One of my jobs as Planning Minister was actually to
be the Minister for Big Projects. We'd been pushing these through. I remember Burkie
saying to me I think it was actually over the Education Department stuff when that
was starting to bubble up, I remember him saying: "Look, there's a premium in
strength, but you've got to be careful with it." He was right about that. He did that
better than anybody, and that sense of, "Okay, I know what I'm doing. I'm competent,
I'm doing it. I've been listened to, I've been taken forward, I'd better be humble about it.
I don't think I'm any better than you." He had that and that's why people related well to
him; in the caucus they did.
-

It's why there are still people, 20 years afterwards, who are still loyal to him and that's
causing all the trouble now. I was talking to a senior public servant just yesterday in the
lounge at Canberra airport who was in briefly in the Premier's policy section in that
Burke time. He was saying he'd never struck a better persuader in terms of being
charming and knowing the arguments and putting them. He'd never struck anybody in
his whole life in the public service who could get people to do things more than Brian
could. That's what got so many people into trouble now. After all these years (he's not
as good at it as he used to be) he's still able to get people to do what he wants them to
do.
As I say, when he was Premier, he was at his absolute best. He'd ring around. Sunday
nights you'd get the phone call, you know, or at least the key Cabinet people did; I don't
know how widely. "How's it going, what are you hearing?" But that's how he knew what
was going on too, because he just.... Once Dowding got there, he couldn't be bothered,
or didn't think it was important. Dowding had been picked, he was going to run the
show and that was all that was required. That's why he was out in two years.
RJ
And when it came to Cabinet, you've already referred to Burke making
Cabinet another faction of the party, but how were decisions made in Cabinet? How
dominant was Burke there?
PEARCE
Burke was very dominant and if he wanted something.... but people
would argue with him. He's an interesting character Brian, because he really used to
surround himself with "yes" men in lots of ways, you know fawning adulators, basically.
But at the same time, he was quite comfortable with quite strong ones. David Parker,
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for instance. Parker would stand up. Whenever anything economic was going on,
Burke would take Parker with him. He was very shrewd David, very sharp in those
areas, good, very knowledgeable, and Parker would stand up to Burkie.
I remember him giving Burkie a real dressing down over the appointment of a guy who
had some conviction for, if it wasn't fraud, it was for some white-collar business
offences. He had been in jail and he'd picked him up and put him on to either the WA
Development Commission or the EXIM, I think it was EXIM, which I think is the sort of
trading arm of that, and David gave him a real dressing down in Cabinet over that, on
the basis of, "That just wrecks our credibility with the business community. Everyone
knows this guy's a.... Why have you done it?" And Brian could be, for all his shrewd
judge of people, he could be a BAD judge of people if they were particularly in his circle
or particularly his friends. He made some bad decisions in people, loyal people to him
that he would appoint to things. So Parker would....
I would always argue the toss with him if I thought that he was wrong in the Cabinet.
Dowding certainly would and Malcolm wasn't backward in coming forward. So there
was a whole group of people were prepared to not just take it on trust just because
Brian said it. But for all that, we all understood that in the broad, he was whole lot
smarter at most things than we were. He was smart enough, if he knew an issue was
coming up that was important, he would ring you beforehand, you see. If he thought....
And you'd have the talk with him before and he'd say, "Look, I need your support on
this," and mostly he'd get it. If you'd say, "Well yes, but listen, you've got to...." and then
he would sort of adjust his position a bit to take account of.... That's politics. He was
very good at it.
RJ
To turn to Burke as a person, in the West in December 1987 there is the
comment: "The final years as Premier have taken their toll. He has aged physically and
mentally. He is very tired. He needs a rest."' Was this evident to his colleagues?
PEARCE
A lot of the physical stuff was, in fact, because he embarked on one of
those mad diets. I can't think what it's called now. A really dangerous and unbalanced
one, as I remember. The Pritikin diet. He was always obsessed about his weight. His
father died very young of a heart attack and Brian was always worried about that
aspect of it. He went through a phase where it was mostly in that second term when I
was Leader of the House where he was on this Pritikin diet and it made his face go
grey and wrinkled. It was a diet thing. I'm sure it happened to anyone else. At the same
time he would go the gym a lot. He was exercising a lot. I think I mentioned earlier on,
as Leader of the House I took the view that the Premier wasn't required. Sir Charles
Court, he didn't really have a Leader of the House.
-

RJ
Yes.

And you have said this. You would tell Burke to go home at dinner time.

PEARCE
Go home. Go home at dinner time and don't come back. There's no
need. He doesn't need to be in the Parliament. He said, "We'll just go through the
stuff." [I would say], "I can look after that; that's my job." And so he did. He would go to
the gym. Sometimes he'd come back and the trouble with that Pritikin diet, it's
unbalanced and he'd come back and he'd ruin the place. He'd get very light headed,
almost like he'd had a few drinks and he didn't drink. He'd get back and then he'd come
back [into the Parliament] and he couldn't help himself. He was up there making a
speech and soon the place would be in chaos. I had to get order back to get through
the business.

1
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He worked hard; there is no doubt about that. He's not a thick-skinned person, Brian.
He's quite a thin-skinned person for being in politics. He did take, you know.... He likes
the adulation, he likes people to like him. He didn't like people not to like him. He didn't
like criticism, but he would try and deal with it, because he wouldn't just brush it off, you
know.
The workload in politics is huge and the workload.... I used to say, a backbencher, you
work like fury if you're a backbencher and you think you can't do anything more, and
then you get to be minister and suddenly you find there's a whole level more. And then,
not that I've done it, but you step up though I was; I was Acting Premier for a week
you step up that load and there's another level again. And it's not just a level of working
hard; it's a level of responsibility because everyone goes to you. Even I did. If you ever
worry, who can you talk to? It's only the Premier, only the leader. And so you become
the repository of everyone's cares as well as your own. That's the important part of
being the leader; you listen to those things, but it is wearing. It's fine for the top
leadership group where you'd worry him much, it is more junior ministers (a) would
worry him or (b) he would worry them, because he'd be concerned that what they might
do actually would cause problems for us all. I think it's right that he needed a rest after
that five years. Geoff Gallop lasted just a bit over five years. The same thing, I think.
That pressure is huge and I think it's probably a fair comment.
-

-

RJ
Actually, Ron Barry agrees with your assessment when he was.... when
he left the Premier's office as press secretary, he actually said that "Burke was the
most brilliant politician I've ever seen in action with the complete mastery of almost
every political skill except some skills which would have enabled him to last longer in
office. He left partly because he was worn down by what he had done in 61/2 years of
intense effort and partly because of a lack of challenge in the job. He took criticism
quite personally, which helped wear him down."' Now you've just said he was very
sensitive to criticism, which is.... It would be difficult to cope with as a Premier where
there's constant criticism, but what about the lack of challenge in the job? Did you ever
have a sense that that was important to Burke and that was a factor?
-

PEARCE
Well, Ron Barry is a good friend of mine and dead, unfortunately and
he was very perceptive so I think Ron is 100 per cent right about that. The lack of
challenge thing, I would perhaps have seen less clearly, but it might be tied in to what I
was saying about the whole business about going into federal politics and becoming
Prime Minister. See, Hawke used to take his advice quite often, you know. He would
often come back to Cabinet and talk about his discussions with Bob Hawke. So I think
Hawke listened to Burkie quite a lot, because he was a very shrewd politician. I mean,
Hawke was a very shrewd politician as well, but I think he knew when he was onto a
good thing.
-

-

This is a little sidelight. If you go to the old Parliament House now in Canberra, not the
new one but the old one that's been turned into partly a museum and art gallery and
stuff like that, they still have the old Prime Minister's office in the corner, in the front lefthand corner of the building, and when Bob Hawke left it, Bob Hawke was the Prime
Minister when they moved over to the new building, and they've still got up on the
backboard.... In those days they had a blackboard where they wrote in in chalk the
appointments, and I suppose they could rub them out. Brian Burke is actually one of
the last appointments up on the board for Hawke to see in the old Parliament House.
So maybe there was something in that that he saw a way of moving on to do
something else.
RJ
Burke felt his most notable achievement was, "The thing that I have tried
to do is to make people more understanding of each other, less aggressive, less
1
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offensive to each other, less confrontationist and create within the whole community
employers and employees, business people and working people a compatibility, if
you like, an understanding."' Do you feel that he was assessing his own role correctly?

-

-

PEARCE
Well, to a large extent he did it. Again, it's a hard thing to express the
difference. I mean, it was a palpable difference after he was gone. I often say to
people, 10 years I was in the ministry, close enough, 10 years. The first five years were
really fun and I enjoyed it, and the last five years was a grind. It was different. It
changed when he went in terms of.... And it was to do with the people. The spirit of
sacrifice, if you like, was still there. Keith Wilson, I can remember the 1989 election, his
seat got distributed into a safe one and a marginal one. He went for the safe one but
then for [unclear] he took the marginal one for the interests of the party against his
own. Lots of people did stuff like that. It's not a thing that happens often in politics.
People look out for themselves pretty much.
-

It's hard to convey that sense of being in the team that was a really important part of
the Burke time. It was an attitude that he espoused himself, that he built up and that
went when he went. Likewise around the place, you got that from talking to a lot of
people. They had a lot of admiration for him. You'd see it in the street. You'd go to the
airport with him or something like that [imitates people whispering excitedly]. I was
once I think I mentioned this earlier on there was a soccer match with Balga versus
Kelmscott to open the thing. He came out for that, and there were thousands of people
there. On a different occasion he came out with Bob Hawke and they had a function.
Bob Hawke and Burke together, it was just like a religious occasion. This is in the early
days of both their governments and people would try to 'touch their robes' as they
walked by. Just an amazing thing; I've never seen it before, never seen it since. He had
that. I think people respected Sir Charles Court, but they didn't necessarily particularly
like him. For a lot of others, people seem to think the leaders are pretty ordinary. But
Burke, they loved him, at least in the early days. No doubt about it.
-

END OF TAPE TWELVE SIDE B
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RJ
Just to get your evaluation of Malcolm Bryce, what was your view of him
as Deputy Premier and Deputy Leader of the Parliamentary Labor Party?
PEARCE
Malcolm is a long, long-time friend and I was a more natural supporter of
his than Brian's. I think when it came down to looking at who had the oomph to be
Premier, in the end I had to make the decision as others did for Brian, but Malcolm
made that decision himself in the end. I think his judgement was good. He was a good
deputy. He's a good ideas man. A lot of stuff before the 1983 election, he did a lot of
work. He had a film called Now The Chips Are Down which was about the microchips,
the oncoming computer revolution, in which he sort of.... like Al Gore is doing now with
An Inconvenient Truth. Malcolm would tell you [unclear] get his projector out. I met
several times with him. He was building up an idea about a new Western Australia.
Unlike the quarry Western Australia, which was sort of the Court thing, this is the new
high-tech Western Australia. Malcolm had a real vision for that. He was the one that
drove the Bunbury 2000, the redevelopment of his old home town in Bunbury. He was
a great person to work with and for.
I found him a bit exasperating in some ways. I used to run a fairly spare ship when I
was education minister. When I was planning minister I got brought up into the Bunbury
stuff, and my principal private secretary at that time was a woman called Sue Anne
Macknay. I think I've mentioned her. Susie was a very, very capable, very sharp
woman but didn't see the need to work any longer than she had to. Her job was do her
stuff and then go home. Ministers can't do quite the same thing, but my view is you
don't have long meetings if you can avoid them. And in education everyone likes long
meetings. It's a bad area to be in. [laughs] If a meeting goes less than a day, I think
people think you're not taking them seriously. But we used to try and do things, so we
were pretty sharp and efficient. Then we'd go along to Malcolm's meetings, and he had
a big staff, much bigger than mine; they'd sit around and sort of shoot the little
brainstorming sessions. They'd go for hours and hours and hours, and still be there at
nine o'clock at night. And Sue and I would sit there and think, "Shit, we would have
done this in half an hour [makes sound of fast exit] and be off and doing something
else." But he liked that. It was the intellectual stimulation. He was a very bouncy sort of
character; he bounces from one idea to another and there's a lot of get up and go to
him.
No, he was good. He was good in the Parliament, and a lot of the drive in the
government came from him. He was never as good a politician as Burkie; he was more
an ideas man. But in interesting ways he was more important in the party because
Malcolm had been the party vice president and he was of that emerging group of
educated teachers who had come in and was starting to change the ethos of the Labor
Party from the sort of the Joe Chamberlain trade union workers only thing, which had
been there, I guess, through the '50s, and 80 years before. Malcolm was a really
important part of changing that and he was the most obvious one. He was the one who
got elected to things first. He was party vice president; you'd see him at the party
conferences. It was Malcolm who set up in many ways the government by setting up
the he said, 'If you want to be in government, the first thing you've got to do is get a
decent caucus." So after the collapse of the Tonkin government (he came in part way
through the Tonkin government) and they went to him. He said to me once, they sat
there, he and Arthur, and they watched Sir Charles Court push them out of
government. He said, "Day in, day out we would sit in the Parliament and we'd watch
Court pushing us out of government." Now he could see how it was done and they
worked on the basis that if we are going to get back, we've got to have a better caucus.
-
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So they put a lot of effort into going around recruiting on merit, not factional stuff but
just finding who can be got. Brian Burke was involved in that as well. Brian had a
weather eye to who might support him, of course. I suppose Malcolm I don't think
Malcolm did to the same extent. He wasn't, "You come in and vote for me." He wanted
someone because he thought they were good. I mean, I wouldn't have got in, I think, if
it hadn't been for the way that I am sure he was the push behind getting that
preselection power. So Malcolm did a lot of that building stuff and in the end he got
gazumped for the leadership by Burke, but he had been really important in shifting from
the old Labor Party to the new Labor Party.
-

RJ
Could he have done the thing that you've admitted you would not be
good at, and that's the fundraising side?
PEARCE
I don't know that he was ever much involved in it, to be honest. I don't
have any knowledge of that. I don't think that he was. The big fundraisers really were
Brian himself, Terry, Julian Grill; they were the main ones. Julian is an interesting
character in that. Julian is a bit sort of.... I remember Brian saying once, "The thing
about Julian is he thinks outside the square", or "outside the circle", whichever it is, but
he does. He has a different view of things. He is a very capable, very intelligent, very
thoughtful character, but can be erratic. He's got a dog at a bone sort of character. He'll
catch onto something and he is very dogged about it.
I've told the story many times about once he came out to.... I got him in my electorate. I
had an issue with a Catholic school which is on South West Highway. The school's
actually down the hill. The highway had been widened and so it sort of was a bit
threatening. Kids were playing in the yard and huge buses were roaring by only a few
metres behind. There was only a thin, scraggy old hedge separating the two. They got
me out there to have a look at it. I had a talk to Julian. I said, "We'll do this properly
instead." You need a bit of theatre in your politics. Instead of just going out and fixing
up the problem, I'll get Julian, who's a minister, to come out and we'll have a talk, get
together and then we'll have a problem and I'd organised the solution with Julian
beforehand.
But out he came and he had been given a briefing by the department. The
department's briefing was that there had been a fence there at some point. So we're
going through this pre-arranged thing, and all of a sudden Julian says, "But the
department says you used to have a fence there and you pulled it down". Well, they
denied it, absolutely: "No, we never had a fence there." So out comes a drawing. They
had to send off for the oldest teacher in the school who had been there 20 years to
come back and deny there'd ever been a fence there. And the whole thing just
developed about whether there had been a bloody fence. All we want is a crash barrier,
which Julian had agreed in advance to put in there. We finally managed to get back on
track and they agreed to put the crash barrier there. Julian got the courage and said,
"I'm sorry you pulled down that fence." [laughs]
He's a funny man, Julian, but very capable. The great strength of Julian was he was a
lawyer from Kalgoorlie, he was involved in the mining industry and he knew everyone,
or lots of people in that, and he was very important in bringing a lot of the mining
interests, which had been rusted onto Sir Charles Court, over into being able to do it.
And Burke was very clever in the way that he used Julian as his conduit in that area,
and that was one of the reasons Julian was once one of the good fundraisers. Another
time in Cabinet he said to us, "Look, more of you have got to help with raising the
money." But people like me are just not capable of doing it, and I don't know but I think
Malcolm was probably in that category.
RJ

And what was Mal Bryce like in Parliament?
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PEARCE
He was good in Parliament. He was good. I mean, he wasn't the best,
but he was a good speaker. He'd kind of shout a little bit, if I remember correctly, and
he'd take offence easily too. He's a funny man in that sense. But at that stage we had
half a dozen who could easily dominate the other side. Malcolm was clearly in that
group.
RJ

And what was he like as a person? You said to me

-

PEARCE
He's a really interesting person, Malcolm; as I say, a long-time friend.
He's interesting because he's interested in lots of stuff. He's a bit like a butterfly in
some ways; he flips around, he's a little bit here and a little bit there. I like Malcolm a
lot. I talk about that five-year golden period there. It was not only great being in
government because he was doing stuff, but there was a great group of people to be
with. You'd sit around at night Parliament is boring as bat shit most of the time but
you'd sit around at night and you'd go and have a cup of coffee with people like that
and they've good minds, doing interesting stuff. But they hear lots, meet interesting
people and they tell good stories. Malcolm was a really integral part of pulling all that
together.
-

RJ
and leader?

-

If you take Burke out of the equation, could Bryce have been Premier

PEARCE
Yes, he could have; I don't doubt it for a minute. It would have been a
different sort of a government. It would have been more policy focused. He would have
been less involved in getting.... I think he would have been more like Geoff Gallop, if I
could put it like that as a leader, more like Geoff than Brian. He wasn't quite as straitlaced as Geoff; he's a bit more of an unbuttoned personality than Geoff Gallop, but it
would have been a more policy-process focused government more than Burke, which
is a sort of 'four on the floor', 'get it done' style of thing. What I mean, one of Burkie's
great weaknesses was his willingness to cut corners, and I think Malcolm would have
been a little less inclined to do that.
RJ
You've mentioned your contact with Bryce since, and he remains a
friend. How much contact have you had with Brian Burke?
PEARCE
Well, not a lot. I've sort of moved on in a sense from those times. When
I first came out of Parliament for five years I was working very part-time as a political
lobbyist along with Barry MacKinnon of the Liberal government, and I kept up a lot of
the stuff I was doing with the Labor Party. I was still running the faction for most of that.
So I still kept up but, see, most of those people had gone by then; they had moved on
themselves. The people I was dealing with were much like the beginnings of the
current lot rather than the leftovers from the last thing. And then when I took on this job,
one of my requirements was no politics, so I had to drop that. So a lot of that, you move
on. We never really socialised as a group, because you socialised at Parliament House
but we wouldn't much sort of meet up afterwards. Some of them did but I never did in
that lot. So people went their particular ways.
Don't forget Burke and Bryce left five years into my 10 years as a minister. You see, I
did almost as long as a minister after they'd gone. So I sort of moved on to a different
era. But, you know, I had a bit to do with both of them. Brian, for example, I went down
and gave evidence for him in the appeal against the second conviction and helped to
have that overturned; and the West used me a bit to write stuff for them about when
these things were coming up. I was one of those the West would get to write articles, in
essence defending, I suppose, the government. I wrote one about Burkie the night
before he was convicted and sent to jail. So to that extent I kept in reasonable touch
with them. I don't have any contact with Brian now. He rang me about, I suppose, a
year ago to inquire if I was interested in taking on that Smiths Beach stuff. He said he

PEARCE
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was getting too busy with that. I said, "Well, I've got a job, Brian. I'm working here"; but
he didn't press the issue, and that was the last conversation I had with him, and I
probably wouldn't have spoken with him.... a couple years before that I went to see him
because The Australian asked me to write in advance a, you know.... I can't remember
what they call them.... but the articles you write when people die.
Obituary.

RJ

PEARCE
Obituary, yes, thank you. They asked me to write an obituary for Kim
Beazley Snr for The Australian. And I wrote it out but I knew that Brian and Brian's
father and Kim senior had been [contemporaries] so I just went to check a couple of
those. I showed him the thing I'd written before I sent it off. But I have not had any
contact with him in recent times. Malcolm I ran into actually in Tech Park' where we're
having this interview. Malcolm was a founder of this. I ran into him in the cafe down
there and we've had lunch a couple of times since. I don't keep in close contact but I
still count them both as friends.

RJ
A further interview with Bob Pearce held in the offices of the Forest Industries
Federation by Ronda Jamieson on 15 March 2007.
Bob, we have covered the succession of Peter Dowding as Premier and Burke's role in
that. You then had, under Dowding, changes in portfolios and we'll get onto your own in
a minute. But just after that ministry well, further on actually, but what you thought of
at the time a factional row brewed because there were "claims by the Broad Left that
it was under-represented in the Dowding Cabinet". It made up 36.2 per cent of the
Parliamentary Labor Party but was only represented by Ian Taylor and Yvonne
Henderson, whereas the left felt it should have six to seven Cabinet posts. The centre
represented 46.8 per cent of the party and it held thirteen Cabinet positions; and the
right, with 17 per cent, held four.2 What did you think of that situation, and was it really
the problem the West gives the impression it was?
-

-

PEARCE
Well, no, it wasn't so much a problem at the time because the caucus
was very unfactionalised really. Even the party itself wasn't as factionalised then as it is
now. I mean it was getting that way, it certainly was, but when Burke was the Premier,
he was very skilful at dealing with the factions, and particularly in the caucus. But in the
party generally too he dealt with the major union leaders and he generally had
substantial support for what he was doing.
However, he did have a thing about the left. He'd organised the right himself and he
had a particular thing about Yvonne Henderson, I think. I am speculating a little bit
here, but Yvonne had been very active in organising for the left in the northern suburbs
where Brian's own stronghold was. Now she got the preselection for Gosnells; that's
when my own seat got cut in half. Yvonne came and I think I mentioned in one of the
earlier ones coming from way out of town, she beat the local guy through a very
effective organisation. She came out, asked me to drive round, I showed her the
electorate. When she turned up at the state executive, she gave a much better
rundown of local problems than the local blokes did, and with the left support she won
it. She was a good member of Parliament. She worked that seat very hard. She moved
down there so she was really good value. But she was the sort of person that Brian
didn't take to all that easily, and she was pretty tough in the factional stuff.
I know Kay Hallahan and I used to organise the centre. Basically, there was a large
centre group and a small left group in the Canning electorate council, which took in
Gosnells where Yvonne was and Armadale where I was. Kay and I were of the kind:
'Technology Park in Bentley.
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let's try and make the whole party work together. So we actually..., we had a majority
there and in those days there wasn't a PR ballot, so it was winner takes all. We actually
split it up. We said, "Okay, well, we've got three seats in the state executive going: one
to the left because they're about a third and two to us. And that was how we did it for a
couple of years. But then one year we took our attention off the numbers a bit, the left
got a temporary majority with Yvonne running it, and they took everything; I mean, no
sharing back with us. So, that was a little bit their attitude; they were much more
factional than we were; we were more party interested.
I think at the time of the Dowding government that.... Most of the left had got in in '83;
they got in in the new seats that we won. Most of them were new people rather than old
people and there was no factional consideration at all in the shadow Cabinet that had
gone into the '83 election and then became the Cabinet. There was no sort of factional
stuff there because the caucus was totally unfactionalised in those days. There was a
left there, they used to meet separately, but they never pressed the issue. They'd put
up people. Their caucus didn't vote along factional lines. Insofar as there were factions,
it was the young Turks versus sort of the old establishment. So none of that had really
been an issue.
I think I mentioned in the business about the transition from Burke to the new leader
that I had been approached by the left, or some in the left, with the offer of support for
me if I would guarantee a certain number of left places in the ministry, and I declined to
do that. When Burke was doing the negotiating, the deal was that Yvonne Henderson
would get in the ministry so we would get another left person, and that sort of started, if
you like, the movement to some of the left getting into the Cabinet. But really it wasn't
really.... there was never a Cabinet done on factional lines. It wasn't, "You get your
proportions", although it sort of started to move a little bit in that direction. I don't think it
was a problem in the organisation of the Cabinet, but the left was getting more
organised; John Halden particularly was becoming more influential in that. But you see,
an interesting thing, when we get to the demise of Dowding, you'll see that Yvonne
Henderson actually led half the left. The left split and Yvonne Henderson led half the
left in supporting Dowding while the other half of the left went with Carmen and
Stephen Smith in supporting Carmen Lawrence. So, the factional stuff sort of came and
went, but over the time what you saw was more and more of the left getting more and
more of their people into the Cabinet in the last years.
RJ
Another claim was that the left was said to be "unhappy with the
performance of seven ministers", who were not named, who were "lightweights' or
'incompetent". How did you feel that team settled in under Dowding?'
PEARCE

Well, under Dowding, I don't know who they had in mind for that but

RJ

They don't say.

-

PEARCE
They don't say. How can I put this? I must say even in the last few
years you still hear people talk about the original Burke Cabinet as one of the strongest
the Labor Party has ever produced, or even some would say the state has produced,
and it certainly had a solid core to it. But, like any Cabinet, it had its others who were
not of the same calibre. But different people bring different things to it. I know some of
the ministers that you might look at and say, "Look, you know, they are not really as
strong as some others, not as effective as some others," nevertheless, it is a
representative group and they often represented quite important groups.
People often point to Ken McIver in that regard. Ken was one of the few of the old
establishment who stayed on and got in there but everyone loved Ken, and he was a
1
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really important person in terms of keeping the caucus together. He wasn't well
educated but he was no fool, and he had a contribution to make.
I shouldn't tell this story because I really loved Ken, and he's dead now, and we called
a station after him. I was Transport minister. We called McIver Station after Ken McIver
because he'd been an engine driver and he'd won the seat. But Arthur Tonkin and I
turned up early for a Cabinet meeting in the days when we used to have a little lunch
and then the Cabinet meeting would start in the afternoon. We took over the Liberals
the old superannuation building which is just opposite the Government House in St
Georges Terrace. Arthur Tonkin and I turned up and Ken McIver came into the room
and he said, "I told those people in the department" (he was in charge of the Building
Management Authority and no-one had the impression that Ken was strongly in charge
of that group) and we said, "What's happening?" He said, "Bloody hell, look at these
files. They've got these files done on split pins and they keep filling the bloody files up
until there's nothing left on the split pin and there's not enough to hold them and when
you pick the file, the bloody thing comes apart in your hand. I told them, 'When you get
to within half an inch of the end of the split pin, start a new file'." So you could have
and people did, I suppose.... Ken lost his seat, unfortunately, at the following election
so he was out of the ministry by the time we were discussing some of this stuff.
-

-

-

It's always a hard judgement, isn't it; because you say, "Look, here's somebody with
talent and ability on the backbench," or promise perhaps more than talent, and you look
at one of the ones who are not performing so well in the Cabinet and go, "Okay, well,
this one could do better than that." And often that's true and so on. But Burke was very
good at turning the Cabinet over; he was the best at that. He made sure that say Ron
Davies moved. I mean, Ron and Dave Evans; I'm not suggesting they were poor
ministers, but they'd been there; older; they'd been there for the previous government.
Brian arranged for chances to flow through to people for the ministry, and there was a
good turnover, much better than there is in the current arrangement, and that helped
alleviate the situation. He expanded the Cabinet so there were plenty of opportunities
for people in the Burke time, and I think that was important in keeping a harmony; there
was a lot of harmony. But there were some on the left getting a bit impatient, and I
must say they weren't always the most talented ones. It's often the situation those who
want the spot aren't always the ones that actually have the capacity; they just happen
to be noisier about it. And my own personal appreciation of the situation is the quality of
the Cabinet got worse over time, as we started with a good Cabinet and we finished up
with one that was in my view carried by a very small number of ministers.
RJ
According to the Labor Voice, this is at the time of the change in the
Cabinet, even while the Labor Party had an affirmative action program by then,
Hallahan, Beggs, Lawrence and Henderson all earned their positions in the ministry
regardless of being women.'
PEARCE
That's true. That is absolutely true. There is absolutely no doubt that
Kay Hallahan, who was the first in, deserved her position; she earned that. She was
subsequently made Deputy Leader. She moved down into my old seat of Armadale
and she became Deputy Leader of the Opposition. So Kay was a very good minister
and she was really respected for the work that she did. She came in in 1983. She had
only been in the Parliament for the three years, and she got [a place in Cabinet]. That
was not an affirmative action; that was sheer ability.
Yvonne Henderson got in when Dowding came in, and that was the deal; but Yvonne
was, like, first in line from the left. She was the main person that they were promoting
and that was again not on a [unclear]. People might have used the affirmative action
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argument for her, but she again was a strong minister, very capable, and she earned
her place on merit.
Pam Beggs: Pam is interesting. A lot of people point to Pam and say, you know, not as
strong, but Pam brought a good understanding of what was going on at the electorate.
She was a very useful person at Cabinet discussions because she had a real feel for
what was happening in the electorate; whereas some others of us who were perhaps
more significant in running the Cabinet spent more time on that. We were a bit more
detached sometimes from what was going on in the suburbs, even though we all
represented seats. Pam had a good feel for what would fly and what wouldn't fly.
Burkie actually at one stage suggested Pam for Deputy Premier. Now, no-one would
agree to it. All the ambitious blokes said, "Bugger that." But it wasn't such a stupid
suggestion in many ways. Apart from Brian, we didn't have enough appreciation of the
difference between who you put up the front and who actually drives the ship, you
know. I think if we had been smarter about some of those things, Pam might well have
found herself in a high position because she certainly had a good level of public
acceptance. And one of the interesting things about this is that if you looked at the
polling, apart from the Premier (the Premier was always pretty popular) the people who
actually ran the show were not all that popular as ministers very often, and the ones
that were really popular often weren't the ones who were less significant when it came
to Cabinet discussions. But it's an important mix there; it's important to have that mix.
It's important to have people who represent symbolic things, who the public tune into,
as well as those who've got the oomph to make sure the show stays on the track.
RJ
You've mentioned Hallahan, Beggs and Henderson. Was Lawrence
showing up as a fair case?
PEARCE
Oh yes. There were people had Carmen marked out for potential leader
right from the time she was first in Parliament. Again, she was obviously, for what
happened to be Premier, a very capable person. She didn't perhaps show a lot early on
when she was in Parliament. I had some stuff to do with her but she was sort of quiet
and thoughtful and substantial. The circle that developed that Carmen was in....
An interesting thing happened to me personally at this stage and really time passed me
by to some extent. I had been right at the forefront of the people that put Burke in the
leadership, and that really defined, if you like, the ruling group until Burke went. With
Dowding there was a bit of a flux because although he was a leader in his own right,
he'd really been put there by Burke; he wouldn't have won a ballot, and he didn't have
a solid group of supporters of his own. In fact, there was a lot of tension between
Dowding and myself, or at least the first six months or so of his premiership, and that
was starting to affect the government. It got resolved; why I'll explain in a moment. But
there wasn't a natural group around.
As Dowding went on, a group formed up against him, and in the end that was the group
that formed up around Carmen Lawrence that made Carmen leader. But it wasn't a
group that formed up around Carmen; it was really the group that formed up largely
around David Parker and Stephen Smith, who was at that stage the party secretary. I
was excluded from that group because I was one of the major rivals to David Parker. I
wasn't particularly interested in it. I just assumed Dowding would be there for as long
as I'd been in, the same way as I did with Burke. I thought I had my chance there;
that's a position that's taken, and settled down to work for the team. Others didn't take
quite that same view.
After Dowding went and Carmen came in, that group became then really the ruling
group, and I was never in it. And so from then on in I was running a bit of a lone path. I
still worked hard for the team but in terms of the network of who you talked to, I was

TAPE THIRTEEN SIDE A

PEARCE

170

outside that group; I'd taken the opposite position, and so that changed quite a bit for
me.

END OF TAPE THIRTEEN SIDE A
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TAPE THIRTEEN SIDE B
RJ
The portfolios you had under Dowding, initially you were Minister for
Transport, Planning, Parliamentary and Electoral Reform, Intergovernmental Relations
and Leader of the House in the Legislative Assembly (this is February '88) and you
held those positions for a year. I wondered what was involved with those ministries and
what achieved most.
PEARCE
Okay. When that sort of group of princes, I think, the potential leaders,
formed up when Burke was going to go, despite the potential for a lot of.... we actually
worked very closely and harmoniously together to set up the new government. There
was an important challenge ahead of us and even before we accepted that it was going
to be Dowding and Parker as the leadership, we worked on the basis that we all had to
be working together, that at the end of it we had to be the key at the core of the new
government and we all worked to keep in all reasonably friendly. And that was, I think,
the important stabilising factor in that otherwise quite traumatic change. As part of that
we had a discussion about what portfolios who was going to get. Now, I had already, I
think I mentioned to you, that I thought I'd run my race in Education at the time, it was
needed for somebody else to do that, but I was keen to hang onto Planning, a portfolio
I enjoyed but which had caused me a lot of trouble too, I think as I outlined.
RJ

Which you did explain, yes.

PEARCE
And I remember David Parker saying to me at one stage, "Look, Bob, for
the good of the government you've got to give up both Education and Planning." But in
fact what I got was Transport. Now, of course, in government the key portfolios really
are the economic ones, so everyone wanted economic portfolios. David Parker was
very keen to really get a sort of a super-economic portfolio for himself, and he was the
Deputy Premier so he had dibs on that. He wanted to get all the resources portfolios in
with him; he was Treasurer at the same time, so he managed to get a very powerful set
of portfolios for himself.
And he had a talk to me about it. He said, "Look, outside this group the most important
economic portfolio is actually Transport." Now transport is an area that I was interested
in. I had been on the transport committee right from the start and outer suburban stuff,
so I didn't take too much persuading that I'd take Transport. I was a bit sad about it
from one point of view because the Transport Minister at the time was Gavan Troy. He
was a good friend and supporter, and he was very sorry to lose Transport. So that was
a bit of an unfortunate thing, but anyway that was the decision that got made, if you
like, by the group and Dowding put that into effect; so I had Transport and Planning.
They were a really good combination of portfolios. I really enjoyed that portfolio
combination, because Planning and Transport, particularly in a big state, inter-relate so
closely. And in fact the current government not only have got it under a single minister
but have made it into a single portfolio. They combined those two departments into
one. I personally think that's a mistake, but I think it's good to have those two in the
same minister.
Now, I had had Planning for a number of years, so there was nothing new about that.
Transport was new and I got to work. I was only Transport Minister for two years but it's
probably where I achieved most in my time, apart from all the education reforms,
because I popped up at the time when they were considering the transport strategy for
the rapidly growing northern corridor of Perth. Under the Stephenson plan, the planners
back in the '50s had had the foresight to add a public transport corridor onto the
freeway basically, the northern and the southern link. So they left room for a public
transport corridor. When I popped up, the Public Transport Authority was planning to
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make a bus route of that, as they had on the southern freeway; that is, you run buses
up and down. I didn't have anything much to do with it but I'd opened the one on the
southern freeway that starts down at just past Leach Highway on South Street
basically. There's a big bus station and people drive and [unclear] their buses up on the
bus and the bus runs down the middle of the freeway, so you get a quick ride in and
you miss all the hassle.
It's not a bad thing, but looking at the options, the department was very strongly in
favour of buses, and if I hadn't come, that's what would have happened. But I talked to
some of the people who were lobbying for other things and I didn't take too long before
I was convinced that train was the way to go; that it had huge advantages to rail over
buses for rapid mass transit. I went and looked at other options. I trekked off to South
Australia and looked at the system they've got of an autobahn sort of system for buses
that runs through the Adelaide parklands. Someone said to me unkindly it's like buses
pretending to be trains; they run on little tracks and it makes them go faster and gives
them some of the aspects of a train. But the main advantage of a train is it's got lots of
doors. When the train stops at a station with half a dozen carriages (there's probably
two doors per carriage) there's 12 doors for people to get in and out. A bus has got
one, particularly when the drivers are guys collecting the fares, so buses are slow and
cumbersome in terms of moving people. Trains are quick and they can deal with lots
and lots of people.
Anyway, I moved to the situation to set up a train. As I said, the department was
opposed to that; they really preferred buses. Treasury didn't like it because trains are
hugely more expensive than buses, but I had some important allies. Peter Newman
from Murdoch University was very helpful in providing some of the costings, and Peter
was the one that pointed me in the direction of dealing with the cost argument. He said
if you look at the capital cost of a train it's huge against buses that are relatively cheap;
and if you cost them out it's hard to make the argument for a train, if you cost them out
over five years. If you cost them out over 20 years, buses require much more
maintenance than trains. So, over 20 years in fact the cost equation starts to turn
around. And so I had some people who were lobbying hard for trains who were very
good at providing me with a lot of information.
But I came quickly to the view that, (a) the train was the right thing to do; and (b) that it
would be politically a very successful thing to do, that trains would catch the
imagination of people in a way that buses never would. Again, you see, my electorate
is Armadale and the railway line runs down there. It's an important transport route. It
was a bit of an old clunky one when I went out there with just old diesels. We had
electrified that train line for the areas that were left, only those three, but this was the
first time anybody had considered extending the metropolitan rail network when in the
past they'd just been cut back. I was convinced of that.
Cabinet was a little reluctant to take it on; and when I first put the Cabinet minute up, it
was in fact knocked back. It wasn't completely rejected, but the cost issues had people
thinking hard about it; and the decision was deferred. But we were coming up to
elections. This was being done through 1988. The election was in 1989. We needed to
have a clear statement about what we were doing and I just said to the Cabinet, "Well,
look, you can defer this all you like but I'm being asked what are we going to do? I've
got to have something. What you have to do is say, 'Okay we're still thinking about it',
but you've got to let me go out and argue for the railway, because that's my position."
And they said, "Okay, that's fair enough." So out I went, and I made a bit of public
campaign. Within six weeks it was through the Cabinet. The public response to the
railway in the northern suburbs was so strong that they couldn't really resist it. And
Pam Beggs was very strong in saying, "Look, our people really want this." Some of
them in the Premier's office, probably because it wasn't their idea, were a bit, you
know..., until the end they were a bit nervous about the whole thing.
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But when we got into the 1989 election campaign, suddenly it started to emerge in the
polling that the railway was a good thing. We were having built, just to help get people
to understand, the front of one of the locomotives. We were just having a mock-up
made of just the first couple of feet, you know, where the driver looks through the
window, just really for promotional purposes. The railway coaches were being made in
Queensland and when the mock-up came over here, the Premier's department people
grabbed it (I didn't even get to see it) and they stuck it out in the Dianella shopping
centre. It was nowhere near the railway line because the polling showed what an
important issue it was and so it was put out in all the marginal seats. I'm saying, "Hang
on, let's put it at least where there are railway lines going to go." In the end, everyone
thought we were going to lose the 1989 election and we didn't; and I always think that
the train was the thing that saved us because in the end they dropped a lot of the other
advertising and they were running an advertisement which was concentrated purely on
the train. And it had an impact far beyond just the northern suburb areas where it was
aimed.
By then, of course, I had been working on where to next. So, I got put into the policy for
the 1989 election the building of the Mandurah railway line because I could see, "Look,
if you're going to turn around the public transport arrangements for Perth and make
trains the core, you've got to get the train lines back to the core where the growing
areas are, and the growing areas were the northern suburbs and in that area, that
Peel-Mandurah area, which is just set for a train." I had been to London and had a look
at the fast-train arrangements there. In London they've got a huge urban sprawl that's
much bigger than ours, but they've got a system of fast trains or medium fast; nothing
like the French TGV or the German ICE, or any of those, but they're quick enough. So
from about 80 miles out of London there's the sort of squirocracy, or whatever you call
them. They all live in their nice little country towns but they hop on the train and within
an hour they are in central London and on the tube and off to the office.
So you could certainly do that for Mandurah. So we set in train the Mandurah train line
from 1989.... It's taken a long time to get there but it's just about to be achieved. I won't
claim it as my achievement but the idea certainly came from me. That was purely my
own idea. When I went into the department, the northern railway line, that corridor, was
there. It was just a question of what do you put in it? Well, I got it made into a train
instead of it being buses, as it would have been. But the Mandurah line, there was
nothing for that, and that was an idea out of the thing but
-

RJ

And at that time were you planning it to go across the freeway bridge?

PEARCE
No, because you couldn't. The first question I asked was: what about
the bridge? Well, you couldn't get it across, and the reason was at that stage there
was only one bridge. We had the Court government. The Richard Court government
built the parallel bridge beside it and the train's actually going to run between the two
bridges on a sort of a coat hanger arrangement, as I understand it, between the two of
them. We only had a single bridge and it wouldn't take the weight of the train.
That came out in a different way, I might say, when I was Transport Minister, because I
was approached about running road trains down the freeway, and I just asked for
information about that. And they said, "Well, you can't actually get them across the
Narrows Bridge because the way it's been built, it's been built with an understanding
it'll carry a certain load; it's so wide and there'd be so many cars on it and it's not built
to take a heavier load than that. So, even a number of road trains on it would
potentially cause serious damage to that." But a train just was out of the question. So,
that ruled out using the....
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When the Court government came in, the Court government were absolutely slack in
building that Mandurah line. They should have got straight onto that after the northern
line was finished, in my view; although they had to commit to it because it was
electorally popular, particularly in those marginal seats down Mandurah way. For
various reasons they didn't do much about it, but what they did do was a lot of work on
the freeway. The Court government hasn't always got the recognition that it deserves
for the work it did on the road system, and twinning the Narrows Bridge was part of
that. And that really set up the proposition for running the thing down the freeway.
I talked about running it through Fremantle; that is, there is a railway line through
Fremantle and there are existing railway lines there, mostly used for freight purposes,
which run pretty all the way to Rockingham. So you could have run a train almost
straight away down to Rockingham and then you would have had to build the extension
from Rockingham through to Mandurah. There would have been issues with getting it
through Fremantle. I don't know how well you know that area, but getting it into
Fremantle station's okay but then after that there is a single line which actually runs
around Cicerello's and the Fremantle Fishing Boat Harbour and along the front of the
Fremantle Sailing Club. In that area there it would be very difficult to run fast trains
along. You would have had to do a lot of stuff and it would have been very unpopular
with the people of Fremantle. So, I think that would have been a good way to go but
down the freeway is the better option.
A lot of people at the time said to me.... of course, when we first started on the train,
people were saying, "You can't run a train down a freeway; it's cars, buses; you don't
run trains down freeways." When it was there and up and moving, people were so
taken with the idea, they were saying, "Well, why don't you run it down the southern
freeway then? It has been such a success in the northern freeway, it should go down
the southern freeway." And the answer is: you can't get it across the bridge. But, as I
said, the Court government built the bridge, and the Court government, in their
planning for the Mandurah line, were actually going to run a really bad solution. They
were going to run it down the Armadale line to Thornlie, then run it along the standard
gauge line from Thornlie and then run it down the freeway from there. So they were
going to use the freeway option, but that was their way of dodging the issue for the
bridge. But, unfortunately, that makes it quite a long trip, a long and slow trip; whereas
these trains work to get people out of their cars if they're quick. If people can hop on a
train, no fuss, they're in the city faster than in their car, they'll use it. If the train is slow
and clunky, like a bus, they won't use it unless they have to. And so I don't think that
was a good choice by the Court government and I think the current government's done
exactly the right thing: used the opportunity given them by the Court government by
doubling the Narrows Bridge to use the Narrows and run it down the freeway. That is
absolutely the best result.
RJ
The Intergovernmental Relations, you said in your last interview that
Burke appointed you as minister for that, but it didn't mean anything. "Virtually
something to look good" was your comment. You held the post for nearly a year but
then it continued with Dowding. What was it SUPPOSED to do?
PEARCE
[laughs] I think he just didn't want to take it off me. I don't remember
that. I had very little to do. I might have gone to one ministerial conference, I read a few
letters. It was not a significant portfolio.
RJ

But what was it supposed to

-

PEARCE
It was when Burke was trying to set up the situation to make Dowding
and Parker his preferred succession team, and to do that he made Dowding Assistant
Treasurer. David wasn't going to be left out, so he got.... I can't remember what his
promotion was but it was some economic development thing. And Burke was smart

TAPE THIRTEEN SIDE B

PEARCE

175

enough to ask me, so I wouldn't feel that I hadn't been consulted about it, and I said,
"Well, look, I've got no problem with you doing that, Brian, if that's what you want to do"
I could clearly see where that was heading "but I've got claims here, and if you're
going to do that, I wouldn't like to be left out of that." So that was to make it look like
when they were promoting the potential, marking out potential leaders, I just wanted to
make sure I was in the list; that was all. And, as I say, it didn't get changed under
Dowding but it didn't
-

-

-

RJ

But why didn't it get changed?

PEARCE
Well, I suppose no-one thought of it, or it might have looked like I was
being demoted in some way. I don't know. I don't remember at all.
RJ

Right.

PEARCE

But it wasn't anything other than just a sort of an extra plate on the wall.

RJ
Well, you know, they couldn't argue that because you had Transport,
Planning, Parliamentary Electoral reform and Leader of the House.
PEARCE

I don't remember.

RJ

No, don't [laughter], I won't say

-

PEARCE
But I assure you it didn't become a more significant portfolio under
Dowding than it had been under me.
RJ
Than it had been before. How well did you and Dowding work together
under your various portfolios?
PEARCE
Look, we've never been friends, to be quite honest. It's hard to describe
this. Peter Dowding, there's a lot of capacity in Peter Dowding; he's very bright in many
ways. He's good looking. When Burke did the polling, clearly people were prepared to
look at him. He was a lesser minister than me. He had been in the Parliament for less
time and he was in the upper house. And so I never really looked on him as a potential
leadership contender at all, because being in the upper house is a disqualification. He
clearly saw himself in that leader. He had a lot of self-confidence, Peter, and he
managed to move himself from the upper house down to the lower house at the 1986
election. He was clearly setting himself up for that position, and he was supported by
some people in being able to make that move.
Peter's main problem was that he'd.... I don't know how I can say this without sounding
bad to a whole raft of people, but he was a lawyer, a lot of self-confidence, used to
dealing with people in a fairly abrupt way and his people skills weren't so good. He ran
up against me when I had Education and TAFE and he had the Training portfolio. Now
Education and TAFE, big thing, and training was just like a new little initiative on the
side. But the guy who was in charge of the training department had his eyes on taking
over the whole of TAFE, and Dowding supported him in that. So, there was a little
battle went on. Just for me it's like you're running a British Empire and still a border war
going on in Scotland. So I was always unimpressed by the amount of time I had to
spend dealing with that.
David Parker had the portfolio originally and David and I got on quite well; that wasn't
really an issue. And the department people.... the way David and I dealt with it was the
training people were shooting at the TAFE people and the TAFE people were shooting
at the training people; and every six months we'd get them all together, David and I,
and we'd just sit down and they could go through their stuff. David and I would lay
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down the law jointly to the two departments and they'd go off and they'd cooperate for
about six months, and then the war would start out again and we'd have to get them
back together. So David and I really worked to keep them in check.
When Dowding got there, he took up the cause of his people, so he became the
chieftain in this little border war. That annoyed me a little bit. We'd never been....
didn't really know him, to be quite honest. He was in the caucus with me but I wasn't
particularly friendly with him. I don't say he's a bully, that's probably a bit unfair, but
he's a bit overbearing in his manner to people, and he was a bit with me. And so we
weren't enemies or anything, but we just weren't particularly friendly.
If you'd looked at the group of the potential four, if it had to have been other than not
me, Dowding would have probably been my third choice. I would have got on well with
David Parker. I got on well with Julian Grill. I wouldn't have had any great problems
working with either of those. I was a bit concerned about the position with regard to
Dowding because he clearly saw me as a rival and not to be trusted, which did annoy
me a bit, because one thing I really am I wasn't lacking in ambition myself, but I'm a
trustworthy soul for the most part and I'm happy to work in the team once the
situation's sorted out. It's not going to be me, I'm fine, I've got my spot on the team, I'll
play the game. So I was never a danger to him in a sense, but once he got there, he
clearly had me marked out as a problem. So I did not understand why that was.
-

It bubbled up over the brewery because Dowding was out to make his mark as a
different sort of leader from Burke, so he picked the troubled areas; and he came up
with a different policy. Well I put a lot of political skin on the brewery and I wasn't
proposing to let it go. So there was a struggle in the Cabinet about what would happen
with regard to the brewery.
Now, Dowding again, it's the way he dealt with it. If he had come to me and said,
"Now, listen, let's have it out about the brewery", well, I think we would have done that.
But what he did was he didn't do anything like that. He then I was still in charge of it
without any reference to me, his own people were working up separate solutions, if you
like. I thought that's not the way to deal with this, and so it got quite acrimonious at
Cabinet several times, not just over the brewery but over related matters and then over
unrelated matters, and people started to say at Cabinet, "This has got to be sorted out."
I'm thinking, "Well, hang on, it's not me that started this." Equally, he's the Premier, so
he's the head of the team so he's got rights in the whole thing. Equally, if I caved down
to the pressure that's being put on me then I'm going to be marginalised and sidelined
in this whole arrangement, so I wouldn't have that either.
-

-

-

In the end what happened, we had a caucus love-in. I think Dowding started it. I don't
remember that we had them under Burke, though perhaps we did. We all trekked off
down to the lunatic asylum.... I don't think it was actually there but some, probably
down in Graylands somewhere. I think it was one of the old lunatic [asylums] that had
been turned into a community hall. I don't remember the precise location. Anyway, we
had a plan, but something blew up quite early in it over this brewery and in the end
Dowding and I went into a side room and the whole caucus had to sit around
scratching their fingers and looking at each other for an hour while Dowding and I had it
out over the brewery, over our relationship, over a whole raft of things. And it was a
good thing to have done; it cleared the air.
We came out of it and we had a good working [relationship]. He gave up on trying to
change the brewery thing that was part of it. I think I made it clear to him he wasn't
under any threat from me. I was perfectly happy with his leadership; I was happy to
work in the team. After that there wasn't a problem. It worked neatly and well, and in
fact when he was under challenge, I was one of the main people who supported him.
For all that, we were never friends, you know, in a friendly sense.
-
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For me, I must say, in an emotional sense I always enjoyed the first five years of the
government when Burke was the leader because we were a team and it worked in a
really good friendly way. I never had that feeling after that; I certainly didn't have it
under Dowding and never had it under Carmen. There were too many individual
ambitions; people started putting individual ambition before working for the group. It
just got less, I wouldn't say it got unpleasant, but it was a less pleasant area to work in
afterwards.
Is your disagreement over the brewery why you lost Planning after the
RJ
'89 election?
No, no. I was sorry to lose Planning after the '89 election but I think I'd
PEARCE
said to you David Parker had said to me, "Right, Bob, you've got to give up Education
and Planning for the good of the government." In the same way Graham Kierath ran
into strife in that portfolio. You see, Planning is one of those things it's a real no-win in
a way, because you can do a lot of visionary stuff there, and I did my best with that, but
almost all of these things have people for and against, and they often feel very strongly
about it. And in a situation like that, if you take sides, then in any given time you're
going to have some people against you. And if you're strong about it, then they'll get
resentful. And even though there might even be a small amount, even if you take the
majority side each time, you get a little..., the groups accumulate. And I'd been pretty
forceful in some planning issues and overly so in the early stages, as I think I
mentioned earlier in one of our earlier interviews. So the time had come for me to stand
down from it; I didn't resent that, although I was sorry about it because Transport and
Planning fitted together so well. They were a really good match, and I probably would
have liked for that reason to have held it longer.
But after the election Dowding gave me Environment and I didn't want that and I was a
bit unhappy about being presented with it. He just said to me, "Listen, we've got to get
on top of this environmental appeals process. The whole thing is taking too long. It's
getting out of hand. We need someone strong to get on top of it. It's you." So there
wasn't much I could do about that.
RJ

And did you get on top of it?

PEARCE

I think so.

RJ

What did you achieve in Environment?

PEARCE
I think in terms of getting the system to work a little bit. The
environmental laws were really strong, and I mean environmental laws are important,
and I went out to make sure that they were properly applied, but they needed to be
applied quickly and not in a silly way. You see, one of the difficulties that the EPA had
was there was quite a small.... originally I had only the EPA. In that stage, although
Minister for the Environment, and the Minister for the Environmental Protection
Authority and Conservation and Land Management, which is a much bigger
department which looked after national parks and the forests and stuff like that, was a
separate organisation. Ian Taylor was the minister for that.
When Barry Hodge was the minister before me he lost his seat at the 1989 election,
which is why I got that portfolio he had argued for the splitting up of the two because
the EPA had a very strong leader in Barry Carbon, and CALM had a very strong leader
in Syd Shea, but they did not get on. Barry found it a constant struggle trying to deal
with these two strong characters who were pretty much at war with each other. He
argued for splitting them up, which is what happened: I got the EPA and Ian Taylor got
-

-
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CALM. The EPA process needs to be a strong one that looks after the environment. At
the same time it needs to be realistic in its workings with things.
So one of the things I found with the EPA.... I remember, David Parker said once,
"Look, the EPA can be brilliant or it can be terrible. Because it's a small agency and it
covers the whole of the state's environment if you get a person who is really good in
looking after one particular area, it'll run swimmingly there. If you get someone who is
not quite so good, then that other area can be a disaster. So you can get one group of
people who are trying to develop the state think, oh no, the EPA's working very well.
Kerry Sanderson down at the Fremantle ports, still uses the EPA as it was then as a
model of how these things might work. I know other people used to come to see me
who would quite happily have put a bomb under the whole building if the opportunity
had presented. And what I tried to do was set up a situation using through the
environmental appeals to make them realistic, and I very often would actually just get
them in, invite in the person who was doing it at the EPA, in my office, and would
hammer out the solution around the table.
-

-

There were many examples. One I particularly recall was a proposal to have one of
those evaporative salt plants up near Onslow where you get salt and the sun just
evaporates huge amounts of industrial salt without too much environmental impact. But
they still have environmental impacts, particularly along the coast because creeks and
rivers run into the coast and they can be important ecosystems. This particular one, the
EPA took the view, probably from their point of view quite reasonably, that a particular
creek needed still to run through this thing. So they demanded that the creek be
allowed to run through it. The cost of doing that was going to be $8 million, and that
would have made the project unviable. So I get a situation where the company is
asking me to just scrub this EPA requirement because otherwise they're not viable; the
EPA's insisting that the creek has to go there because algal mats form up. And when
you get around the table, you say, "Okay, listen, this is the situation. We have to
preserve the algal mats, the project's going ahead. How do we do that?" Then, 30
minutes, done; they find a way of altering the creek, change the boundaries in it. I think
that was a contribution I made to that.
I tried to set that up into a more formal process by setting up an office of appeals,
because appeals were done really just in the minister's office, and they really were run
by the EPA. They really ran the appeals system against themselves by themselves,
and in the past I think most ministers had gone along with the EPA's position. Well, I
didn't do that all the time. And I also had a position where although the EPA reports
publicly, I always insisted on knowing what they were doing and what they were
proposing to report. I had, as I say, a good relationship with Barry Carbon. That's
probably stretching the truth a bit, but I had a reasonable working relationship with
Barry. I respected him. I thought he did a really good job in the EPA. He was very good
at explaining environmental issues to ordinary people, and he was fairly possessive of
his domain and wasn't always happy with what he saw as interference. But I think on
the whole we had a good and reasonable working relationship.
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Later on I got CALM attached to it and that was when Carmen came to
be leader. That changed the nature of the portfolio quite a bit because then it became
much larger and it became THE environment. It was a way, under Carmen, to give a
greater stress and emphasis to the environment, although getting those two
departments to work together wasn't always easy. I had a lot of time for Syd Shea. Syd
had his faults and he was a bit explosive in things but he was a good thinker about
stuff, and things like Western Shield, which was a program for baiting, using 1080,
which is a naturally occurring poison in a lot of Western Australia, to bait for exotic
animals like foxes. It has done a lot to bring back native marsupials. So we had a lot of
good programs running there.
I was in on I won't say the beginnings, but in the early stages of the development of
the forest debate in Western Australia. We kept that pretty reasonably under control
going up to the 1993 forest management plan, although I had resigned in the end
before that was completed and it got changed quite a bit afterwards. So there were
issues in the environment there but I think on the whole we stayed reasonably on top of
them, even the forest issue in terms of presentation. We banned duck shooting. That
was a particular thing of mine. I understand the heritage of it from people's point of
view but I was never really into going out and blasting the wildlife for the hell of it.
-

So I did a number of things. I created the Mt Lesueur National Park, which, again, was
reasonably well supported at the time. I was never really popular with the Greens,
although I got on pretty well and had regular meetings for the most part, apart from the
forest group, Beth Shultz and that group, who are just fanatical about the forest. I got
on pretty well with most of the others, but I was never a champion of them.
Earlier on we talked about the changing styles of minister. At an early stage in my
appointment, Stephen Loxley, who had been the head of the parliamentary gallery (the
West were reorganising their thing and Stephen was squeezed out a little bit I think in
terms of the reorganisation of the West) was tried out by the ABC for a job heading up
their political thing. And to test him out they wanted him to do like a trial interview. So
he rang me up as a personal friend and said, "Listen, would you mind coming in and
being the subject for my screen test for the ABC?" So I came in and we did an
interview. But the interesting thing about it was, he asked me a question about do I see
myself as the champion of the Greens. It was a good question. I said, "No, I don't,
that's not my job. My job is to be the regulator. These people, they have a view, that's a
fair view. The developers, they have a view, that's a fair view. I've got to try and
synthesise those and make it work, but I am not ready to be one or the other." Since
then, but particularly in the environment portfolio the custom has become to have a
cheerleader minister, who waves the green flag; and then I suppose the development
minister, he is the leader of the development, he waves a brown flag; and then they go
up and fight it out in Cabinet. I understand the politics of that because groups, as much
as they feel that you're emotionally committed to them, they're much more likely to be
supportive of you even if they think you're just.... You might be making the right
decisions for them but if you don't feel it, particularly on those Greens' sides, that
feeling it is a really important part of the whole deal. So I was never part of that
because I never felt it in that sense; it was more intellectual judgement on my part
rather than a gut [feeling that] these things have to be done. I think there's a better way
to do it, but the trouble with gut reactions is that they can often be wrong and it is hard
to get away from the groups feeling about things like that, even if they're heading in the
wrong direction. So, I personally don't agree with the cheerleader style of minister, I
think that's a very poor form of government, but more and more it's happening in many
more portfolios.
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The Mt Lesueur National Park is a good example of that because I had listened to all of
the groups about it. I'd gone up myself a couple of times to look at Mt Lesueur. I came
away the first time.... I went up there and they had a photographer, a very slow
photographer (I don't know where he was from, the West I think) and he wanted this
colour photograph. They had just gone over to colour in the West I think. He wanted
this colour photograph of me sitting on an old log in what was to be the Mt Lesueur
National Park looking thoughtfully into the distance. He took forever to do it. When I got
home I discovered that I had lots of little, what looked like black pimples all over me,
they were little not lice little parasites....
-

-

RJ

Fleas?

PEARCE

No, no, no. The name will come back to me.

RJ

Ticks.

PEARCE
Ticks, they were ticks. I had worked for the forestry department in my
uni holidays. We used to get kangaroo ticks and they were huge great things about two
inches long. These were tiny little things. They're called pepper ticks I think, if I
remember correctly. I didn't realise what they were and they were all over me and they
were itching like hell. I got them obviously when I was sitting on this log. I was covered
with Mt Lesueur ticks [chuckles]. It should have put me right off the whole proposition.
But there was a proposal to develop a coal mine there and that's why it had become
such an issue.
Now, my way of dealing with the thing was to wait and see what happened with regard
to the coal mine; that is, to see if a coal mine proposal was realistic or not. And the coal
mine was a proposal. The government was looking for a power station in the northern
suburbs and the coal was one of the options, so I would not make a decision about it till
the tender process for the power station was settled. But when the tender process for
the power station was complete and the coal mine didn't get up, I moved to make it a
national park. I don't know what would have happened if the coal mine proposal had
been given a thing. That would have been a government decision and we would have
had to balance it out, but I think you have to have all the information before you make a
decision. So it was important to know whether it was a potential coal mine really, or if it
was just somebody's idea. It turned out just to be somebody's idea, so it was relatively
easy.
Then, however, I ran foul of the local council over a gravel pit. Again, being a city
member, I perhaps at that stage didn't have enough of an understanding of the needs
of local councils, but they've got a lot of gravel roads and they had to access a gravel
pit, and they had a gravel pit on the edge of the area that was going into a national
park. They came to me and said, "I want you to take the gravel pit out." At this stage, I
would do that unhesitatingly, but then I said, "Well, hang on, I'm stopping people from
having a coal mine here. You don't think I'm going to bloody change it for a gravel pit."
But at the same time we were setting up processes. We didn't have a majority in the
upper house at that time. We were setting up processes for dealing in a proper way
with these things and, under the legislation as it existed, you could create a national
park. I could just sign a form and I think it became a national park, basically. The
Governor had to countersign it, but I could just do it. But to get it out of the national
park you had to go to an act of Parliament. And I thought, well, if you're going to have
national parks protected by Parliament, that's fine, but it should be Parliament that puts
them in there in the first place.
We didn't have the legislation up at that stage; it was in preparation. I took the view that
if we're going to do that we'll actually put it to a motion of Parliament until such time....
Well, we didn't have the majority, [chuckles] but what happened was the gravel pit got
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inserted by the Parliament, so the council got their gravel pit in the end and the national
park was created. But I was setting up the processes for dealing with those things. And
that Mt Lesueur Park was treated as a big thing by the Greens. But it wasn't something
that was delivered for them; it was done because, when you looked at all the
information, it was the right thing to do.
RJ
Dowding was quoted as saying, at the time of his election, that he
ordered a government blueprint for economic action over three years: "It will focus on
broadening the state's economic base, improving productivity and boosting exports."'
Anything you know about that thrust?
PEARCE

I don't remember that [chuckles] to be quite honest.

It was interesting the way that things got dealt with. Dowding had already introduced, in
a way that hadn't been there with Burke, the idea of initiatives. You would launch a
grand initiative to do this, but they were often expressed in fairly nebulous terms like
that. Whereas, under Burke, Burke tended.... he demonstrated a vision for the state
but in more general terms again about people getting on with each other, and he
expressed a more human sort of a thing. And Malcolm Bryce, who dealt with a lot of
that economic stuff under the Burke government, Malcolm tended to be quite specific in
his policy things like "Develop Bunbury", "Do up Technology Park". He had very
specific things that he set out to do. Dowding's stuff tended to be the grand vision and
then he would set up a group of people to work out what the hell the grand vision was,
and not a lot came of a lot of that stuff. But it's still important in politics to focus people
on what it is that you're trying to do, and I think he was just finding ways of sort of
projecting a view about how things might be. He had been the member when he was in
the upper house for the Pilbara (that northern area). He had a good understanding of
development issues and the like up there. But I don't recollect that any great things
happened under the Dowding government in that area.
RJ
You have the agreement in principle between the Bond Corporation and
the government to buy PICL, the petrochemical plant, as reflected in a memorandum of
understanding. That was signed in July 1988, the first year of the Dowding government,
and the sale was settled in October of that year. A provisional liquidator was appointed
for Rothwells in November. Were you involved in that decision over the petrochemical
plant and what did you think of that decision?
PEARCE
It was a Cabinet decision and I supported it. It was one of the worst
decisions that we made. The PICL plant was basically one of David Parker's ideas of
getting out of a bad situation. If I could just sketch out. I was never directly involved as
one of the ministers I might say, in any of this. I think I mentioned earlier on that I got
put onto the Cabinet budget subcommittee as part of the agreement between the four
of us in that transition, that we would become the core if you like, of the new
government. The budget subcommittee was the key to that, so all four of us went onto
it. I think David and Peter had been on it previously and that had been part of Burke's
movement of those two; and Julian and I hadn't been, so we became.... and Joe
Berinson was the fifth minister on that. So we charged along like this. I would turn up,
though, at these meetings. You would come along and it would start at two o'clock
every time. I'd turn up and the others were there.... Not the others, but three of them:
Dowding, Parker and Julian Grill. They were obviously having a little meeting and
would stop talking when I came in, and I felt quite excluded from that. And what they
were dealing with was the Rothwells stuff. Afterwards, since they all had to resign over
it, and I didn't have to [chuckles] I felt quite grateful afterwards that they had kept me
out of those, but at the time, I was pretty pissed off.

' West Australian, 1 March 1988.
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But, broadly, this is what happened. In 1987, just before the end of the Burke time,
Rothwells had come to the verge of collapse because of the sudden run on it. After the
1987 share crash there had been a run on.... No bank can sustain a run because they
don't have their money sitting in vaults; it's all lent out to somebody so if the depositors
suddenly all want to withdraw their money they don't have more than a proportion of
the money to give them, and there was a panic building up about Rothwells. I guess we
had in our mind a bit when the Rothwells thing came, the example of Don Dunstan.
There were rumours that went around Adelaide about a building society and it almost
collapsed because, as soon as the rumours went around, everyone rushed to withdraw
their money and, of course, that would actually bring about the collapse. The rumours
may not be true but people withdrawing their money would be out of cash. Queues
formed outside this building society and everyone was in a panic. Don Dunstan went
down there with a megaphone and walked up and down saying, "Look, this building
society is perfectly safe; the government of South Australia guarantees it," or
something like that. So they all went home and the rush was over and the building
society was saved. It was a neat example of quick action by the government to stop a
disaster.
In the case of Rothwells, and given all of the jitters that were around.... Rothwells was a
merchant bank. It wasn't like the Teachers Credit Society in the same sense, but it was
a key institution in many ways in WA in terms of confidence. If one institution goes,
you're in a lot of trouble, because it's only a lot of nervousness about all the others.
And I read years afterwards in a book by Pierpont, the economic writer for The Bulletin,
a thing which dealt with the WA Inc. years. He actually, in some ways, defended the
Rothwells rescue (or half defended it) by saying, "Look, in times of trouble, your first
rule has got to be you defend the first financial institution that comes under threat", and
I think that's the view that we took. So Rothwells was rescued by the government
action and by a raft of people like Robert Holmes a Court and Bond and others who
sort of gathered around on the basis that, in these shaky economic times, you need a
strong and combined defence. And Rothwells' rescue, Burkie clearly saw it as quite a
triumph for his way of dealing with the government, because when his biography
written by John Hamilton came out a few months later, it started with that. The rescue
of Rothwells was the first chapter and the triumph of the Burke way.
What happened though was that the bank that we were rescuing was much less solid
than we thought and it took a while for people to appreciate that. In essence, the story
that was put to us at the Cabinet meeting and Burke had rung me before to talk about
it because a decision had to be made before the Cabinet met, basically. The Rothwells
run had started on a Friday and the rescue package was put together over the
weekend and had to be in place before the bank's doors opened on Monday morning,
and the Cabinet was due to meet at the same time as the bank's doors opened. So the
Cabinet decision had to be basically a foregone conclusion. So people were consulted
over the weekend. I wasn't involved in it. David Parker was right up to his ears in it. I
wasn't involved, except I was consulted as other ministers were on the way through.
But, we all agreed to support it and our understanding of the situation was: the problem
that the bank had was that its shares had crashed; that had caused people getting out
and trying to cover their losses, because the share market was hugely inflated then and
people were having to pull money out of the bank to cover their losses, so it was a solid
bank but it had a liquidity problem. It needed capital in the bank to avoid.... So about
three or four hundred million dollars were put together to be that guarantee.
-

We thought all was well. Burkie had put, not Kevin Edwards, but his other mate, Tony,
who was out of the Treasury (I can't remember: the name will come back to me) [Lloyd]
to be on the Rothwells board and to be like the government spy and to make sure that
it all went well. But then he left, and a strange thing happened and I think a lot of our
problems stemmed from this bit of disorganisation on our own part. Burke didn't want to
resign until his birthday, which was on 25 February 1988; that's five years exactly from

TAPE FOURTEEN SIDE

PEARCE

183

the time of his election. But he wanted to deal with the transition, so the election for
Dowding was held late December. So all that to-ing and fro-ing about Dowding and
Parker and Burke's manipulation regarding that and the sidelining of myself and Julian,
all that happened in December. Then Burke took the view, although he wasn't formally
going to resign, he was really handing the government over to Dowding for that period.
Dowding took the view, well he might have been picked but he wasn't going to be
Premier so he wasn't going to try and pretend to be Premier until he really was
Premier. So, between the two of them, in that key time from the end of December
through to really the end of February in 1988, no-one was steering the ship and I think
a lot of the Rothwells stuff started to get out of hand almost straightaway.
So it turned out, in essence, the bank was nowhere near as solid as it had been
portrayed. There were huge numbers of bad loans in that bank, and the people who
had pledged money for the rescue and put it up, very shortly afterwards withdrew their
money. So, although the government had its guarantee at the end of the line, very
quickly it bumped up to the front of the line as those who put their money in, very
shortly afterwards pulled it out.
So, Rothwells was an ongoing problem and it would sort of come up each time it had to
be propped up. And most of it was being done, not involving the Cabinet but Tony
(whoever he was) [Lloyd] and David Parker and the Premier directly and, I guess, the
people who were in charge of the bank. So they would have to find another $50 million
to prop it up and then the government would organise for State Government Insurance
Organisation to put $50 million in Rothwells, and there were a raft of little things by the
side. Julian Grill I think (he was the Minister for Energy), he got the State Energy
Commission to put some money in. I don't remember the detail of this, but what they
were trying to do was to find temporary ways of propping the bank up.
In the end, I think they started to look at the whole thing and say, "Well look, it's David
Parker who really did this." They looked at the Rothwells situation and said, "Look we
can't just drag on like this, what is the real situation with Rothwells?" People got put in.
One of the difficulties about this was just understanding what was going on. You see,
when we did the original rescue we had the auditors' report (Rothwells had their own
auditors) and the auditors' report showed a strong bank. But people didn't quite trust
that. They got another auditor from the eastern states in to look at the books over that
weekend. It's a very hard thing to do a complex business like that in the short term.
Basically he gave it a clean bill of health as well, and that's why people thought it was a
strong bank. David was coming to the view that it wasn't such a strong bank, so people
were put in to do a thorough job on it, and what they decided was that there was really
about a $300 million or $350 million dollar hole in the middle (that is, loans which were
so bad that they would never be recovered) and that if Rothwells was going to
continue, that hole had got to be out of there, and who was going to do it but the
government.
No-one was anxious just to go and give Rothwells back $350 million. David Parker then
came up with the idea of forcing Bond and Connell to give up the PICL plant, which
they had got a licence for. They had started the idea of having a petrochemical plant.
They got a company; they got the whole thing being built up. I'm not sure if it was Bond
or Dallas Dempster now, who held the other half, but Laurie Connell had half of it. It
might have been Dallas Dempster who had the other half; I think it was. I wasn't
involved directly, so I don't remember the detail all that well.
But in essence, the PICL proposal was: give the state something of value; we'll buy it
out for its book value. In a way it was a bit of a three-card trick even then because its
value was the licence the government had given it, effectively, to set up a
petrochemical plant to do those things, so in some way we were buying back our own
licence. But the idea was: do that, the PICL plant comes over to the government, the
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government gets it going and we get a good asset for Western Australia and the money
goes into.... In the end the money would be there in the PICL plant because, once it
was there and established, the value would be there. And so by that, almost like a sort
of a private enterprise way of doing things, you get the money into Rothwells that it
needed to get it back onto a solid footing and the state would get a petrochemical plant,
which would be of benefit to the state.
Two things happened out of that. The first was that, even with the $350 million, it didn't
make a whole lot of difference to Rothwells because the thing again that wasn't clear to
us was that most of the loans.... We assumed that most of the bad loans were loans to
all sorts of people, but mostly they were loans to Connell because what he was doing
was siphoning off the money from his own bank. In the end, it was only clear when we
put in Malcolm McCusker to do a thorough review of Rothwells that all the truth came
out, and it was pretty scary stuff. Connell had basically been using the bank as his own
private bank; the money going to all sorts of things, without security, so it was terrible
things he was doing. And he was disguising it by putting huge amounts of money back
into the bank on the day before the audit, and then he would take it out the day after.
And it just beggars the imagination that the auditors did not pick that up and there was
a lot of.... I think in the end criminal charges may have been brought against the
original auditor of Rothwells. And people say to us, "Well, you should have known that."
I guess it's hard to say that we handled that well when you look at all the situation. I
guess the basic problem was that we had to make the decision in a weekend and the
alternative was to let the bank crash with all the implications that had for the Western
Australian economy.
I've often said to people afterwards, the worst decision we ever made was to rescue
Rothwells. But even knowing that, it would have been harder.... If you go back and you
knew all that, it would still be hard to make the other decision because you know what
the other side of it would be. If that 1987 share crash and then the collapse of the
financial..., you don't know what that would have done to the Western Australian
economy. It may have been quite catastrophic, and we avoided that, but it left us with a
raft of ongoing problems.
So that's really the genesis of the PICL thing. And I supported that in Cabinet when the
proposition was put. It seemed to me a neat way of dealing with the issue. I made
some suggestions about how that might be publicly presented, but it was left then to
David to run. And as I say, the Rothwells end of it never worked because the bank
situation was far worse than any of us had thought.
You see, what we thought we were doing back with Connell, the money was paid on
the basis that it went through Connell, and we thought, "Well, Connell's not going to get
any of that $300 million; it's not for him, it's to sort out the bank." But in paying the
debts in the bank, we were actually paying Connell's debts to the bank, unknowingly, to
a large extent, and that didn't save the bank. In the end, with more and more demands
for it, they got absolutely reliant on the government to prop them up. Their reputation
got so bad that no-one would go near them for other investment and in the end
Dowding pulled the pin on it and came to Cabinet and said, "Look, we can't continue to
do this, we've just got to face up to it," and so Rothwells shut. But I suppose it shut
outside the panic stage, so, by the time it closed it wasn't such a problem. But it left the
state with a big debt.
The PICL plant never worked. I don't quite understand that. David would come and
give quite bullish reports of how it was going, but whether the people that he set up to
run it couldn't run it or what, I don't know, but we never got the value out of it. The plant
was never built and after a time it got overtaken in the fact that David himself got
moved on and so did Dowding. That whole thing collapsed leaving yet again another
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debt to the state. So what seemed like a really clever move at the time was really quite
stupid.
It's the old business of hindsight and history, isn't it, here that we're looking at, because
people look back on the '80s now with hindsight, looking at the crash and you think,
"Well, how come people didn't see it at the time?" You really would have to understand
the climate that was there. People thought almost a new way of discovering wealth had
been worked out. The banks were lending huge sums of money and banks had got to
the stage of looking at turnover rather than solidity in terms of the loans that they were
doing. And the financial system had been deregulated by the Hawke-Keating
government. It was a whole new ball game out there and people seemed to be making
huge amounts of money; just ordinary shareholders were. There was a huge boom
going on, and I think people again (they always do in these booms) fell into the trap of
thinking it can go on forever. Mostly those collapses come once a generation, so each
generation doesn't really have the experience of the one before.
I think we're heading for one now I must say. If you look at what's happening in the
world economy, all these private equity consortiums, it has a horrible look of the '80s to
me in the way things are going. Maybe I will be proved to be wrong in that but you can
just see in a different way that the same sort of things happen. Nobody seems to be
saying now, "Look, this is all going to end in tears". Maybe odd people are but that's not
the view that people generally have.
So back then, Bond had won the Americas Cup and we just.... These guys were
heroes in their way. I met with some of them in my ministerial [role] and I was
unimpressed by all of them and Burke asked me to go and meet with Connell on one
occasion on how to fund things in the Education Department because Connell had
been made a board member of I think it was St Hilda's school, one of the posh girls'
schools. I guess his daughter went there, and he was on the fundraising committee. He
didn't seem to have any idea at all to me about how to do these things. The reason was
that we were talking about straight funds, and he is a money juggler. It's not the sort of
thing that's going to come out when you have casual discussions with the minister, but
the sort of things he was doing were terrible. But they were all doing it. Bond was
making his money by moving properties around amongst his own companies, pushing
everything up to inflated values. Holmes a Court was probably shrewder than all of
them, and probably less crooked than some of the others. His problem was that he was
really basically building his wealth on inflated share prices, and when the share price
collapsed, he had nothing but shares and down he went.
As a government we made the mistake then too. After we protected Rothwells and
came out with [unclear], then we seemed to take on protecting everybody in Western
Australian, trying to stop Holmes a Court from going broke and trying to hold up the
Bond empire and trying to hold up all those aspects of the '80s which impacted on
Western Australia. Looking back on it, you can see we probably.... well we didn't need
to do that. If we'd been smart we should have just stayed right out it. But I don't know
what would have happened to Western Australia if we had, because the whole Western
Australian psyche was tied into a lot of those things and an awful lot of people's money
was. Not too many Western Australians didn't have shares in the Bond Corporation or
Bell Brothers or one of those big things. So if you let those collapse then it impacts on a
lot of people. In the end, they collapse anyway. It was just beyond our capacity to save
them and we left ourselves with a debt and an unfortunate reputation. But I think the
government was well motivated to try and sort things out. But I think when you look
back it's clear that some of the people.... We weren't trying to save individuals, we
were trying to save organisations, but the individuals who headed those organisations
basically didn't deserve assistance.
END OF TAPE FOURTEEN SIDE A
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RJ
Dowding established a Commission on Accountability just before the '89
election 'to control the growing financial crisis" is how it was put. It was headed by Sir
Francis Burt and, according to the West: "In doing so, Mr Dowding had to concede that
the commission was an admission of the need for changing the way that things had
been done in the past."' It was an attempt to deal with some of the issues arising from
WA Inc. Burt produced what David Black has described as a well written and
academically useful report but it had little political impact.2 The West said that what all
of this showed is that there had been a breakdown in the Westminster system of
government in WA.3 Did you have anything to do with the establishment of that
commission, and any comment on its implications or lack of implications?
PEARCE
The problem that we faced coming up to the end of 1988 was that a
1989 election was imminent. I can't disguise the fact that it was a big factor in how
Rothwells got dealt with. You see initially the Rothwells thing was 15 months away from
the election, and the intention was to save the bank and save the West Australian
economy; to achieve something. As the Rothwells bank situation got worse, then I
guess it was the old question of, well, it might in turn be a bad decision but you've got
to try and hold it up. So, by and by, efforts were made to keep it going, and then people
started to see the election coming down the other end, so it was a question of
minimising the damage in an election climate. We may have kept the Rothwells bank
going longer for that reason, although it can be kept tottering along through the election
time then that.... But I give Dowding his due for that. He made the decision himself that
it was just unsustainable what was happening with Rothwells and that it had to be
collapsed.
There was an issue at the time too in which he claimed that he had been threatened by
one or other of Bond or Holmes a Court (I think it was Bond, my memory is a bit vague
about that; I'm pretty sure it was Bond) that the government would have its throat cut
(you see, Bond owned the West at that stage, he'd taken over from Holmes a Court, so
it must have been Bond) if Dowding did some of the things with Rothwells that he was
proposing to do and some other stuff. In the end, we had a long discussion about how
to deal with that at Cabinet, and the way we decided (and I was a very strong advocate
for this position) is just go out publicly and tell people that what's been said; just go out
and say, "Okay, this is the sort of thing that's going on; we're not putting up with that",
and that's what Dowding did. Bond denied that he'd ever made that threat so you
believe who you believe, but Dowding certainly put a persuasive case to Cabinet about
it.
But we had this going on, we had the collapse of Rothwells and the whole, if you like,
the beginnings of the WA Inc sort of stuff was starting to emerge. What was becoming
clear was the mess that was starting to emerge from the good times; a hangover from
the '80s was starting to happen. But we had an election to get through, and issues
started to get raised about the propriety of the way in which the government had dealt
with some of these issues, and so mechanisms started to be found to try and deal with
them, and that was one of them. And that was, okay, let's get a process back into this. I
think Francis Burt was eminently respected by everybody in Western Australia (a very
significant Western Australian) and he was asked to do it, and he did. And I think David
Black's paper is probably a fair.... David Black's comments are probably fair (some of
it's a good paper) and it indicated in general terms the sort of things that needed to be
done, but in practice I think it didn't do much more than really outline a situation and
I
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helped, I guess, in saying the government was dealing with those issues with the
election coming.
People often say when things go wrong in a democracy that it's a failure of the
Westminster system, but after the whole business of the government collapse, I was
asked to open an auditors' conference, and I had to talk about accountability in this
way and about the Westminster system, because I think we were doing the
Commission on Government at that..., after.... there was the Royal Commission, after
the Commission on Government. I made an argument, and it never got quite a thing
but I put it on paper now, and it ran like this: What happened to our government was
not a failure of the Westminster system, it was a demonstration of the workability of the
Westminster system, because what happened? The government dealt with a whole raft
of issues and in the end probably dealt with them badly. I think the issues themselves
were so bad it might not have been possible to deal with them well. It was obvious to
the public what was happening, because in the end the public pressure forced the
government to have its royal commission, but even if it hadn't, enough people were
saying things, or enough information was coming out about all of these things, for the
public to be quite well informed about what was happening. The government then
turned up at an election and had got thrown out. That's what the Westminster system
is; that is, there's accountability, the accountability is at election time, and the executive
is accountable to the Parliament, the Parliament is accountable to the people, and the
system works. It takes time, because the election's got to come around, but it's exactly
what you expect.
I was always opposed to the alternative propositions which were being put, and that is,
the way you deal with it is to say, well, the Westminster system is flawed because it
doesn't have like an independent group of people watching how the system works. I
gave a talk again to Labor lawyers along similar lines. I said, "Well, tell me a bit more
about these independent people who are going to be supervising the operations of the
parliament. Who are they accountable to?" You see, the answer in effect is they're not
accountable to anybody. And I just go back to Lord Acton's famous dictum about
absolute power; all power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. If you're
going to make people independent, give them control over Parliament, or whatever,
and not have any accountability mechanism for them, you're putting them right into
Lord Acton's category of absolute power; no accountability to anybody. So I've
never.... I think the whole business after the royal commission went off the tracks in
terms of that because there was a big push, led by the West and some others the
Liberals, perhaps to say, let's get an accountability mechanism for these people. We
have one. It's the people. It's the elections. And what happened? Kicked out! It's a
clear demonstration of the workability of our system of government, whereas none of
the other things in my view worked.
-

-

I expressed it out to the Labor lawyers, interesting little..., little things but they
demonstrate it.... we were starting to set up (Dowding started it, and Carmen carried on
in this way) so-called independent people who weren't accountable to anybody. And I
said, "Don't look at what they say; look at what they do." We had the royal
commission, for example, which was scathing of ministers for what they called their
yellow stickers bit (you know, those little Post-it stickers, those little things you stick on)
and often they.... instead of.... When I was first a minister, if you had a comment you'd
get the letter that someone had wrote in, or the document, and you would write on the
bottom of it. It got to the stage where people, instead of writing on the document itself,
people would write on little Post-it stickers and stick them on. When the time came for
the documents to go off to the royal commission, then people wanted to remove the
Post-it stickers, and the royal commission took that really badly. They took the view
that people said, "Well it's not the real thing, it's not a working bit, they're not part of the
whole process." The royal commission took the view that they were; they were very
strong about it. But I made the point to the Labor lawyers, I said, "Very often you think
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there's some secret on it, very often it would be stuck against somebody's name and
saying "Who is this dickhead?"; it's more like that's the sort of thing that tended to find
its way onto those Post-it stickers.
But when the royal commission came to provide its documents to the Battye Library,'
they jibbed at handing over their working papers. They made a big point. They also
tried very hard not to hand over their working papers to the Battye Library. And I said,
"Their working papers are our Post-it stickers". I mean, you look at the attitudes people
take, but they don't always want to apply them to themselves. I instance the fact that
the corruption commission, or the forerunner of it, tried very hard not to be held
accountable by the public sector finance and administration act. They tried to get out
from being involved in it. In one version, I said probably quite libellously, because the
executive officer didn't understand it, but they didn't want to be held accountable under
the public sector act.
When the Director of Public Prosecutions, the first DPP was created, he threatened to
sue the government, to take the government to the High Court, because he reckoned
he could appoint whoever he wanted without any regard to his budgetary limitations
because that would otherwise trammel his independence. I said, "You make these
people independent agencies, and the first thing they want to do is act in an absolute
power, because they're not accountable to anybody; and where they are accountable
they don't want to be accountable, and that's a really bad way of going about things." I
think that you fiddle with the Westminster system at your peril and in the end the
system that works for the pollies, it might take a while to work, but it's public opinion
and it's accountability, and at the end of it you lose your job if people don't approve of
it. That might only work at elections, but it works before elections too, because people
can see elections coming up when they're making the sort of decisions they make. So
we have a bit of a chaotic system in many ways, but it's an open system for the most
part, and it's accountable and it is accountable. You set up independent agencies to
have accountability, it might work for the agency that's accountable to them, but it
doesn't work for the agency itself. What you're doing is creating a whole raft of people
who are not accountable.
That's what the Westminster system does. It creates accountability for those sorts of
people. So I've never been.... I got a bit sidetracked on that, but I've never been a
believer in that this whole system shows that the Westminster system doesn't work. I
think it shows that it does work.
RJ

But Labor did not lose the 1989 election.

PEARCE
That's true, but at that stage of course we didn't deserve to. You see, at
the moment....

RJ

It was starting to blow up.

PEARCE
But you see it wasn't.... You see, a lot of the stuff that happened really
didn't get really.... I suppose when you look at the Rothwells situation.... You see the
Rothwells situation was out there. It wasn't that people didn't know about it. The
Rothwells situation had collapsed. McCusker had gone and done a report about it. I'm
pretty sure that report was produced before the 1989 election. So in terms of what
happened with Rothwells, the collapse was clear, the efforts made by the government
to hold it up were clear, and a report had been produced. So I think in the end the
people didn't blame the government for it. They thought.... I think that's the broad thing.
They probably felt that we'd done the best we could to beat that situation. And the other
thing is I always thought we were saved by the train. We were pointing to visionary

'Government papers are handed over to the State Records Office, not the Battye Library (RJ).

TAPE FOURTEEN SIDE B

PEARCE

189

things that we were doing. So I think probably what happened in the 1989 election was
really that people wanted to give us a good swift kick, which they did, our vote dropped
quite substantially, but we didn't lose the election.
One of the reasons for it was, possibly, there had been a redistribution based on a
closer to one vote, one value situation. See you remember when we got elected in
1983 we had to beat the odds. We had to get about 53 per cent of the vote to be
elected. The imbalance in favour of the country seats favoured the opposition. It did in
1989 but to a much lesser degree. The irony of it was that actually our two-party
preferred vote fell below 50 per cent (I think it was 49.5) but we actually held almost the
same number of seats as we had under the previous government. So it was a bit of a
quirk of the electoral system.
So to that extent, you could have said, if we had lost, I suppose you could say, well
that's the system working. But most of the stuff that caused a fuss didn't actually come
out until after the 1989, and a lot of it didn't happen until after the 1989 election. Some
of it did, the efforts to save the Holmes a Court empire and the like, but in the end, as I
say, it was all there and in my view looked much worse than it was in reality, but people
took their view of it and out we went.
RJ
Anything else about that '89 election? How good, for instance, was
Dowding in leading that?
PEARCE
Dowding was good. There's no doubt about it as Premier he was good
on TV. He's good looking and he sounds confident. I thought he came across really
well. And the party still had a lot of money then, you see the fundraising.... I will talk
about the fundraising. I remember Dowding saying, "Are you ready to go and put the
bite on all of these senior, these four-on-the-floor entrepreneurs, for a campaign", when
he was first in, to establish his position. We had a TV advertising campaign called
"Dowding's Working". If you remember, he was riding around on a bicycle with short
sleeves. He made short sleeves his.... His sleeves were so rolled up they had to be cut
off short. But it worked. It built an image for him. He wasn't all that well known in many
ways. Ministers like myself were much more high profile than he'd been in the early
times, so you had to build him a persona. But it was a bit of an advantage too, in a way,
because he looked good, sounded good, and if he wasn't quite so well known, well,
that was a canvas you could work on, whereas with someone like me you would have
had to do a whole lot of alterations before you could [chuckles] have got there. So that
worked pretty well.
Although there was an odd little story about that. His way of working with.... Look, I'm
told.... When you interview Malcolm Bryce get Malcolm to tell you this story. When
they.... I won't tell you all the words, but when Malcolm and Burke were doing the
organising for the Dowding takeover, they got him in, so Malcolm tells me (Malcolm told
me this story), they got Dowding in and told him that he was going to be supported for
leader and what was going on. But Burke warned him that if he didn't improve his
personal relations that he wouldn't last very long, wouldn't last beyond the two years,
he wouldn't last two years. In fact, he got kicked out almost within two years, so Burke
was right on the money with regard to that. His personal relationship started very early
on, because I was Leader of the House then, and I remember being approached by
(and I was working on something, so I was not concentrating).... and all of a sudden I
had Stephen Smith, who was then the party secretary, and John Halden, coming
through the door, and Stephen Smith said to me, "Bob, you've got to have a talk to
Peter." So, I wasn't concentrating, and I said, "Peter who?", and Stephen Smith said,
"We just spent half a million dollars answering that question." That's a reference, of
course, to the campaign they'd just run, but Peter wasn't listening to them about
something so they'd come to see me so I could talk some sense into him about it. He
wasn't a good listener, Dowds, in that sense.
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But for all that, in the 1989 election, he gave a strong performance up against Barry
MacKinnon, and Barry didn't do so well, and I've no doubt Dowding's performance and
being a relatively new Premier I think probably was a factor and, I think, as I say, the
train got us over the line.
RJ
It wasn't very long after that election that things started to look bad. In
November of that year, 1989, the Australian Railways Union severed ties with the ALP,
claiming the "State Government had lost touch with its roots." Dowding was accused of
arrogance reflected discontent with the federal and state governments rather than the
main party,' was the comment. Was Dowding arrogant?
-

PEARCE
He wasn't a good listener. And, again, everyone has strengths and
weaknesses, and I think Dowds.... he's very bright. He's got a strong intellectual grasp
of things. He's obviously a very good lawyer, had been very effective in the family law
area, though one of the things I noticed about that was that as you get around the top
end of town I may have mentioned this before you'd find a lot of people hated him
with a passion. And when you dug down, it was because he'd defended their first wives
in their first divorces and not only got a lot of money out of them but made them very
uncomfortable about their personal behaviour in the witness box. So he was used to
that rough and tumble sort of thing.
-

-

We went once to a Cabinet meeting in Karratha, and it was when interest rates were
starting to go up fairly sharp down to the federal government (it wasn't a state issue),
and we used to have, before the country Cabinets (this was a Cabinet meeting in
Karratha) the night before normally, we'd go up there on a Sunday afternoon, and
you'd have a Sunday night function for all the Labor Party people, all the branch people
in the area, and the Cabinet would meet on the Monday, and you'd have a community
lunch and then a raft of ministers would break off and go and do a raft of things around
the local area, in their own area of responsibility.
We turned up on the Sunday night, and we had the branch function at one of the big
hotels up there in Karratha and I was talking to a guy who came from I think if not my
electorate, close to, but he was one of those who sort of travelled backwards and
forwards, and he was complaining bitterly about the interest rate hikes. Anyway,
Dowding came in on this conversation, and the guy was a train driver, and he was
saying, "Look the Labor Party isn't doing enough for the working man with all the
interest rate high". Dowding got this guy and made him admit that he was an engine
driver who at that stage was earning $70 000 a year, so he wasn't earning a whole lot
less than a Cabinet minister driving the trains up there, he owned seven properties
around the place, so that's why interest rates were affecting him because he owned all
of these investment properties. Dowding just destroyed this poor bugger, and then he
went off, and this guy was ropeable, and he spoke about Dowding in the most scathing
terms. You know, it was just an argument for Dowding, it wasn't... and he was right,
too, that was the thing about it. But this guy was really pissed off and really angry; he
went away really angry about Dowding.
When I ran into Dowding at breakfast the next morning, he said, "Look I really enjoyed
that discussion with that bloke. You know, I think these people really enjoy a good
political argument". You see, he didn't have that capacity to understand what was going
on in a conversation that he was in. He was used to that sort of thing himself, and he
wasn't a good judge of how other people were reading it, which was completely
opposite of Burke, who had a very good antenna for what was happening in
conversations that he was involved in.
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So I think that was part of Peter's problem. He had a strong self-belief, and he didn't
always understand the impact that he had on people when he argued with them. But he
was running into strife with a raft of people, largely through not taking advice, and
although the arrogance might have come out in the view of the West in dealing with
reporters, that's where the press normally takes the view, how you deal with them, and
he was getting a bit aggressive with some of them, but he was running into strife with
Stephen Smith and some of the people in the party who thought he should be taking
their advice more than he was, and they in the end turned into the group that tuned him
out.
RJ
At that same time, senior colleagues of Dowding who were critical of him
were quoted as saying that he was "not a good people manager", had the "worst
political nose in Cabinet", and he could be "almost impossible to work with either he
won't survive, or we won't".'
...

PEARCE
See, look, I remember flying back from somewhere in the north west
with Peter, after that article came out in the paper, and he said to me, "Did they speak
to you, the reporters?", and I said, "Yes they did". And I said, "I must say Peter...." I had
an honest chat with him about how things were going, but I was stunned when I saw
that article. And to tell you one thing, I thought I discussed the issues fairly honestly,
but I said, for all you might point to the faults about Dowding, he won the election, and
they just didn't print that bit at all. And he said he had spoken to others, and the
impression he had of that was that they had talked to a number of senior minsters and
they'd picked all the bad bits and amplified them and not taken the good bits in there. If
my experience was true of others, then that's what they did. I think the press were
gunning for him for a raft of reasons.
For all that, there was a truth to a lot of.... Dowding brought a lot of his problems on
himself. We'd won the election, when people had thought we were going to lose.
Everyone thought we were going to lose. I had the job of doing the ABC election night
telecast. In those days, they didn't have Antony Green, they had.... I had done the
election before in '86 and '89, and the party had lost absolutely.... I mean, Stephen
Smith had basically lost their nerve in the '89 election. When I was doing the call, my
own seat had been redistributed very badly, so that my margin was shrunk down and
there was a big swing against us, eight per cent across the metro area, and I came
down to quite a close call myself. When I went to the 1989 election, Stephen Smith had
set up this huge bank of computers. We were all taken around, those of us who were
doing various election commentaries, and were shown what was there and how the
party was getting information in, and feed it to us. In the 1986 election, I'd been a star
on the ABC, the Labor Party feed under Michael Beahan had been superb with
information running well ahead of the electoral office, miles ahead of the Libs who had
no idea what was going on in the election at all, and we were sitting there in the thing
and the only one who knew how the election was going was me. It's a great position to
be in, in those circumstances if you want to look good.
In 1989, we'd shown this huge improvement on this, but then we got no information at
all. Finally, I got sick of it and I went down and the guy (a young bloke) who was
supposed to relay the information to me, I said to him, "Look, for Christ's sake, can you
give me some bloody information; what is going on?" The reason was that the party
had panicked, and Stephen Smith didn't want any information out. Finally this young
bloke said (and he looked a bit ashamed) "Well, look, I'll tell you something; we think
we're going to lose the seat of Joondalup, but you're not to tell anybody." I said,
"Listen, mate, if we're going to lose the seat of Joondalup, sooner or later somebody's
going to find out. [laughs] The winning candidate from the Liberal Party will announce it
for a start. Just tell me the truth." So he went off a bit abashed to try and get some
1
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information. But Stephen, I think had just panicked, and they all sat there. And so he
said to me, "We think you're going to lose your seat". I said, "I've won my seat." I'd
watched the count of that very closely. I didn't win it by a lot, but "I won it by a thousand
votes, don't worry about that", and he went off to do it. Gareth Evans actually was
there. Gareth Evans was passing through. He'd come in from somewhere overseas.
He was foreign affairs minister at the time, and I stood there chatting to Gareth while
this was going on, and I had remonstrated with this young bloke. I said, "Look, this is
bloody hopeless. You tell me first with Barry Hodge with his seat first you tell me Hodge
has lost his seat, then you tell me it's swaying, then you tell me he's won it, then you
tell me it's swaying again, then you tell me he's lost it." And Gareth Evans is saying,
"No, that's not right. It was true that it was swaying on the way up, but on the way down
they didn't sway; they went straight from won to lost" [laughs], which was probably
right.
Anyway, the party.... you were saying how the party really knew a lot of this stuff, but
they just, in Stephen's case, they just weren't prepared to say. How did we start on
that? Sorry, I got....
RJ
How do you respond to "he was not a good people manager and the
worst political nose in Cabinet"?
PEARCE
He wasn't a good people manager, that's true. And his political
judgement wasn't all that.... I think there were people with better political judgement in
the Cabinet than Peter. His problem was that he wouldn't take advice. He wouldn't
seek it for the most part. See, it's a tricky thing in politics. People conceded.... His
problem was his election was organised by Burke; he didn't win it off his own right. Now
Peter's always been very sensitive about that, about that aspect of it, but a number of
people had that firmly in their minds. If there'd been a ballot, it would have come out
differently. It would have been won by David Parker or myself; in retrospect, probably
by David Parker. But it wouldn't have been Peter who won that ballot. And so he wasn't
naturally there, if I can put it like that, and so people were a little..., and he didn't have
that base if you've got people who voted you in. He got it unopposed. They didn't
actually vote for him, it was organised. And he didn't have that group of people who'd
made the choice for him. And so his position was always a little bit weak from that point
of view.
Now the irony of it was he sought comfort in that group which was David Parker and
himself and Julian. Julian had been the best man at his wedding. He'd known David, so
as a social group they were much closer. I was a bit more of a loner in those things; I
was never in their social group. He always had me marked out as the one where the
knives would come from, and it was just the worst judgement you could make, because
I had been involved in the overthrow of both Cohn Jamieson and Ron Davies, so I'm
not pretending I'm not capable of being involved in those things, but that was to get us
into government. While we were there, if I had a problem with Dowding, I'd go and
have it out with him, which I had in fact done, and we'd try and make it work. I wasn't a
plotter. I certainly wasn't a plotter for my own ambitions. Both the overthrow of.... I
didn't.... in the end I got in the shadow.... No I didn't, I was in the shadow Cabinet
when Ron Davies went, and I wasn't when Jamieson went; I didn't get into it. So I
never got any personal gain out of either of the two leadership overthrows I'd been
involved in. It was designed to make the position better for the party. And I suppose, if
things had gone really bad with Dowding and.... I would have wanted to deal with it in
an open way rather than what happened. But Dowds wasn't..., as I say, he was looking
at me, but in the end when the threat came it came from David Parker, and that caught
him on the hop, but that happened because he didn't take advice and people didn't
trust his judgement. And that's a bad combination.
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When the position starts to get a bit tough, as it did, as you say, quite soon after the
1989 election, despite having won the election, he dealt with a raft of pressures that he
couldn't really handle.
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TAPE FIFTEEN SIDE A
RJ
Dowding went overseas in February 1990 and, according to the West,
he was going to be asked to stand down as Labor leader on his return. They claimed
that "Up to 33 of the 47 members of the state ALP caucus" were in favour of getting rid
of him. Ian Taylor and Carmen Lawrence were seen as the two main contenders to be
the next Premier. They referred to Acting Premier David Parker also being in the
running, "but there is growing realisation that he might be too tarnished by his
involvement with the business scandals of WA Inc." At the time Taylor was quoted as
odds on, Lawrence was a 2-1 chance and Parker was a 5-1 chance.' How accurate
was their knowledge?
PEARCE
[Laughs] This is what happened: towards the end of the year before that
it must have been 1989. All this happened at the beginning of 1990.
-

RJ

February 1990, yes.

PEARCE
Towards the end of that year, Dowding had raised with the Cabinet he
came and made a speech about people plotting against him. There had been rumours
of it for a time before while Parliament was sitting. I remember David Parker coming
around saying, "Oh, look, there is a single story about people unhappy with Dowding's
performance." Parker roared around with a proposition that we should all sign a letter
saying that we support Dowding. That's the worst thing you can do under those
circumstances, and we said, "Don't be stupid, David. Forget that." I think in retrospect
David was probably starting to get active himself. I think maybe he saw that I thought it
was pretty dumb for a smart person like David. I think he was probably a whole lot
smarter in what he was trying to do than we gave him credit for. I certainly didn't have
any inkling that there was a plot building up. I knew that people were unhappy, but I
didn't think there was any plotting going on.
-

Dowding raised the issue. It was ironic in many ways. He made this speech about
people plotting against him and so on, and there was a bit of a silence. I said, "Listen,
Peter, no-one is plotting against you. Things are not running as smoothly as they
might," and dealt with it like that. In fact, I was wrong. People were. I assumed that noone was plotting against him because I didn't know about it, but that was an arrogant
and inaccurate assumption as it turned out. It had a consequence and that is that when
Dowding went off to there, David Parker as the deputy was the normal Acting Premier,
but when Dowding went off to Switzerland for this thing, David was also away for a
week of the time that he was away, and I got made Acting Premier. It wasn't because I
was next in line; I wasn't. Jeff Carr who was, was pretty angry about the way that
happened. But Dowding was clearly getting concerned about who may or may not be
supporting him. From my speech at the Cabinet, I clearly would not say I was
supporting him but I wasn't looking for any change or involved in change. After that
Cabinet meeting I realised just the way that people looked, so I went and had a talk
with Ian Taylor. I said, "Ian, there's something going on here." He was quite evasive
about it. He didn't really tell me, but he was evasive enough to let me know that maybe
I was a bit naïve in thinking that there wasn't anything occurring. But Dowding was
away. I was due to go myself to, I think, Hungary and then to London and then back.
It was while Dowding was in Switzerland and I was in London that the move against
him was made. Now the way it was done, I was watching from the outside, so I cannot
be 100 per cent certain this is my speculation here but this what I think happened.
The one who was most anxious for the job was David Parker, who was the deputy. In
many ways it is a pity David didn't get to be Premier, because I think he actually would
-
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have been quite a good one. David was a bit younger than me. I guess we were rivals
in many ways, but I always got on well with David and I thought he had a lot of
capacity. I think what happened was that Stephen Smith was the one who really
organised, as the party secretary. He really got the movement going and that was
based on David's ambition. The serious thing was the only person who really could
challenge was David or myself, because both of us had substantial support in the
caucus and anyone else who challenged would have had to get past David or me.
David and I actually had a talk about it in one sense. Before this happened, we had a
discussion. David had actually initiated it. He said, "When you come down to it, the next
leader of the party is going to be you or me." It turned out to be wrong. [chuckles] He
made the argument to me that: "Look, if you look at you" (that was me) "you are the
best parliamentarian of the lot of us. You should think about going into the Legislative
Council and being the leader in the Legislative Council." He was making an offer, I
suppose, in a sense, "Let me be leader, and you can go and be leader in the Council."
It wasn't a stupid suggestion. We never had a majority. I think I did a good job as
Leader of the House. We never had a majority in the Legislative Council, so a lot of
sharp footwork was required up there. I just thought it was an intellectual discussion. I
didn't think we were talking around serious stuff. I went away on that.
So if a challenge was going to come then from that side where David was involved, it
would have to be David and so that is what happened. They set up a change to be
David, but when they recruited people, naturally, there were some who wanted
Carmen. If you are looking past the current round, Carmen is the one. Stephen Smith
would say to them, "Look, if you come into this you can make it Carmen." What
happened was when they went into change it was David, but a sort of fall back was Ian
Taylor and then Carmen, so they had three, if you like, who were the potentials, but
David was the one who was the instigator.
When Dowding came back he objected to David, because if the argument was that all
this WA Inc stuff had gone on, David had been up to his ears in it, and so Dowding
turned on Parker and made the argument, "You couldn't possibly do it." Then David
was running into trouble while I was there. I had got back by that stage. David came
around to address the centre faction, of which he was a member; so was Dowding.
Both came and addressed the group, one after the other. Parker got a hell of a time.
Kevin Reynolds and union leaders were vicious about him and he went away. The only
two supporters he had in the whole place were Kay Hallahan and Eric Ripper, who
were significant supporters because they were both supporting him or that group in the
caucus. They had votes and most of the people there, apart from myself, didn't, in the
election that was coming.
Anyway, what happened was then his own group, when the writing was on the wall,
said to David, "Not only can't you survive this, but you can't even be Deputy Premier."
Having started the insurrection, David then lost his own position as deputy out of it.
They then turned to Ian Taylor. Taylor didn't want it. Ian said no to it when the offer was
made. Ian has always been fairly diffident about the leadership. When he got to be
leader in the end, he didn't like it and quit after quite a short time. In the circumstances,
whether it is that he didn't want to get it under those circumstances, whether he had
doubts about his own capacity (I think that is the truth, that he had doubts about his
own capacity) he passed it up and it went to Carmen and he got to be deputy.
When Dowding got back, Dowding was very keen for me to run for deputy. A lot of
things were swirling around. Yvonne Henderson, as I mentioned earlier the left had
split on the issue of support or not support for Dowding. Yvonne Henderson had led the
charge for the left to support Dowding.
-

I reckon that the figure is wrong, that 33 to 47; that's a Stephen Smith special, that.
Stephen is very good and had had a lot of experience of undermining people in that
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way and then leaking a version of events to the press. I have no doubt that Stephen
was the main one, but John Halden was right up to his ears in it as well, so it might
have been him or both of them. That was the story they put out to say there was a big
majority. There wasn't a big majority. I think there was a fair chance that Dowding
would have won a ballot had it been held, but Dowding made a calculation (and he was
right in this) that to win the ballot in his position by one or two votes is the worst thing
that could happen. If you lose a ballot by one or two votes and you're leader, you can't
survive that, and he wouldn't have won by more than that. It was a fairly marginal
situation and so it was difficult for him. He made the decision not to run; that he would
stand down.
That then opened up the situation that by then Carmen was the candidate, so people
would say, "It's going to be Carmen." No-one was going to run against Carmen, "You
should come down to deputy." Dowding was pressing me to run for deputy against Ian
Taylor. Yvonne Henderson wanted to run for deputy. She was keen. Yvonne's ambition
had been to be the first female Premier, so she was going to get gazumped by
Carmen. She went around. She came and had a talk to me and said that she would like
to run for deputy and how did I feel about it. But she went and did the talking around to
people and it was clear that if there was going to be support from our half of it for
deputy, then I would be the one that got supported, so she came and offered to give
that support to me on behalf of that group of the left. If the Dowding numbers were as I
think, I probably could have won the deputy, but for a range of reasons I didn't run.
RJ

What range of reasons?

PEARCE
There were a number of them, but the main one was just a straight my
office had been raided by the police and there was an issue building up over the use of
stamps out of my ministerial office and my electorate office. Again, it happened when I
was in London. It was a great day: I had the flu. I was at the end of it and I was
recovering. I got a phone call from Eric Ripper, if I remember correctly, to say that
Parker was going to challenge Dowding. There was a challenge on. Then half an hour
later I got the news that my office had been raided by the police. It is an issue I do not
want to go into in any great detail, but in essence a guy who had been a former mental
patient and a voluntary worker in my electorate office had gone to the Corruption
Commission and made a raft of allegations about activities that he claimed were going
on in my ministerial office and my electorate office.
-

In the end, two of my staff members got charged over that and the cases against both
of them were dropped. There wasn't anything in it, but there was a potential there. I
thought, well, you can't honestly run in those circumstances. I was pretty confident that
I hadn't done anything wrong, and in fact I hadn't. I got the neatest clearance you could
get in a way, because it went on for a couple of months and then the police or the
Corruption Commission told the Daily News that they had cleared me, and the Daily
News ran a huge headline "Pearce Cleared". I used to keep that in my drawer in the
Parliament, so that any time the Liberals would raise the issue, I would just pull out the
Daily News and hold it up to them. It was my way of dealing with that particular issue.
I felt at the time I didn't know where it was going to go and I thought that under those
circumstances you cannot honestly run. When Dowding came to me and put that, I
said, "Listen, Peter," and I explained to him what had happened. He said, "Oh, there's
nothing in that." He understood it. "You should run anyway," but I thought under those
circumstances you can't, and so I didn't.
RJ

What did you think about Lawrence winning that?

PEARCE
Again, I suppose you make mistakes at the time. When Dowding got
back we had a meeting of the whole Cabinet to thrash it out. Mind you, he agreed he
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wouldn't stand but he wanted certain things honoured and there was a bit of toing and
froing about the whole thing. I managed to build up some long-lasting enmities out of
this, which I didn't have to perhaps. The first one happened before Dowding got back, I
think, or before he announced that he wasn't going to run. I think I mentioned to you
already that Marie Mills, a Channel 9 political reporter and a long-time friend of mine
going back to the days when she went to school and was a debater from my debating
time, and she debated my team for a time too, and I was in the state team with her.
She rang me up to see "where you stand on this" and I gave a rundown as best I could
on what the situation was, off the record. Then she wanted me to do an interview on
the record, and I said, "No, no, it is internal party stuff. I won't do this."
But I was going out to Skippers Trucks to do some transport thing. I can't now
remember what it was, but it must have been to do with trucks. Of course, journos
turned up, not Marie, but a couple of others turned up to cover this thing. At the end of
it a reporter one of the young females said to me pretty bluntly, "What's going on
with Peter Dowding? Are you supporting him or not?" I thought it is one of those hard
questions because you try and keep internal party ructions inside the party, because if
everyone rushes out to the press, you make it worse. On the other hand, people like
Stephen Smith and John Halden are experts in the unattributed quote the sort of
things that you talk to so what they do is they don't maintain the public thing, they leak
it out. I thought if I say "no comment", everyone is going to interpret that as I am
against it; I am one of those who are involved in this, and I wasn't. And, anyway, we
should not be changing our leader at this time. So I said, "No, I'm supporting Dowding."
I said, "I am sorry to hear what has been going on while he and I have been away, but
I'll be supporting him in the ballot." That sent Stephen Smith off the planet. They got
really angry about that because they took the view that here I am making the situation
worse. I am thinking, hang on. Who's made the situation? It certainly wasn't me. But
when I did that I thought, well, I've been a bit tough on Marie Mills here, because I have
denied her an interview on this very point and then I've gone and given it out. So I rang
her up on my mobile car phone and said, "Listen, I've changed my mind about that."
She came in and I did a doorstop going through, so the news that night was covered by
the fact that I was supporting Dowding, and that sort of made the divide a bit worse.
-

-

-

-

When Dowding got back two things happened. I am not sure I am getting them in the
right order, but I think I probably am. I went up to see Dowding to see how he was
proposing to deal with it. He was at his Premier's office. At that stage the Premier's
office was in the superannuation building (it's now called Governor Stirling Tower)
down on the corner of Mill Street and St Georges Terrace. Dowding's office and
Parker's office were in the same building. The situation was I was meeting with
Dowding to sort out what we were going to do, how we were going to deal with this and
what was going on. Parker and Stephen Smith Parker was in the same building but in
a different office they were there, plotting away there. Dowding rang down to Parker
and they had a typical brief, tense conversation and Dowding said, "Come up here.
We'll get this sorted out." It was a very acrimonious little meeting between Dowding,
myself, David Parker and Stephen Smith. They came in looking like naughty little
schoolboys but very defiant. "You've got to stand down Peter and what's going on?"
-

-

The thing I said to Stephen Smith I've sort of had an on and off relationship with
Stephen over the years, but this put it very much into the off category. I said to him,
"Listen, mate, for all the rights and wrongs of this, there's one thing that has been really
badly done and that's you." Because when Dowding had been in Switzerland and the
first rumours got to him, he had rung Stephen Smith, as the state secretary, and said,
"Look, what's going on? Is there something happening?" He may have guessed; he
may not have known that Stephen was up to eyes in this thing. He said, "Shall I come
back?" Stephen said, "No, no, no, don't come back. It's only a little fuss. We're looking
after it. Don't worry." I said to Stephen, "That is a really dishonest thing to have done.
That is really dishonest." There was my participation in that conversation and it made
-
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an enemy of Stephen Smith for a good long time, and probably to this day. He tried to
make it up when he left to go into Paul Keating's office. He made an attempt to patch it
up but he made no effort to do it before then. I get on well enough with Stephen these
days, but I think that scars last.
Anyway, sorry. To finish off about Carmen, there was then a meeting of the Cabinet to
hammer out the situation. It got pretty acrimonious as well. It was ordered but people
didn't miss. One of the things I said to Carmen was, "Listen, Carmen, I think you've got
the talent to be Premier, but it's too soon for you. You've not been in the Parliament
long enough; you've not been a minister long enough; you've not really done the things
that you need to do, and in the end I think you'll regret having taken it on at the time
that you have." She took that pretty personally and held that against me for a good
long time too, and probably does to this day, but in some ways it was right and in some
ways it was wrong. In the end she did a good job as Premier in really difficult
circumstances. She was a rotten leader in the sense that she wasn't the leader at all.
Dowding was a little bit insular, she was completely so. She had a little group of those
who had put her in the job whom she trusted a bit and a tight little circle of advisers
around her, most of whom weren't much good a couple were and she wasn't any
better a listener in many ways than Dowding was, though she probably had better
political instincts in some ways.
-

But when she came into the Parliament she was completely unprepared for the job. We
had never had a woman leader before. Parliament is a bit of a roughhouse and one of
the roughest parts of the house is question time. Just being a woman, she couldn't
cope with how to be loud in a question time. Do you know what I mean? It really
shattered her. I was Leader of the House and sat next to her. I did a lot of stuff to try to
help and support. It was like you've got the cannon and you're sitting next to the target,
and you keep firing away, so I just tried to deflect them, but they were really focused in
on her and she was really shaken by her first few weeks in Parliament, but she soon
learnt. She wasn't going to work like that. Women are at a real disadvantage there
because they have got a high-pitched voice against guys with deep, booming voices. It
just does not work in that sort of bearpit environment. She quickly learnt. When she
had established herself as Premier, she was quiet and thoughtful and people would
stop and listen, even the ones who were yelling. After a time, she got very good at
Parliament but she hadn't got it down before she got the job and, for a while, it looked
like she wasn't going to make it at all.
In the end, in lots of ways, in terms of people's perception of her, she went well on TV
a different style again, but people responded pretty well to it. She came up to my
electorate a few times, going to old people's homes and stuff like that, and people gave
her a really good reception. In some ways, I think that she did a good job in a really
difficult time as Premier; in other ways, I think she failed absolutely to keep the team
together. Just under the pressure, she wasn't a good leader of people in that sense,
and also I think some of the things she did, including calling the Royal Commission,
were errors of the first magnitude.

-

RJ
We will get on to that later and you can comment further. To what extent
did Dowding really fight to stay?
PEARCE
He didn't. By the time he got back he had given up. He made the
decision on the plane. I went to see him very soon after he got back, at the meeting I
mentioned, and he had decided then he wasn't going to fight it out. I don't know how
well he had done the numbers, but Yvonne Henderson and myself had certainly done a
bit of counting around. I reckon it was touch and go about whether he would have held
on or not, but he certainly had a lot of support, not always for him directly people
understood his faults. I didn't think David would be any better or Carmen would be any
better, and that the whole business was bad. The way it was going was having an
-
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unfortunate effect on the caucus. It would have been touch and go, but his judgement
was right in that he couldn't survive unless he got, say, two-thirds of the vote, and he
wasn't going to get that.
Yes, and you have said that. Just evaluating Dowding, he resigned as
RJ
Premier on 12 February. What's your evaluation of him as Premier?
PEARCE
It is a hard thing to say, but I thought in many ways he did a reasonable
job. He won the 1989 election, with some assistance from the train, but he won that. I
think he did present as somebody who was trying to deal with the tough issues in a
way. He was unfortunate in that he was a fairly volatile person in many ways, so he
tended to shout and yell a bit, and he shouted and yelled at a few people he shouldn't
have. I think that was creating problems with journos mostly, but some other people as
well. There was a claim he had thrown a chair at a meeting in the Premier's office. I
think he always denied that. I am not saying he wasn't telling the truth. But, given the
nature of his personality, people were inclined to believe that sort of stuff, and he
wasn't able to shepherd the team in tricky times.
But then again it's hard to know because you can't always blame people for not dealing
with other people's ambitions. If somebody wants your job, there's not much you can
do except give it to them to do what they want. I don't know what motivated David, but I
think he saw an opportunity. He saw Dowding slipping in people's estimations, he saw
Dowding slipping in the polls and, in the circumstances, he saw an opportunity for
himself. I think he may simply have felt, "Look, Dowding is making a mess of this and I
can do a better job." For David you can't say that overwhelming ambition otherwise he
never would have been deputy, he never would have copped Burke's putting him in as
deputy; he would have run. He accepted the deputy but he could have been Premier
then. He might have lost to me but he might not have. He had as good a chance of
winning as losing. I never put it down simply to ambition on David's part. I think
probably he thought, we have got to the circumstance where really I am what is
required.
RJ
How did Dowding operate as leader of the Parliamentary Labor Party
and within Cabinet?
PEARCE
You see, the Premier has got a raft of support in the Premier's own
office and in the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, and the Premier's policy unit
was very influential, and it got much more influential after. Burke really was in charge
himself. He had a whole raft of things, but they all moved around him. They weren't
quite so formalised. We did have the Premier's policy thing. He set up people like Tony
Lloyd, but Tony went into Treasury. He had his points of contact, but it was part of a
more amorphous network that Burke had. He was very wise he has kept those sorts
of networks in recent times, but he was very good at that.
-

Dowding was much more formalised in the way of things. The role of the Premier's
policy unit became more significant under Dowding and became much more significant
again under Carmen, and so those sorts of process started to grow. He would work off
those. By and large he left ministers alone. Burke did for the most part, unless he
thought you were doing a bad job and he would move in, but under Dowding the
Premier's Department started to move in. His policy unit started to move in on
ministers' areas and started to take over the management. It started to become a
battle, if you like, between Cabinet members and the structure that was built around the
Premier. That got much worse under Carmen, but Dowding started that process. He
would chair the meetings and he would be in Parliament, but the Sunday night phone
calls I used to get from Burke I never got from Dowding. I don't think anybody did. He
wasn't a talker or consulter in that sense. He thought, I'm running the show now, and
he did, and we did our jobs.
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That is what I meant earlier on when I said I didn't feel as part of it under Dowding as I
did under Burke; it wasn't as pleasant. I didn't have the feeling, this is a team running
the state. I felt, okay, this is my job to do this bit of it. It was a different approach
altogether, and I didn't enjoy it as much. He was the leader in that he was the front
person, but he wasn't the organiser of people like Burke was.
RJ
David Parker resigned from the Parliament. We've got Lawrence taking
over in February 1990, and Parker resigned on 26 April 1990. Was that because he
had lost the deputy premiership? He was offered only Resources, Trades and Arts in
the Lawrence ministry.
PEARCE
David will stand out as deputy in the way that I said earlier on. When
Dowding came back he turned all his guns on Parker, saying, "Look, if we are to go"
in the end they did it. One of the things I said in one of our early interviews that one of
the things that made it much of our era in politics was the honourable way in which
people behaved and looked to the greater good. In the end, when Dowding went, he
did it on the basis, "I'm standing down to take on my shoulders the blame for WA Inc,"
but he made sure he took David with him when he did that, but the both of them did it.
David insisted on staying in the Cabinet. Dowding just went, and he made it clear that
he was going to go from Parliament too, at a time of his own choosing; he wouldn't
jump straightaway. He was going to sit there on the back bench for a time. There were
those who thought there were the danger signals there. That was the last thing you
want. The pressure went on him then to quit fairly soon, and he did in the end and went
off to New South Wales to try to make his way in the New South Wales bar.

-

David stayed in the Cabinet. I think I mentioned that when the elections came for
ministers, Julian Grill stood down from the ministry as well because he felt he had been
as much involved, and that created a sudden crisis and resulted in the end in the
election of Pam Buchanan to the Cabinet when there wasn't expected to be a vacancy.
Pam Buchanan had been the electorate secretary to Peter Dowding and when he
moved down from the upper house, she had then become the member for the Pilbara.
She is a very nice person and a good local member, but I think a bit marginal when it
came to being in the Cabinet.
Again, I can't tell you that this is 100 per cent true, but this is my understanding of what
happened then. Pam was in the left. The left split. The David Parker group needed to
get Pam to vote against her former boss, Dowding, which she wouldn't necessarily do
easily. I went and had dinner with Pam up in the Pilbara when I was potentially running
for it, to sound her out. No, she was going to support Dowding, and she told me right to
my face that she wouldn't vote for me. She had every respect for me but she would not
support me because she felt an obligation to Peter. They had to get her to vote against
Dowding. I think the way they did it was to offer her a ministry. She wanted to get a
ministry out of it. Pam came and had a talk to me about wanting to run, so I was quite
friendly with her even though we were in different factions and our interests didn't
always coincide.
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They offered to put her up, but there wasn't really a vacancy. There was
only the one effectively for Dowding. They sort of had it, "You're next in line." Then all
of a sudden Julian Grill stood down and they really had no option then but to make
Pam the next candidate, so she got into the Cabinet a bit flukishly. In all honesty (she's
dead now; she died of cancer not long ago) she really wasn't up to the job. She tried
her best. She had Building and Works. She didn't have a hugely significant portfolio,
but she struggled. In the end they dumped her I will talk about the three ministers
affair, that disaster, in a little while. That was Carmen's worst little effort. It cost us our
majority. They dumped Pam, having put her in there, but I think they got caught. They
never had any intention of putting to her the offer of a ministry. That was bogus. It was
just to pull the vote. They never expected that they would have to elect her. Then when
they did, in the end they replaced her with Judyth Watson in a very short order of time,
which led to a loss of Pam from the party and a very unfortunate and acrimonious
situation.
-

RJ
That still doesn't answer me if David Parker ended up resigning from
Parliament in April 1990 because of the portfolios he was offered and losing....
PEARCE
I don't think so. You see, when David went from the deputy thing, he
went back into Cabinet. I think he was the next in line. There must have been
agreement about the portfolios that he took, and he would have had a say because he
was right in that Carmen group. They weren't insignificant portfolios, and he tried to
stay on for a time. As I say, Dowding stayed on for a time too. Now, in the end the
pressure went on Dowding to go.
I don't know what motivated David. This is speculation, but this is what I think
happened: David had been in the Parliament, he had been Deputy Premier and now he
was back out of deputy, Carmen was there, Ian was there and he couldn't see that he
was going to move up in that equation, so what was he going to do? I think he decided
to go elsewhere. He went to Hong Kong. His wife Kim was a quite capable lawyer. I
don't know whether he quit and then they went to Hong Kong or whether she had the
Hong Kong offer and they went. I don't know personal stuff like that. I think David
realised he had gone as far as he was going to go in the Parliament, at least in the
short to middle term. I think he was smart enough to see the prospects for the following
election weren't all that good, so the chances are you would roll along as a minister
and then be out, and what do you do? Given all the stuff about WA Inc, he would have
been marked by that. It would have been very hard, so I think he looked at his future
and decided that he wanted to do something else.
RJ
You just referred to Carmen Lawrence and the "three ministers affair".
What was that?
PEARCE
I think, again, that was the last pay off, if you like, for the people who put
her in there. When Stephen Smith, not long after this, jumped from the party
secretaryship mid-term, he sort of put up a line, "Look, what we need to do is renewal."
He had a thing about renewal. "We need renewal in the party office", which meant
renewing him, and "renewal in the Cabinet", which meant putting in renewal in the
caucus. He was right in that the scheme of it was pretty reasonable. Joe Berinson said
to me afterwards. Look, when the renewal was in the paper, what it meant was that he
had been offered a job by Paul Keating to go into Keating's office. Keating was the
Treasurer. I think he helped with the numbers when he was running against Bob
Hawke. I think he probably was behind that. Off he went. As Joe Berinson said to him
afterwards, "Stephen, why all this talk of renewal? Why not just say, 'I got a better
offer.'?" I think that was part of it in all honesty.
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So Stephen renewed himself and went off to Canberra and Carmen took the renewal of
the Cabinet to heart by getting three of her supporters into the Cabinet: Eric Ripper,
Jim McGinty and Judyth Watson. Certainly, Jim McGinty had been a key factor in
Carmen getting it when she got it, and he came into the Parliament in place of David
Parker when he went, so he hadn't been in Parliament more than a year less than a
year in fact; probably nine months. But McGinty is very capable and you couldn't say
he didn't deserve to be in the ministry, although probably a bit more of an
apprenticeship probably would have been reasonable, but he did a good job when he
got there. Eric Ripper had been obviously very capable as well. You are not talking
about inconsequential people.
-

Carmen wanted to get them. They had been her supporters. Part of the pay-off clearly
was that they would get into Cabinet. The trouble was she didn't have any vacancies.
She called me in not just me but others. I had a strange relationship with Carmen, in
all honesty. I hadn't supported her for the thing, and she clearly had that marked out,
but I was the Leader of the House and, without blowing my own trumpet too strongly, I
did a really good job as Leader of the House in tricky times. One of the things they
clearly would have liked was to have got rid of me, but they couldn't see how to do it
because it would look really vengeful because I had made the public statement about
supporting Dowding. The way of doing it was to take Transport off me, which had been
my key portfolio, and give it to Pam Beggs.
-

There was a sort of sense to it in a way in that I had established the train and now Pam
was going to build the train line, and it was her electorate that would benefit from it, so
they saw an electoral benefit from it. But it's a really bad judgement about.... Carmen
had terrible judgement about the people she put in the portfolios. Transport is a very
good portfolio, but it is a portfolio that requires a lot of attention to detail and a good
broad vision, but a lot of technical stuff. Pam wasn't any good at any of those really.
Pam was much better in portfolios that dealt with people, not machines, because she is
such a good people person. I love Pam Beggs to death. I think she's a beautiful person
and a really valuable asset. They did her no favours by sticking her in the Transport
portfolio. It didn't even save her seat in the end. She would have been much better off
in somewhere else, and someone like me there.
Anyway, they didn't dare look like they'd demoted me, so what they did was get CALM
together and made it "THE environment" and say, "Oh, a big push on this is the
environment", which is, "this is how we are sidelining Pearce, but at the same time we
are doing it for the good of the government." They did not dare take the Leader of the
House off me because I was right on top of that particular job and they didn't have
anyone else to do it and it was a pretty important thing to do. So I sat next to Carmen in
the Parliament for all but the last few months that we were there. We would talk about
things but there wasn't ever any closeness there. She was very suspicious of me from
the beginning to the end.
On one occasion, when things were getting pretty rocky, The 7.30 Report had asked
me to come and have a talk about how the government was going and how things were
and just a general discussion as a senior minister. It is a bit of a tricky thing to ask,
because it is more general than just a portfolio. I said I was quite happy to go and do
that. I would have gone down. I would have done a good job in defending the
government's position, including Carmen, because I was loyal like that, but she clearly
didn't think I was. So I got three-quarters of the way down to the studio and I got a
phone call on my car phone: "What are you doing? This is Carmen." "I've got an
interview with The 7.30 Report." She said, "I don't want you to do it." I said, "Why
not?" She said, "Well, it's not up to you to go around talking about general things about
the government. Stick to your own portfolio stuff." I said, "Carmen, I'll do a good job for
us, don't..." She made it quite clear it was a life or death issue, so I just said to the
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driver, "Keep driving," and the poor bugger standing outside the ABC studio watched
the car go by and go back to the office. In that sense, it was a strange relationship and
a strained relationship.
Anyway about the three ministers.
Could I just mention this, though, about the relationship. In the end her staff moved in
on my position as Leader of the House. Under her, the Premier's office started taking
more and more of a role in individual ministers' doings, and she would co-opt whole
things when she wanted to. She had a version of no mining in national parks policy
done off her own office with very little consultation with the ministers who were
involved. On a couple of occasions she just reversed Cabinet decisions. A Cabinet
decision was taken and she didn't want that one, so she just went out and announced
the opposite, not on big issues and on issues that in many ways she was probably right
on, but still, it is a bad way to operate.
It came to blows quite late in the piece when I was Leader of the House and at that
stage we had lost our majority, from the way I am just about to explain to you, through
the three ministers' affair. I was running the Parliament without a majority, which is not
an easy thing to do by any means. Fortunately, I had developed pretty good
relationships with the Opposition in terms of keeping the Parliament moving, but of
course they could see government coming. It was a very difficult Parliament to operate
in. She had already appointed someone Stephen Smith's partner in fact to be the
Premier's person to work with the Leader of the House. I didn't need anybody to work
with me. It was a strange situation where I would explain to her what was going on and
she presumably told the Premier. I sat next to the Premier in the Parliament. You
wouldn't think it required any sort of conduit. I didn't object to it. I used to go and tell
this woman what was happening.
-

-

Then one day I suddenly got sent over from the Premier's office a suggested order of
the day for business. Now the business of the House, the Leader of the House sets
every night. Parliament sits, and the last thing at night when you get to where you are,
the Leader of the House draws up.... You've got the orders of the day and all the bills
laid out, and you scribble on it the order for the following day. You let the Liberals know
and you give it to the Clerks, and it goes off and is printed at night by the government
printer. They have a night shift and they print that. It's there in the morning when you
come in for Parliament. That is what I had done the night before.
I had come into Parliament. One of the things that we'd done was to institute like a
running sheet for the day, because not everything is on the orders of the day. A lot of
stuff goes on, like somebody's going to move an urgency motion and things like that
which are not on the orders of the day, so I instituted a running sheet which told
everybody what was going to happen. The running sheet was produced out of my
office and so we'd produced the running sheet, and then all of a sudden I got handed
over a letter which said, "Suggested order of business for today." I looked at it. I
thought, why are they sending it? I didn't mind suggestions but it was pretty bloody
late. The orders of the day was already built up and I had got the running sheets out
and everyone knew. So I just threw it aside. I didn't even particularly read it; I just
glanced at it. It was too late and away it went.
Ten minutes later I copped a couple of Libs coming out. They said, "Look, Bob, we
don't mind going out of our way to accommodate what you want to do but can you give
us some notice? What's this suddenly changing orders of the day at the last minute?"
The Premier's office had sent the suggested list of the running sheet over to the
Opposition to tell them, "This is how it is". There was no discussion with me; the office
just told them that that's it. I said, "No, that's bullshit," and I took it and crumpled it up. I
said, "The order of the day is the one that I've laid out." So they called it on.
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The first one was the Treasurer to deal with the Stamp Act Amendment Bill. The
Treasurer was Carmen Lawrence and because her staff had decided that we were
going to do a different thing, they told her she wasn't required in the Parliament. She
was there and she just got called on. She had to stand up. She had no advisers. The
Treasury people down there had to scurry around and call up the Treasury guy. She
had to sit there glowering for 45 minutes until they could get her advisers up there
because she couldn't answer the questions or deal with the legislation till they got her
advisers up there. She came over after. She was really angry and she said, 'What
happened there?" I said, "Listen, Carmen, if you can't control your staff," and went
through the ins and outs of that little business. They didn't try it again. That was the last
of the Premier's office running the job of the Leader of the House, but it made the
situation with Carmen, which hadn't been good, much, much worse, which was a
shame, but it made a point.
Most of the other ministers didn't stand up to that. Half of them had been in the group
that had put Carmen in. They just went along with it. That tried to centralise everything
away from the Cabinet into the Premier's office. I was one who resisted that but there
weren't too many who did. As I say, that particular one just blew up in a sense out of
nowhere. I didn't realise it was going to put the Premier in the position that it put her in.
That probably wasn't the right thing to do, but I wasn't going to have a situation
whereby all of sudden a minister's role is overtaken by some staff member in the
Premier's office.
Anyway, back to the three ministers.
RJ

Back to the Ministers, yes. [laughs]

PEARCE
Carmen needed to place her supporters. I think they were on a promise.
I don't know that for sure but I bet they were and she wanted to get somewhere. When
Burke had been there, he had been good at rolling over the Cabinet and providing
vacancies, and so Carmen was in that position now. She called myself in, and some
others that she saw as like faction leaders, because by that stage I was certainly
leading the centre group in the caucus. Even though she had in her own group people
like Kay Hallahan and Eric Ripper who were significantly in the centre, I was actually
running it and I was at the outer of that group. So I got called in to have a discussion
about renewal in the Cabinet. We just sort of said, "Look, you know, we've got to bring
these people in. Who might be moving on?" I said, "We had a discussion about who
might be looking at the end of their time and who might be open to another sort of an
offer." So I suggested people she might talk to about something. For example, I knew
that Jeff Carr, the member for Geraldton, had been a minister for mines and had done
a good job as minister. He had been in that gang of five right back when Brian Burke
had the leadership. He was starting to look at, I think, at not running again. He had
come very close to the wire in Geraldton in the previous election in 1986 and he had
hung on by not much more in 1989, and Jeff was very keen to be Agent General in
London, for example. I made a couple of suggestions too about who she might talk to
and then I heard no more about it.
About two weeks later I got a phone call from Jeff Carr. Jeff said, "I've just been called
into the Premier's office, and she has told me that she wants me to stand down from
the Cabinet and if I wouldn't agree to stand down that she had the numbers to vote me
out. When I said, 'Who makes up these numbers?' she mentioned your name. Is there
anything you want to say about that?" Jeff and I had been friends from the first day I
was in Parliament in 1977 10 years before more than that; 12, 15 before, I suppose,
nearly. I was just flabbergasted. I said, "Listen, Jeff. It's true that the Premier asked me
in to have a talk about renewal and I knew that you might not want to stay that long, so
she said she would talk to you about what the options were. I certainly never gave her
-

-
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any undertaking to support a motion to throw you out. I give you an undertaking now I
won't support it."
What happened was, that's what happened: she did the same with the other two. She
picked three. She picked Pam Buchanan for reasons that Pam was struggling and she
hadn't really been intended to get it. They were going to replace her with Judyth
Watson who, in all honesty, wasn't any better. Gavan Troy was listed to go and Jeff
Carr. Gavan always thought he had been targeted by McGinty because he had run foul
of McGinty when McGinty was a union secretary and Gavan had been Minister for
Industrial Relations. Whether that's true or not, I don't know, but Gavan certainly felt
that strongly. He hadn't been a supporter of Carmen and he had been fairly blunt about
his lack of support too, so I think Carmen had it in for him. Jeff had just been there a
long time, I think, and wasn't particularly involved in the group, but he hadn't been all
that opposed to it; and Pam for reasons that I have said. None of them would go
willingly. None of them was offered anything; they were just asked to stand down, and
none of them would.
So Carmen then announced to the press whether she announced it or leaked it, I
can't remember but it was in the press that Carmen wanted these three, and she called
a caucus meeting to vote them out. She put everybody in a hopeless position, because
having announced the leader wants these people out in all the circumstances we were
in, the Cabinet was called together, told that they were to support this position. I just
told the Cabinet that I wasn't proposing to support that position, I had given a clear
undertaking to Jeff Carr, that it was a stupid thing that was being done, and I couldn't
believe the ineptness of the way the matter had been handled. They all stood there
looking pretty glum. We all went off; in fact, I was due to speak at a conference in
Taiwan. I was the lead speaker. It was a conference on a paper I'd given in Japan on
environmental issues. I had a week to cancel going to that. The organisers were
furious. I don't blame them but I wasn't going to leave WA so I turned up to the caucus
meeting and there was again a very acrimonious debate. I was the only Cabinet
minister to speak against it and it was carried; not surprising because people in the end
took the view, "What can you do when the leader puts you in that position?" McGinty
and Eric had their supporters too, I guess. So it was done.
-

The net result of that was that Pam Buchanan resigned from the Labor Party and sat
as an Independent. Jeff Carr resigned from the Labor Party and quit the seat, so there
was a by-election in Geraldton, which the Labor Party candidate got, I think, 18 or 22
per cent in. He was absolutely murdered, so he lost the seat. Gavan Troy was the only
one who stayed. Gavan was really bitter about it, and I don't blame him. He had a
marginal seat too. He didn't run again at the next election. We lost it then. It took a lot
of work to keep him in.
Carmen having done this, no effort was then made to try to do anything about the
people who were pulling out. Joe Berinson and I went and had a talk about it. Joe and I
would often discuss how things were going. We would often go and have a little talk
about how things were, to try to keep a bit of sense in some of this stupidity that went
on. We went to Jeff Carr. We had a talk to Jeff about not standing down and what
might he do. He still wanted to be Agent General in London when that became
available. We just went to Carmen and said, "Now listen, Carmen, Jeff is about to quit.
We'll lose a by-election. We're going to go and offer him the position of Agent General
and you're just going to have to agree to it." She did, so we went and had a talk to him
about what the options might be, but he couldn't have it until after the election. I think
we weren't likely to win the election, so he probably would never have got that
delivered upon. In any event, the family his son particularly were so angry about the
way he had been treated that they didn't want any more to do with it. So he pulled the
pin.
-

-

TAPE FIFTEEN SIDE B

PEARCE

206

In all the ferment that went on about this, at the same time, Ian Alexander and Frank
Donovan started to question their commitment to staying in the party. There was a bit
of toing and froing about them. In the end, I think it was Frank who quit first and
decided he would be an Independent and then Ian Alexander decided to be an
Independent, so in the freefall their issues were not directly related to the three
ministers thing but they came with all the movement to Independents. Suddenly, they
were Independents and the majority was gone, so we were a government without a
majority in either house and with two years to run of the term. Eric and McGinty were
good ministers there is no doubt about that but it was not worth the price that we
paid to get them in the Cabinet. They could have been got in the Cabinet in a much
more intelligent way than that.
-

-

RJ
So does that show Carmen's lack of experience, in your view, or
misguided advice?
PEARCE
I think it's both. She had been Premier for a year by then; it wasn't
something that just happened, so she had a year's experience. I think she was on a
promise. I think she had committed to get those people in and she just had to do it. I
don't understand why she didn't deal with it in a smarter way. When I went to talk to
her, yes, we talked about that. "I think this one might be interested if this job were to be
offered," and Jeff, as Agent General, I mentioned that. Whether it was too hard, she
couldn't deliver or she thought, no, that'll look bad if I offer that. Maybe she thought
they would just stand down under the threat. Why she thought that she showed a
complete lack of understanding of the whole business.
-

The interesting thing about it too, the thing that kept the show together in the end was
me, because as the Leader of the House my job was to make sure we kept winning the
votes in Parliament, and we did for a good long time, which was quite surprising in a
way. I used to spend a lot of my time there. The Leader of the House became my main
job and not Minister for the Environment. Parliament was my absolute first priority, and
keeping the show on the road without a collapse that would lead to an early election.
RJ
With the original allocation of portfolios when Lawrence took over, it was
said she took on a very large load of portfolios herself and deliberately moved to take
away any financial responsibility of the two ministers linked with WA Inc, and that was
Parker and Berinson. What's your view of Joe Berinson in all this?
PEARCE
Joe is one of the most honest people ever to go into Parliament, I think
very widely respected everywhere as Attorney General. Burke made him Minister for
Financial Management, because Burke was the Treasurer. He wanted somebody
reliable. Joe was the wise man of the Cabinet. He was always a much more cautious
person than any of the rest of us.

-

I remember when he first ran.... No, I was shadow Minister for Education when he ran
the first time or maybe I was just on the education view of it. Anyway, he rang me up
to see what he should say. I will not go into detail, but I explained how we were pointing
out the budget underruns and that they weren't spending out the budget money. The
money was there in the budget. This is the bottom line: the budget is a set of estimates
about what things might cost and you pay for them. If you get the services for less, then
you have money left over. In education that is what the Libs claimed they were doing,
but they were having money left over. I was saying, "They're not spending the budget
that's available for education." I said that to Joe, and Joe said, "Bob, my hand would
shake before I signed a pamphlet which said that."
-

He was very honest and straight. He gave a huge amount of wise advice to the
Cabinet, and Burke depended on him a lot as a steadying influence, and I certainly did.
He was in those last times, but Joe had got a bit despairing by the end about the way

PEARCE
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things were going. He had less influence with Dowding and much, much less influence
with Carmen. He was the only minister actually to see out the whole ten years. I fell
over about three months from the end, Keith Wilson about six weeks after that and Joe
was the only one to see through the whole ten years as a minister of the government,
and he was a really, really important minister, though perhaps more behind the scenes
than upfront, but he was really widely respected in the community, even when the royal
commission came. As minister for finance he had to have been involved in some of the
meetings and stuff that went on, but no-one believed that he had done anything wrong.
No-one believed he was capable of doing anything really.
RJ

Did Lawrence take on too large a load of portfolios?

PEARCE
No. In the end, I think the problem with Carmen wasn't that she took on
too large a load of portfolios, but she tried to run the government by herself and her
little group of advisers. That effort to centralise everything really took off under Carmen.
It was just a big mistake because I said, "Look, in the end, the Cabinet really ought to
be the group that the Premier relies upon for advice." You've got to have your own little
circle. I had in my own ministry people that you rely on, the ones that you work with on
a day-to-day basis, and you've got to have them and they're really important to you.
They'll give you advice and they often give you good advice, but really the body you
should take your counsel with is the Cabinet. The reason for that is that they are the
people who carry the responsibility and they're the ones who are out there in the
community. The ministers get around, they talk to people, they talk to backbenchers
and they have got a good understanding of how things are going on, and you are
stupid if you don't use that well of information and advice, even if some of them are
wrong.
Carmen, I think, was pretty contemptuous in all honesty in personal terms about a lot of
the Cabinet ministers. I say it myself I'm not going to name names that if you look at
the Cabinet that started in 1983 and the Cabinet that we finished up with in 1993, the
Cabinet in 1993 was far inferior to the one we started out in. Maybe there was a bit of a
thing there, but Carmen helped to contribute to that, because if you don't involve
people and give them the opportunity, then you can't be surprised if they don't do as
well as they might.
-
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RJ
In October 1992, you were no longer Leader of the House, and you no
longer were Minister for the Environment, which is all that it had come down to by then.
You'd started off with Environment, Conservation and Land Management, Waterways
and Leader of the House. It came down to Environment and Leader of the House;
that's your bringing together as a super ministry.
PEARCE

Yes, it's exactly the same; I had all of those responsibilities put together.

RJ
Yes, they were all together, but that only lasted until October 1992, and
for the last months of the Lawrence government you didn't hold either position. Tell that
story.
PEARCE
Well, I got pinged by the Royal Commission, is the short answer to that.
Again it was an interesting sort of thing. I hadn't been involved in most of the stuff, and
when the Royal Commission came through I was interviewed on a raft of different
matters, and I was interviewed on the particular issue which in the end caused me a lot
of trouble. I must say I did not see the trouble coming it was such a minor issue to me.
It was to do with the Teachers Credit Society, an argument that had gone on in
Parliament years before when I was Leader of the House, and Brian Burke had said to
me at one stage that he had heard that Alex Clark, who was the former general
manager of the Teachers Credit Society, whom I knew because I was vice-president of
the Teachers' Union when Alex was first general manager of the Teachers Credit
Society (I hadn't had much to do with him then), was bitter about what had happened to
the Teachers Credit Society and blamed the Liberals for its downfall. He said to me,
"You should have a talk to him." So I rang him up and had a long chat about how that
had happened and he had a strong view that the Libs had a deliberate policy of
destabilising the Teachers Credit Society, and that had been part of the problem of
bringing it down.
The Teachers Credit Society really this is the problem that they had Alex ran a very
successful credit society. He used to get money straight out of teachers' pay, those
who would put a bit in. They lent it out to teachers at very good rates, and they had
good support. He was running a really solid thing. When the financial deregulation
came with the Hawke-Keating government, all of a sudden a lot of outside money
poured into the Teachers Credit Society because it was such a good institution, and it
grew very quickly. But Alex had a problem he was running quite a small operation and
he was doing a lot of it himself Alex had the problem of getting the money out,
because you can take it in, and then you have to lend it out at a higher rate than you
are offering rates yourself, so you just shovel it out the door as fast as it was coming in.
Inevitably, in the 80s, some of the stuff went out into loans which were not as good as
in the days when he was lending for teachers to buy cars. Then people started to
default on those loans, and the way Alex had been dealing with that was to let them
capitalise it, so if you've borrowed $100 000 and you're due to pay back so much
$10000
and you couldn't pay it, your loan became $110000, and that just
exacerbated the situation. In the end that whole bubble burst.
-

-

-

-

-

-

But the Libs certainly were raising issues about the Teachers Credit Society, and
shortly before it collapsed the president of the Liberal Party, a gentleman named
Simpson I forget his first name had withdrawn, so Alex Clark said, $100 000 from his
accounts in the Teachers Credit Society and placed it elsewhere. He said he had rung
around to find out what interest rate you got elsewhere, and the interest rate elsewhere
was two per cent worse than he was getting at the Teachers Credit Society. The
Liberal Party had had an executive meeting the day before, I think, which Simpson had
chaired, before he took this action. So Alex Clark's reading of the situation was that the
-

-
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Libs were plotting at acting to bring down the Teachers Credit Society. Simpson got the
inside knowledge from being at the meeting. He'd gone to withdraw the money and
placed it at a disadvantage elsewhere, and that was his [Alex's] proof that the Libs
were plotting to bring down the Teachers Credit Society.
Brian Burke had then asked the Registrar of Building Societies to report on that claim,
and the Registrar of Building Societies had provided Brian with a written report which
had on it it was a fairly cautious written report, I have to say, including the suggestion
that the information needed to be dealt with with caution, but Burke gave me a copy of
this report and I'd had the discussion with Alex Clark. So when the next time the
Liberals raised it in the Parliament I think it was the next day they moved a motion,
and I got up and gave a fairly compelling rebuttal speech which ran through this story. I
quoted from the last section of the report from the Registrar of Building Societies, and it
knocked the Libs' motion over, and they were furious about that. I didn't realise the
extent to which they were angry. They thought I'd got the information from the R&I
Bank.
-

-

-

See, what had happened was that the Teachers Credit Society had collapsed, and the
government got the R&I Bank to take over the thing, and in the end the government
paid out the debts of it, but the R&I Bank took over. In doing so we paid a huge amount
of interest to the R&I Bank to do that, but I think the rescue of the Teachers Credit
Society was quite the proper thing to have done, and I personally still to this day don't
see any great problems with what I did in terms of the discussion. The Libs thought
what I'd done was use the R&I Bank to get the information about the Teachers Credit
Society, which would have been improper, that's certainly true, but I got it direct from
Alex Clark. I didn't worry about it. When the Royal Commission came around and said
it, I just told them straight out what had happened chapter and verse, the whole thing,
no fooling around about it, and off they went and I thought that's the end of that.
-

Then when I got called up to speak about it, I turned up there and it was like the grand
inquisition, and I thought something odd is going on here. I don't know if they didn't
believe me or if they thought I wasn't I don't know what they thought, but Alex Clark
was much more circumspect. He denied that he'd told me all these things, and the
reason he denied it was because he had a confidentiality agreement when he went
from the Teachers Credit Society, so he shouldn't have told me. Maybe I should have
been smart enough to realise that he shouldn't have told me that, but even so, that
wasn't the issue so much with the Royal Commission, because fundamentally it was
none of their business, in that sense, but if I got it not through informal but through
using government power.... and this is the theory they had: that Burke had got the
information out of the Registrar of Building Societies. He'd improperly instructed the
Registrar of Building Societies to give that information. The Registrar of Building
Societies had given information to Burke improperly. They found he improperly had,
and Burke had improperly given it to me, and I'd improperly used it. They couldn't say
in the Parliament where I had used it, because they're not allowed to investigate what
went on in the Parliament. So they went through this strange charade about what
happened, "What were you thinking before you went through the parliamentary door?"
But I had given interviews to the press on the same issue, so I'd gone through, there's
no secret about any of this stuff, and when I gave my evidence they didn't I mean it
was just odd I went through it and I came away feeling, there is no problem with this;
I've told them the story and that's it.
-

-

-

When they made the finding they had to concede that Alex Clark had told me more
than he said, but they still hung to the view he hadn't told me everything, and they had
that one quote that I'd quoted from the record, so they sort of hung to that theory and
they put in a finding of having behaved improperly. They pinged all of us for improper
behaviour.
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Now I found out about it. The report on the Royal Commission was delivered to
Carmen on the Monday I'm trying to think of the days it must have been later in the
Parliament. Whatever the day was Carmen got the report to see, and then it must
have been on a Monday; it was a Monday, because the Parliament sat on the Tuesday
she got the report on the Monday and read it through. I got the phone call on the
Monday night: "Come in; there's a problem." So I get into the Premier's office about
eight o'clock at night. She'd got the section that deals with me, and says, "Now I want
you to read that and go away and reflect on what you think you should do." You know,
like soldier Oates, saying, "I'm going outside, and I may be some time." I went home
and I looked at it and I went through it, and at the end of it, I must say, I came to the
view I had to resign. I thought (a) it's a piddling little thing and (b) they got me wrong; I
think the story that I told them is accurate, and they're wrong to put their own spin on it,
but, in the end, I was a minister, it was a Royal Commission finding of impropriety, what
can you do?
-

-

-

-

So I went back the next morning to Carmen and I said, "Well, look, I think we should
have a discussion with the Cabinet about this." She was very anxious that I should
resign on the spot; what Carmen wanted to do was give heads. The whole purpose of
appointing the Royal Commission was to provide bodies not hers; someone else's
and almost all the bodies had already gone, like all the people who'd had really bad
findings against them, like Brian Burke, David Parker, Julian Grill and Peter Dowding
were all out. We were only down to mine Joe Berinson was another one, who was
worried about it, but he got a clean bill of health from the Royal Commission, I think
quite justly. I think Carmen was hoping he would have got it as well. What you want to
do is show a few corpses to say, "Look how firmly I've acted in terms of this", and the
only thing they come up with was a piddling little thing against me. So she was
[unclear]. I would not agree to it. I said, "Listen, Carmen, I think that resignation is the
right course of action here, but you and I are not going to make that decision; we are
going to talk to the Cabinet about it."
-

-

-

So there was a meeting of the Cabinet and then a meeting of the caucus and a
meeting of the Parliament. We went into the Cabinet and I really put the argument why
I should resign, and most of the Cabinet didn't want me to go. They were, I suppose,
opposed to giving up bodies on really such trivial issues. Carmen was desperate for a
bit of blood, but she was doing her best to act, because she could see I was actually
carrying the argument effectively for her. In the end the Cabinet agreed. Keith Wilson in
fact offered to resign at the same time too because he said, "I've been in the Cabinet
as long as you have." People didn't think that was a very good idea because he hadn't
had any finding against him.
The other little irony about it was this: Bill Thomas, who was the Cabinet secretary, had
a finding on a different issue against him. He was reading it through. When I came
back from the discussion with Carmen in the morning, Bill was there and he was quite
angry about the way he'd been dealt with because, as I remember the situation, he'd
been Cabinet secretary, and when they'd come around to interview him when he'd
been to the Royal Commission, he'd been up and he had gone through the way the
Cabinet minutes were kept and they criticised him for his minute keeping not being full
enough and not having all the detail in it. So he went back and rewrote the Cabinet
minutes in the way that they asked him to do and they pinged him for forging them. It
just was the most ridiculous situation. He was really pissed off about that. Then he got
the call, "Will you go and see Carmen?" I said, "Just be careful because she's going to
ask you to resign. It's what she's been doing to me." So he charged up there. I said,
"Don't do it; that's just so silly." So he came back and she'd certainly put the hard word
on him, and he wouldn't go. In my view, no particular reason why he should.
-

So when we went into caucus, Carmen announced that I had agreed to resign. There
was an angry "No" from the caucus. Caucus was very opposed to that. I had a lot of
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supporters in the caucus, but they just thought it was the wrong thing. But I'd made up
my mind. I didn't think it was a good outcome, but it was the only one I could
honourably do, and so when the Parliament met, we organised that Carmen would get
up and make a statement about the Royal Commission, and then I would make a
statement saying that I resigned. I had a press conference and went through the whole
bit, and that was that. I did announce that I wouldn't run at the election [inaudible] like
David Parker I suppose I was going to stand out from that. I wasn't going to stay in the
Parliament, and so that was it.
Obviously, I was in the Parliament for that time, and what happened was, what
somebody pointed out to me, without me as Leader of the House, the whole show fell
apart in the Parliament. I had talked to Carmen about that. I had been preparing a lot
for a transition, particularly as Leader of the House is such an important job, I'd said to
Carmen much earlier in the piece, "Look, I'm going to start training up Eric Ripper for
this, if you don't mind, because we need I'm the only one that's doing this and we
really need a backup just in case the old bus comes along." Eric and I were old
colleagues and by that stage he wasn't my brother-in-law (he and my sister had just
divorced), but I sort of made him a deputy for some months before. Then when I stood
down, I said to Carmen, "Well look, what do you want to do about Leader of the House,
because I have already been I think there was only two people who could do it, one
was Eric, one was McGinty and take your pick. I've been training Eric up to do it, but
there is no doubt about Jim's capabilities." She picked Eric, and so he got made Leader
of the House when I went.
-

-

-

But he had an unfortunate attack of shingles almost straight away which sort of
sidelined him from the Parliament for several weeks, so the place descended into
chaos in a way in that last time, which wasn't good. I remember when a journo said to
me, "They need you down there" when things were not running terribly smoothly, but
what I had done, I had put myself in the seat just behind the Leader of the House,
when it was going to be Eric, so that I could be close handy if things were required, so I
sort of half did the job for the last three months by remote control, as best I could, but
you can't do it in the same way, you know.
I sat out the election. I helped with Kay Hallahan's campaign when the election came
around, and then stood down from politics. I didn't stand down from the Labor Party
though, because I was still the nominal leader of the centre faction, and I kept that
position for several years until I had to leave it when I took on the job I've now got as
executive director of the Forest Industries Federation, because it was a requirement,
quite proper, of the industry association that I shouldn't be party politically involved
when I would be having to deal with a Liberal government.
RJ
A further interview with Bob Pearce, held in the offices of the Forest
Industries Federation, with Ronda Jamieson on 30 March 2007.
You were saying last time that, when Dowding decided that he would not even contest
the election to remain as Premier, that he wanted certain things if he stood down. What
were those certain things?
PEARCE
I don't remember the list. There were four or five that he laid down, but
the key one I think there were two key ones. One was that consideration should be
given to his staff; that is, they should be reassigned in a proper way, not just discarded.
That was done. The second thing was that he was being sued for slander or libel over
an issue with, I think, one of the lawyers. I think I mentioned earlier on there'd been
some fairly dramatic scenes reported in the Premier's office over the collapse of
Rothwells, when it was collapsing. He is alleged to have thrown a chair and said, "Who
are we keeping out of jail this time?" and a few things like that. He made a public
statement, when that was printed, denying a report made by a lawyer who claimed to
-
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have been at one of those meetings, and that lawyer then sued him for slander. There
is an arrangement whereby if you are sued in the course of your role as a state official,
then your legal costs are covered by the state, and any damages that you incur, as
long you've acted properly. Dowding was concerned that his legal costs in regard to
that should continue to be covered, and that was agreed.
I might say about two or three Cabinet meetings after that, some of Dowding's closest
supporters then raised the issue about whether they were actually being met, and
Carmen, having agreed to it, was then trying to pull out of that little bit of it, because
she thought it looked bad publicly to be paying. I could see her position, but I mean she
agreed to that when she got her part of the deal, and Cabinet put a lot of pressure on
her with regard to that, and so Dowding's legal costs were met. In the end, that case
was settled. That doesn't mean that Dowding did anything wrong. In a lot of these
cases that's what happens; they get settled rather than going to a long, expensive and
uncertain case.
Thank you. You covered Rothwells last time, and PICL and the
RJ
Teachers Credit Society. What did you think of the proposal to sell SGIC and its
general insurance arm, the SGIO? David Black, writing in the Sunday Times about it
considered it "one symptom of the extraordinary change in the political thinking of the
Left." In 1986, the government formed the SGIC "by merging the profitable SGIO with
the loss-making Motor Vehicle Insurance Trust."' Is David's assessment right, and what
did you think of that whole process?
PEARCE
I must say I don't actually recall the proposal to sell the SGIC. There
were a number of privatisation proposals at the time. The Labor Party generally was
going through an issue of reassessing where it stood with regard to privatisations, and I
had actually gone as Carmen Lawrence's proxy to the national conference that dealt
with the privatisation of Qantas. The state leaders in those days got a vote at the
national conference those significant ones. Carmen couldn't come for a day, and so I
came across. I was her proxy. I was there at the meeting. She was there for the
meeting part, but I had to be at the preliminary meeting where the factions were sorting
out their positions, and she had an important vote in the centre group which I belonged
to, so I was there at that.
-

The reason the party was doing it, fundamentally, was this: you've got a situation in
terms of the Loans Council where it was agreed that there would be a cap on the
amount of borrowings that states or the Commonwealth could do so that the public
sector didn't take up all the available funds. The private sector had a reasonable
access. It's a good discipline on the states, but it has an unfortunate consequence,
where the Commonwealth is running operations which are commercially viable in their
own right, like as if they were private ones, because you might have to borrow for them
for whatever purpose to cover losses or to make up the right capital mix that is
required, but that comes off your borrowings the same as if it were a school or a
hospital. Schools and hospitals quite clearly don't pay for themselves. That's something
the state borrows the money for and pays it off over time from its other revenues. It's a
different situation from things like Qantas where they had to borrow to buy aeroplanes.
Aeroplanes are hugely expensive so every time Qantas wanted to borrow $30 million to
buy a 747, or whatever they cost, that's 10 schools that someone couldn't have around
the country. There's no sense in that, but that was one of the main reasons, in fact,
which drove the federal government to consider the privatisation of Qantas. It was just
needing so much capital that it was distorting the way in which the federal government
was operating.

1

Sunday Times, 16 Sept. 1990.

TAPE SIXTEEN SIDE A

PEARCE

213

We faced the same thing with the R&l Bank (I remember that particularly) because the
R&l Bank had run up, I think $100 million or $120 million worth of losses during the
'80s, and we were having to borrow; we used state capital funds to pay off the losses of
the R&l. We started to think, "Why are we doing this, and why has the state got a bank
in there when all the other banks are private? There's no real reason for that." That
was the reason why the R&I was proposed for privatisation.
As I remember and I don't want to be unfair to anybody here but as I remember, the
privatisation push in the Cabinet mostly came from Geoff Gallop. Geoff was a relatively
new minister, but he'd come up pretty quickly. He was in Carmen's I don't know
whether he was in the inner cabal, but he was certainly in that group, and he got fairly
rapid promotions justified; he was very capable obviously. But he had quite a view
about some of these privatisations, which was ironic given that in his later role as
Premier he was a big anti-privatiser, but at that stage he was pushing those, and he
was the minister for the SGIC.
-

-

-

-

Having said all of that, to give you background, I don't remember the SGIC privatisation
proposal at all.
RJ
Okay; fair enough. If we could move now to the Royal Commission into
Commercial Activities of Government and Other Matters, which became known as the
WA Inc Royal Commission. It was established in January '91, it reported in November
'92, and it cost $30.4 million. The commissioners involved were Kennedy, Wilson and
Brinsden. Obviously, I'm not going to go through the whole, and you have already
covered some things, but there are some things I'd like your comments on. According
to a book edited by Alan Peachment, The Years of Scandal,
-

PEARCE

I've read it.

RJ
You have; good. Lawrence's decision to set up the Royal Commission
could be seen as yielding to extreme pressure from the public, the media, and the
opposition. "This conclusion is unconvincing for, as later events demonstrate, 'caving
in' to political pressures was not a Lawrence characteristic."1 You told me last time you
thought it was the wrong decision. I wondered why you thought that, and what other
option was there?
PEARCE
I must say, firstly, let me say caving in to public opinion was a Lawrence
characteristic, at least during the time that she was Premier. She did it on a whole raft
of things. I particularly recall one occasion when a whole raft of wheat farmers came up
to Parliament House, when the wheat industry [was struggling] and they were
demanding a guaranteed price for their wheat; that is, that the government should
underwrite the wheat crop. That's a big policy issue for the government which hadn't
been discussed by the Cabinet, and Carmen just went out at Parliament House and
promised it to them. She said $100, or whatever. It was a bit of calculation Carmen's
very intelligent there was a bit of calculation there. There was a lot of risk in it, but
there was a bit of calculation because the price had already started to come up to the
price they demanded and, in fact, what happened was, by the time they got to sell it the
price was over $100, so the government was never up for a cent, and everyone saw
that as a bit of a coup for canny Carmen, working that. She did the same thing with
regard to mining in national parks.
-

-

Carmen's an interesting person in lots of ways because I think I've mentioned here
before, perhaps off the tape, that when she went federally, there was a lot of interest in
the situation, particularly when all the Easton stuff came up. I was rung by Four
-

Alan Peach ment, ed. The Years of Scandal: Commissions of Inquiry in Western Australia
1991-2004, UWA Press, Nedlands, 2006, p. 114.
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Corners and they wanted to have a talk to me about a raft of things, and off the record I
had a bit of a chat about them. I particularly said that I think one of the most interesting
aspects of Carmen was, she's naturally I heard her on the radio last night referring to
herself as a moderate, and she is a moderate, but she's a moderate radical. She's not
middle-of-the-road; in her own thinking about things she is a sensible radical, if I can
put it like that.
-

When she got to be Premier, she got it in circumstances where there wasn't a whole lot
of scope for doing that, so she really was doing a lot of things which I think were
probably contrary to her nature in reacting as she thought, so she became I was
Minister for the Environment at the time she started off as a very green Premier, but
she got to be a very brown one very quickly when she realised the importance of the
mining industry, and everything she did was focused on hanging on to government at
the 1993 elections, so she in fact responded very quickly to public pressure, and much
faster than others.
-

-

What was happening by then was, I think, that the Cabinet had a lot of people in it, or
at least some ministers who really were not capable of coping with the pressures that
we were all under. I know they were extraordinary ones at the end of the '80s, and they
would in the end just go along with whatever Carmen suggested. There were some
others who tried to give the government a bit of a shape, but there used to be a lot of
those ones, but we were down to quite a small number by this time, so a lot of the
things that we did didn't get a lot of examination.
The Royal Commission was one of those. I have no doubt but that it was public
pressure that led her to do it, and maybe family pressure. One of the really interesting
aspects of this was you remember her brother, Bevan, was out campaigning on this
issue. No-one outside probably would pretend to understand the dynamics of the
Lawrence family, but a lot of people wondered about the extent to which Bevan's
campaign was influential with her, if not in a direct way "I wanted to look after my
brother" but if that did not put a particular pressure on her in terms of dealing with it.
-

-

-

But what really precipitated it was, I think it was the Ombudsman had retired, and he
was dissatisfied with a raft of things about the Ombudsman.... It really had nothing to
do with WA Inc or anything else, but he was just a grumpy old man, I think, when he
went. He made a couple of nasty statements about a raft of things and then demanded
a royal commission. Out of the blue, the Sunday Times put it on a front page, and I
think Carmen thought, this is going to go on because the demand is there, the demand
is there. You can hold it off, but you can't hold it off forever, so maybe it was time to
give in to it and deal with it, but I think she clearly also had this strategy in her mind;
that is to say, that a royal commission, if she called it, would distance her from all the
others. That is a mechanism for transferring the blame back to people who had already
departed and say, "Okay, that's them, but I've cleaned the show up; now look at me." I
think really that was her strategy so it wasn't just a caving in because it was there. I
think the strategy she was going to use was that.
When it came to Cabinet, there was quite a discussion about it, and, I mean it was a
long time ago now I remember she just walked into Cabinet and said, "Look, we have
to have a royal commission." I could see a lot of crestfallen faces around the place
because we'd resisted it for a good long time and a lot of people thought, well, if
Carmen's decided we'd better have it, then we'd better have it. Some thought that it
was the right thing to do; Jeff Carr, I remember. Jeff, I wouldn't put in that category of
just going along he's a quite independent thinker. Jeff's view was, "Look it's either we
have it, or the Liberals will have it, because we're not going to survive the next election,
and when we go out the Liberals they'll have a royal commission and theirs will be
much worse than ours." I think that's a wrong call, but it might have been. There was a
variety of views about it.
-

-

-

-
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Joe Berinson and I both strongly opposed it. I opposed it more strongly than Joe, and I
put up a number of propositions about how that would work out and I think they all
turned out to be true; most of them turned out to be true. One was that the ongoing
fuss about the royal commission it would run for a year, and it ran much longer but
the daily headline of the allegations that people made would be very destructive, but in
the end the findings would be much milder than the daily allegations, because in the
end not all the allegations would be true, and the way the press would treat it, but it
would be too late by then, because by the time you got to those sort of things, all the
destruction would have been done by the daily headlines. I predicted that ministers
would go to jail: I said, not for any serious things, big things, but it'll come down to little
things like people's travel. That's what caught Brian Burke.
-

-

That's what had happened in Queensland when the Fitzgerald Commission went
through. They got some important stuff around the police force, but in ministers they
got little things that got picked up which I thought very iffy. I remember one particular
one that stuck in my mind was a Queensland woman minister got a year in jail in part
for staying overnight after a ministerial meeting. She'd go to a ministerial meeting,
they'd wrap up at five or six and then she'd stay there and fly back to Queensland the
next morning. Fitzgerald took the view that that was wasting government money, or
stealing, really, government money for that extra day. It just pays no attention at all to
the way ministers have to live and work.
So I thought that's the sort of thing that would happen, and that turned out to be
unfortunately very accurate as well. I also predicted that they would not find any
serious corruption. People might argue the truth about that, but I still argue that that is
the case. When it came down to people paid money and got favours, I think that was
never demonstrated by the Royal Commission. What they claimed in the end was what
Joe Berinson described to me once as corruption of process; that is, there were too
close a set of links between the fundraising and the decision-making process. I think
I've defended that position earlier in the tapes.
But anyway, I made a set of predictions about that, and what happened was that
Cabinet was in an interesting position. The majority of them wanted to go along with
Carmen and have it, or felt they had to, but they didn't trust Carmen to not make a
mess of it.
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So what they wanted to do was to set up a little committee. Cabinet
insisted that there should be a little committee to work with Carmen on how this thing
would be set up, and I was the first one put on it because people thought this had a
real capacity to get out of hand and at least I would be a constraint on that. I
particularly argued that if we were going to have a royal commission, it should concern
itself with issues of legality; that is, who had acted illegally, and not in terms of who had
acted improperly. I made the point, look, legal stuff that's testable. If you find
someone's acted illegally, into the court with them, and they'll be found guilty or not
guilty. There's a whole system for doing that, and if people have been acting illegally,
well, they're on their own. No-one had any argument about that. I said the issue of
impropriety is a much more subjective thing; that is, you are really saying to this group
of people, "Okay, you make the decision about what's proper or what's not", and that
might not be a standard that everyone would agree with. That's a much more
amorphous thing. If you're going to have a royal commission, let's just concentrate on
the legal issues. The Cabinet really supported me in that. There wasn't ever a decision
about it, but most people thought I was right.
When it got to having a little committee, it was quite clear that Carmen was of the view
that you had to have everything; it had to be the widest possible; no restrictions; the
public wouldn't wear it, or the press wouldn't wear it, and she just put everything out on
the table. That might have been the right decision in terms of what they would have
accepted at the time, but the balance always was going to be for us about how much
flak you'd wear in the short term against how much flak you'd wear in the long term,
and I think what she did was, she was concentrating I never thought Carmen looked
very far ahead as Premier in terms of these things. It was always "How do we deal with
today; how do we deal with today?"
-

I had a staff member once, Sue Anne Macknay. When she previously worked for the
Civil Service Association she had a big sign on her back wall, "When you're up to your
arse in crocodiles it's sometime difficult to remember that your main task actually was
to drain the swamp." It's easy to think when you're in this sort of difficulty to criticise
people for not looking ahead.
But I remember again, because I was Leader of the House, I got drawn into one of the
strategy discussions early on when Stephen Smith was the party secretary and very
close to Carmen, and we had a number of discussions. Stephen was considered one of
the strategy brains of the thing. Without blowing my own bag, so was I. I never had all
that much of an impression that Steve was all that clever. He's cunning, I think, but
sometimes I thought he was a bit lacking in judgement on some of these other things.
He probably thought the same about me. But I remember a discussion we had when
one of these issues had to be dealt with it was when in fact Barry MacKinnon was
Leader and was proposing to block supply and force the government off to an election.
So he came to us and the first thing I asked was, "Okay, he wants a royal commission,
let's start from first principles, are we going to have one?" We never absolutely ruled
one out; it's just a question of balance. Then you want to look at that. Steve said no, it's
just a question of they're going to go out and say, "No, we're not going to allow supply
to be refused." I said, "Well, I can see why that's a good line for today, but you
understand we don't actually have the numbers to stop it. It's going to be the Liberals
who decide whether this thing gets blocked or not" and we had to go out and say this. It
turned out that it worked out. In the end the Libs backed away and the numbers weren't
there, and Carmen had taken a strong view and all the rest of it, but it's just highly
dangerous because if you're just working on the basis that it will fall your way, and if it
doesn't you have no strategy. I was always a bit alarmed about that.
-

-
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I always thought back to where I started from that in dealing with the royal
commission what we were dealing with were today's problems; we were not looking at
the long-term problems. It's still clearly in my mind that no matter how it broke with the
royal commission, we would have been better off not having one. I had a discussion
with Harry Phillips once, years afterwards, and Harry said, "Look, the thing about you
blokes I mean a lot of people think these things might go on in government, but you
blokes called a commission into yourself to demonstrate that they did. No-one else has
ever done that." He was right in that I think the circumstances were unusual but, given
the '80s, I think in terms of the damage it did to the Labor Party, it was the wrong thing
to do.
-

-

-

For all that, I don't think we would have survived the 1993 election, as we discussed
earlier. I think we'd just run into too much trouble. The talent pool had got quite thin,
and although Carmen was personally popular, I don't think we were doing the sort of
things that would have been necessary to keep it going, and if she hoped to get out of
losing the 1993 election by having the royal commission, history has proved that
judgement to be wrong.
They stopped asking me to come to meetings, I might say, after a little while. We had
two or three things about improper and that, she had a different view than I had, and
then it came to who would be appointed to this thing and there was a lot of discussion
and all of a sudden the meeting this happened on several things with Carmen all of
a sudden the invitations to the meetings dried up, and so they set it up on their own
and, well, what happened, happened.
-

-

RJ
But I'm a little bit intrigued as to Stephen Smith's name keeps coming
up. He was the state secretary [of the Labor Party]. Why is he so involved in decisions
being made about parliamentary processes, etc?
-

PEARCE

Well, you see, Stephen I mean

RJ

He was not an elected

-

-

-

PEARCE
No, he wasn't; absolutely. In fact it was taken up in caucus in the end.
I've no doubt but that Stephen was the main instigator behind the removal of Dowding.
He and Dowding had clashed there's no doubt about that and that Stephen had set
in place the thing. I think I've mentioned to you before about how groups that form up
around new leaders and help them into the leadership become the basis, if you like, of
that governing group. It happened to me; I think with Burke. I was certainly in on the
ground floor there, so as long as Burke was there I was never one of Burke's real
acolytes, but I was in that group that fundamentally ran the show from that time.
-

-

-

When Burke went and Dowding came, it was a changed equation for me. I still held an
important position, particularly being Leader of the House, and just from the capacity to
argue an issue in the caucus and the Cabinet, but Dowding was always very
suspicious of me, as I mentioned. He never really trusted me. In fact, he only ever
really did after when I defended him, when he came. I think he was a bit surprised that
of all the people he was looking to find the knife from, it didn't come from me. There
was never another group that had really helped Dowding into it; it had been done by
Burke. He hadn't had to form up a group that was ongoing in the caucus. That was one
of his weaknesses, in fact. He didn't have that group that he could have relied on
because if it hadn't been for Burke he probably wouldn't have got to the position in the
first place and whoever got it would have had a group like that, so it would have been a
different equation.
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In the case of Carmen, Stephen worked very closely with David Parker there's no
doubt about that to try and knock Dowding over. David was doing it for David, but I'm
pretty sure Stephen had a longer plan in that he didn't think David was likely to hold up
and they were moving it towards Carmen on the basis that the woman would be the
thing that broke it. Now Stephen's motivation was he's looking ahead a bit in that
regard, so I'm not being critical of Stephen there but his motivation was a different
one. He wanted to go off into federal politics as a successful state secretary, and it
looked like Western Australia was going to be a disaster in the federal election which
was coming up, and in fact what happened was the Carmen thing changed that
dynamic. You had a new Premier, a new face. The Western Australian vote for Labor
didn't collapse in the way that we thought it might have, and there was a famous
headline, I think in, probably it was the Sunday Times, "Lawrence saves Keating" which
Stephen had framed and used to keep in his office as a demonstration, and not long
after that he went off to federal politics. He went off to be on Keating's staff and then
went on to get the federal seat.
-

-

-

-

He certainly doesn't lack ability, Stephen. While he was the party secretary, because
he had been involved in that, then he wanted to take a really prominent position. In
fact, he did some things which I think looking back are very strange. He tried to get the
party rules changed so that the party secretary became a member of caucus; that is, of
the parliamentary party. He put up a proposal to do that, and that was strongly resisted
and I don't think it ever saw the light of day, but he certainly tried to have that done,
and he took it upon himself to start making predictions in the paper about what would
happen at Cabinet meetings. So on Monday morning you'd turn up and Stephen seems
to be saying this is what is going to happen in Cabinet, and there was again quite a
strong reaction to that. I raised it in the Cabinet in no uncertain terms, and Tom
Stephens, I remember, raised it at caucus. Tom wasn't in the Cabinet at that stage.
And so Stephen was sort of wanting to because he was right in the middle of that
group, but he was the only who wasn't really I say he was the only one who wasn't
really a polly, but that's not true because Jim McGinty was right in that group as well
and he wasn't in Parliament at that stage. But that was really the first time when the
extra-parliamentary people had been really influential in bouncing a leader, I would say,
in my knowledge (I can't tell you what happened back in the 50s and '40s), but these
things had been caucus issues now and McGinty was a significant union leader,
Stephen was the party secretary and they were the drivers of it. Michael Beahan had
been involved in the shift to Burke, and Bob McMullen had been consulted in the move
from Jamieson, but they weren't drivers of it, you know what I mean, whereas Stephen
certainly was, and then he tried to enlarge his own position. That was resisted, and in
the end Stephen moved on and the party secretary went back to being the party
secretary in the normal way, but Stephen certainly sought to make that, and he was
pulled in by Carmen. Carmen was close to him as a result of this, and trusted his
judgement to a degree, so when there were strategy groups, often Stephen would be in
there and giving advice and often having his advice taken.
-

-

RJ
While you said that the proposal for Stephen to be a member of caucus
was fiercely resisted and didn't get anywhere, I'm just wondering about the public
reaction if it had got somewhere.
PEARCE
I'm with you; I don't think it would have been good, but the party resisted
it. I say the party, it never got to party, and I don't know that it ever got to be a public
discussion, but it certainly got raised when the party conference was coming up and it
was when I say "knocked on the head", a group of people opposed that very strongly,
and it was not proceeded with. I think people saw the wisdom of not going ahead with
that.
-
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RJ
To get back to the decision over the royal commission, you said that if
Carmen had not called one, the view was that the Liberals would, but you're not so
sure they would have. Surely they would have. Surely you could not have avoided this?
PEARCE
They would have been in government; they might have. That was Jeff
Carr's view. I don't know that anyone else argued that. Jeff argued that in the Cabinet,
and I think it's a legitimate view. I don't say it wasn't, but when you look back at what
actually happened when they called a royal commission into Carmen, maybe they
would have. My thinking was, well, really, why would you bother? You're in
government then, and you got in, and you've got more important things to do than run
inquiries into the previous lot, and anyway you're asking for trouble, because it's all
very well to say, "Okay we're going to have a royal commission into our predecessors";
it's never been done before, but you're just waiting for all those people sitting in the
Labor Party in four years or eight years' time eight years as it turned out they're
going to get back into government, and they'll have an inquiry into you. That could
become the standard thing, if you like. You run a royal commission over the previous
government to see what dirt you can come up with in order to damage that party for as
long as you possibly can. It's a bad practice, I think.
-

-

RJ
But, Bob, this was a little different. Things were going badly wrong and
the state's money was in trouble. Surely, you know, this is not your normal situation.
PEARCE
I must say having been through it, Ronda, I'm a bit defensive of that
proposition. They weren't normal times that's true but people focus in on the
government because of the royal commission. But you look at what happened. Every
state government ran into a similar problem to Western Australia in trying to deal with
the '80s, and they weren't really problems of the government's making. Everywhere
across Australia entrepreneurs were flying. The freed-up financial system that the
Hawke-Keating government did meant that financial institutions were suddenly more
flush with money; there were more of them; there was more competition in the
marketplace; and banks had got out of their normal precautionary approach to working
on the basis of turnover rather than of managing risk. They'd gone to, like, a different
thing, and the net result of that was, for example, I think I mentioned the state bank of
Western Australia, the R&l Bank, lost well over $100 million in that period without any
help from the government; they did it all on their own. If you look at just other banks,
like Westpac, my own bank, they lost over $1 billion in the '80s, all on their own,
without any assistance from government
dramatically greater losses than were
incurred by a state government, and all of the other state governments ran into trouble.
John Bannon had to quit in the end over the State Bank of South Australia, which again
was nothing to do with him. Bannon's a friend of mine; I think I mentioned he was the
president of the National Union of Australian University Students the year before I was,
and I always felt really sorry for him over the state bank, because they'd put in
business people to run the bank. I think the business people lied to them about the
situation that it was in, but in the end it was Bannon who carried the weight of that.
-

-

-

What happened with governments at the end of the '80s was they really tried to deal
with, manage, prop up, a dramatically deteriorating financial situation which had
fundamentally been brought about by the financial institutions. When you look at the
losses that were incurred the so-called WA Inc losses they were all to do with that.
They were all to do with trying to prop up Western Australia's either financial
institutions, if you start with the Rothwells bank or the Teachers Credit Society, or they
were to try to stop the freefall amongst the Western Australian conglomerates built
around people like Holmes a Court and Bond; Holmes a Court particularly because he
was the one that went broke first.
-

-

In retrospect, I think you can probably say the mistake was made in moving the
defence of banks into defence of people like Holmes a Court. We probably should have
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just stepped back and let it go, but I reckon, given all the weight of circumstances, if we
had not defended Rothwells, if the government washed its hands and said that's all to
do with private enterprise, let it work it out, there would have been a crash of a much
greater magnitude in Western Australia, and an awful lot of people would have lost
their money. To this day, I run into people who say to me, "Thank you for the Teachers
Credit Society", because an awful lot of ordinary Western Australians had their money
in that. It was less the case with Rothwells because it was a different sort of a bank, but
if the pressure had gone on all the building societies, for example, not maybe the big
banks, but the building societies might have been the next in line to cop it, then there
could have been a crash of substantial proportions. That was where the losses, if you
like, were incurred. I think some of the things that were done to try and particularly hold
up the Holmes a Court thing probably in retrospect were mistakes and they were
costly, but in terms of what else cost in the '80s, they were minor. You paid much more
to your bank to pay for the losses that they incurred than you ever paid to pay off the
losses of WA Inc.
It wasn't really that that got us into strife. The difficulty, I think, in the public mind this
was the other forecast I made when I opposed the royal commission I said, "The
fundraising will kill us when it comes out about how much money got raised in those
times, and just the size of the thing." I just knew about one amount. I was not involved
in the fundraising, but I knew that Lang Hancock had given us, I think, $300 000. I
know that because Brian Burke, after he left office, asked me to come to a lunch that
he was setting up with Hancock and a few other people, and he mentioned to me in the
phone call that it would be good to show some support for Lang at lunch because he
had put $300 000 into the party.
-

-

RJ

It actually came out in the Royal Commission as $1 million.

PEARCE
occasion.

Well, the amount that he told me was $300 000, on that one particular

RJ

Yes, I believe you

PEARCE
I don't dispute that. The figures were very large. I just said "Look, noone's going to believe that someone gave $300 000 to the party, or more than that, out
of the goodness of their hearts." In a way they did, but they weren't connected to direct
favours. It was not, "I give you $300 000 for this, and you get that", as far as I know,
and the Royal Commission never alleged that it was, I might say, done like that, but
people are never going to believe it. But again, it's hard these days to reconstruct the
ethos of that time and what some of those people were like.
Hawke came over here and raised some millions of dollars at a lunch with all of them.
They sat around and they had to go around the table, as I remember, and say how
much they were kicking in: "Mine's bigger than yours" sort of thing; you know, "here's
my half million; here's my half million" and that's what it was like in those days. I
remember Dowding saying to me, when he was first Premier, that he had to go up and
put the hard word on Bond and others for $1 million to run that campaign about "Peter's
working", to get it going, and those people supported our government because they
thought, well, things are going really well and here was a government that was in tune
with that. That's the reason people give to governments. They probably saw
themselves doing well out of the climate that was being created. That's what hurt us, I
think, more than the actual losses. I lived through that. I was in the government in all of
that time. I was never much touched by any of the things that happened there. But I
must say that I think the ballyhoo about WA Inc is much greater than the reality.
RJ
Just as you've raised it, according to the Royal Commission findings,
Laurie Connell, John Roberts, Dallas Dempster, Yosse Goldberg, Lang Hancock and

PEARCE
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Warren Anderson had donated around $2.855 million, and Alan Bond $2 million, and
Lang Hancock $1 million, and the claim was that some of it was pocketed for Burke's
own use. So there were considerable sums involved.
PEARCE

I'm not suggesting that they're not, Ronda.

RJ

I know you're not. I know you're not, yes....

Absolutely not, but you've got to remember we are talking about a time
PEARCE
when people used to talk in thousands of dollars, and suddenly they're talking in
millions of dollars, and it flowed through at every level. The Libs were upset about it
because they had been used to having the bulk of the money, the fundraising, and we
weren't.
There's never really been a proper discussion in my view about these things. A point I
made myself in the discussion at the meeting I was at was to do with Richard Court. I'm
not suggesting anything is corrupt about Richard he's a straight and honest person
but when he was campaigning for the 1993 election, he was working hard to get the
mining community on side. It's a matter of public record that the mining community
agreed to put in some hundreds of thousands of dollars to Richard's campaign on the
basis that he would speed up the approvals process for mines. I think speeding up the
approval process is a good thing to do but what is this? It's, "We'll give you money
here if you have that policy for us there." I mean, come on, how is that different in
principle from someone who comes and says, "Look, I want to build a block of flats
over there, but the planning laws don't allow it. Can you change the planning laws, and
here's a million bucks for your campaign."
-

-

That part never happened in our government. I was planning minister for half the time
that we were in government, very close to half the time and as I said before, I was
NEVER, EVER approached for a bribe; I was NEVER, EVER leaned on by Burke or
any of the fundraisers to do a favour for anybody.
Brian asked me on one occasion to meet with Alan Bond, who had a raft of approvals
processes that he thought he had trouble with. I went and had a meeting with him. He
had 10 or a dozen things that he wanted. He went through them one by one by one by
one, and I looked at them all, and I rejected every last one of them, except for one
thing, and that was that, on appeal, I upheld a change in the entrance to Observation
City, which was designed to be on West Coast Highway that was where the designed
entrance was they wanted to put it around the corner into whatever that side street is
called, because they thought having an entrance on.... No, I've got it the wrong way
around; it was the other way, I think. It was supposed to be on the side street, and we
put in on the main road whichever way it was. I looked at all the facts and I thought
he's right about that, and I took advice on it, and so we allowed him to change the
entrance position to Observation City. All the other things that he wanted, like rezoning
arrangements for not the Hurling ham, but whatever that hotel used to be down in he
had a hotel site down in Applecross, just along from Heathcote there, that he wanted all
sorts of planning concessions for, and we didn't give him any of those things. No-one
said boo about my making that decision.
-

-

-

-

-

The planning minister after me was Kay Hallahan, who was as straight as a die, and
after her, David Smith, who was straight as a die as well. I don't have any doubt or
suggestion that any of them had done anything. Planning is one of the areas where
corruption very quickly comes into government because planning ministers, effectively,
with the stroke of a pen, change the zoning of a property that could change its value by
millions of dollars.
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While this was going on, people would talk to me come up in my electorate and say,
"We're just worried about this government. We think you're honest, Bob, but tell us, is
the rest of the government corrupt?" I suppose they might have thought I was too, but
they weren't going to say it to my face. I would say, "Well look, I can't tell for everybody,
but what I know is this, I'm planning minister, I've been planning minister, no-one's ever
approached me and offered a bribe. I've never had anyone make this. I've never had
any of the fundraisers come to me and say You've got to do this for X because he's
kicked in a million bucks to the party." I've never been a believer in that aspect of it.
-

This is the way I think it happened. I think what would happen, big decisions would be
made: for example, the casino was one we picked up. I can instance that because that
was a subject of a special investigation by the Royal Commission and they gave the
government a clean bill of health with regard to the casino. There was no corruption
about that, but Dallas Dempster, who was one of the contributors that you pointed to,
put in a lot of money into the Labor Party, but I think what happened with Dallas was
that he was one of a number of people who put up to get the casino. A rigorous and
proper process was gone through and Dallas's proposal was the best. He got it.
After he'd got the decision, the fundraisers went around to see him and said, "Listen,
Dallas, this is a bit of a demonstration of what a good government you've got, how
about some money for the Labor Party." He put it in, but he didn't have to. He'd
already got the decision, so there wasn't a link there, and secondly, if Dallas hadn't got
it, if Fred Smith had got it, or Ronda Jamieson had got it, the fundraisers would have
come around and seen Fred Smith or Ronda Jamieson to say, "What about a
contribution?", but you see it's not required. It's not corrupt in that sense, but I can see
people saying, "Well they're people who have dealt with government, and they've got to
favour, but what that ignores is, in those days there was no public funding of elections
so all elections were run on donations. Well, who do you approach? If you only
approach people who don't have anything to do with government and, if so, why will
they kick in? If you're in the Labor Party, you get some money from the unions; the
Libs get their money from business, but there are people who put in. It's a system, if
you like, that's open to abuse at every level, whether it be Richard Court in the mining
thing or whatever, but that's the system that we have.
-

The mistake we made was raising too much. If those people had put in $50 each, noone would have said boo. It was the amount of money, but you know, Ronda, that was
the prediction I made when we called the royal commission. I said to Cabinet the
donations will kill us, because no-one is going to believe in those figures. They're too
big. But that was the era that we lived in.
To look at just a couple of the conclusions of the Royal Commission:
RJ
when it came to the acquisition of Northern Mining Corporation in '83, of course the first
year of the Burke government, "The Commission has found that Mr Burke's conduct in
the acquisition of Northern Mining, the first of his government's entrepreneurial
projects, was improper in several respects. The deal was conducted with a degree of
naivety which reflected the inexperience of the relatively recently elected Burke
government." Burke took personal charge, "which resulted in the decision by Cabinet
approving the acquisition." When the decision was made Cabinet was "unaware of the
unsuitability of the firm, [L R] Connell & Partners to advise the Government on a
proposal of such complexity. Nor was it informed that [L R] Connell & Partners were
acting as agents for the vendor, Bond Corporation, and that [L R] Connell & Partners
would receive a fee from Bond Corporation, in relation to the sale." Burke knew but
chose not to tell Cabinet colleagues which was considered "grossly improper". The
Commission pointed out that the introduction of ministerial advisers had broken down
the ability of a department head "to call on his or her experience of the system", and it
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indicated "the risks associated with the practice of the Government in its use of
advisers."'
PEARCE
One of the problems with the Royal Commission is that they did not
have a good understanding about how government works at all. I don't remember
reading that bit about Northern Mining, and I wasn't particularly involved in it except as
a Cabinet minister, but I think it underlines a whole raft of that aspect. The fact that the
decision may, in their view, have been naïve, doesn't make it improper. That's the first
thing. In fact, if you listen to all of that, the only bit that you might say was improper was
that Burke knew something that was material that he didn't tell Cabinet. That would be
improper; I accept that, but of the rest of that, none is actually improper. It's really a
judgement that the Royal Commission is making about how they think it should have
been done.
It was one of the issues I raised with the Cabinet, if I can go back to that, when we had
that issue about separating out what was illegal against what was improper, because
my argument was that whatever they say is illegal is testable; it is accountable; there is
a system for dealing with that, but otherwise it's just people's opinions. They are saying
that their opinion is that we shouldn't have done that, but the Northern Mining thing, if I
remember correctly that was the diamond business the Kimberley diamonds?
-

RJ

-

I'm not sure.

PEARCE
I'm pretty sure that it is. Maybe I'm going to get a number of things
confused, but I don't think so. I think in essence what happened in Northern Mining was
the company had committed to build a town as part of the deal that they were going
through. They told us this is what was reported in Cabinet that they had been given
a nod and a wink by Sir Charles Court that although that was in the proposal, they
would be let off it; they would never have to do it. Let me say two things about that. We
were told in Cabinet that that was the case, but we would only know that because the
company would have told Burke or somebody else, so we'd have to take the
company's word for it; it may not be true. I am not suggesting that Sir Charles Court did
that, but he might have; you don't know. All sorts of things go on in politics, but there is
certainly too much hearsay in that to take that as gospel, but that was the proposition
that was put.
-

-
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In any event, they wanted to get out of having to build a town because of
the cost. They wanted to continue the fly-in fly-out arrangement that they were using. In
that negotiation, Burke insisted that they'd have to pay the state effectively a
compensation for not having to go ahead with the commitment that they'd made to the
state, and the way that was dealt with was the spinning off of a proportion of that
holding. I think it was five per cent of the diamond thing into, I think, Northern Mining,
and then it was set up as a diamond trust. I just hope I'm not confusing two different
things here, but that's my recollection of how that went, and then that was just sold off
to people as well.
There was actually a philosophical basis to the things we were doing; it is actually
explained by me in John Hamilton's book Burkie. He quotes me quite [extensively]. It
was on the basis of here was a big state like Western Australia, a lot of resources, a lot
of rich stuff going on, but not benefiting Western Australians because all of the taxes
that get raised (not quite the royalties, but all the other taxes that come from the mining
companies) [makes flying through air noise] straight off to Canberra and the state never
saw them. But we've got a big state, small population, big infrastructure needs and if
we're going to meet them properly and do the sorts of things that the Labor government
wanted to do, the taxation base was too small.
But there wasn't any real prospect for enlarging it unless you're going to put a really
heavy weight on Western Australians, and so the trick was to say "Okay; what's a way
of getting into some of the money that's being made in these big projects in the mining
area?" I can't remember the precise set of terms that we used to explain that, but it
was really corporatism that we're going to make Western Australians part shareholders
in the operations that were going on. The government was going to conk in there and
that had two advantages. One, it would give you inside a clearer view of what the
situation actually was financially for those companies, because it was a view of the
Labor Party, of our government, that Sir Charles had given away a lot of the state
resources very cheaply; that is, in order to get projects going, royalties had been struck
at a very low level in world terms, and that we were not confident that the Western
Australian taxpayers were getting a fair return. So the argument was put, "Look, if the
state effectively has a five per cent holding in these things, or whatever, some of the
money comes back to the state as a potential shareholder in that and you get a window
into the real financial operations of the company so you can be clear that it's paying a
fair dividend to the state in a more direct sense."
I suppose the counter argument with that, which was the one that was put in the Royal
Commission, is that's just really dangerous because if you get the state involved in that
way, they become a partner in all the potential problems, and maybe, in retrospect, that
second view probably overweighs the first. But the government went into those things
with honest intentions in terms of how that worked.
I'm not sure if I've really explained the Northern Mining thing properly or well, but that's
the way we went about it, and there wasn't any secret about it; that was our approach.
People said that in speeches. I put it into Hamilton's book as a way of thinking. It came
from Burke that line of thinking and it was interesting for us because, as I said to you
before, when we had the discussion amongst ourselves in that gang of five about who
was to be the leader, Burke or Bryce, most of us thought Bryce was the thinker and
Burke was the operative, but when it came into it, Burke had thought about a lot of
these things. He had a different view of it than the rest of us and a more unusual view,
a less orthodox view, about these sorts of things. I was actually quite impressed by that
because, hang on, we are thinking about how to deal with the problems of finding
money to be a government that can do stuff in the modern era. I felt that particularly
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because I was Education Minister and I was forever being cramped by not having
enough money to do the things that were needed. I'd get people coming up
complaining. I had parents bringing disabled kids into my office to say, "Look, what can
you do for him?" I would say, "Well, I can only do for him what I can do for every other
disabled kid in the state, and that's not all that much." So I had a particular set of
reasons, I suppose, for wanting to see the state's financial basis expanded in that way,
so I was a supporter; I was a supporter of that approach.
Just to come back to the Connell business. I think it's true that there was certainly in
the early stages a level of naivety amongst all of us in the way that we dealt with some
of those people. Whether that was as bad as it looked at the end I think they got
worse over time as well. If you think back to the public attitude to people like Holmes a
Court and Bond in those days, it was almost adulatory. You could have made them
Governor or Prime Minister or whatever at the time, particularly when Bond won the
America's Cup. But Holmes a Court too. He's a Western Australian and suddenly
taking over all these huge enterprises and people thought, gee, good on him. I think in
an article I wrote in the West when Brian Burke got jailed, I said in those days to be a
Western Australian, suddenly from being a little outpost, like Western Australians could
do anything, so that was a bit of the attitude. And we shared that. There's no doubt
about that. Connell was not quite in the same league as the others but, I think for many
of us, we only realised how bad those people were when we got the Malcolm
McCusker report into the Rothwells stuff and we realised the sort of quite dishonest
practices that had been going on there. That led us into quite a different view of how
things were, but by that stage we were enmeshed in trying to pull the state out of the
mess. I think I explained earlier in the tapes about how David Parker's way of dealing
with the PICL plant was one plan that worked out badly as it turned out, but it was a
brave effort to try and rescue a poor situation.
-

RJ

And you have explained that last time, yes.

PEARCE
It's one of those things, isn't it? When the ship is sinking, you can't
afford to let it go down, but often the things you have to do actually make it go down
faster. You just have to take the risk in those circumstances. Most people who criticise
us really are saying, "Well, you should have done nothing. You should have just sat
back and watched it happen." What's the government for?
RJ
You did cover PICL last time, but amongst the findings of the Royal
Commission, they referred particularly to the Cabinet meeting in July '88 that
authorised Grill to sign a memorandum of understanding over PICL, and the report
says they are satisfied that Dowding "did not explain the close connection between the
purchase price being paid for PICL and the size of the problem at Rothwells. Nor did he
explain that the Government was deliberately building up the value of PICL by a
support mechanism and guarantee. Cabinet may well have reached a different view if
the real position had been explained. We regard this failure as improper."'
PEARCE
That is simply wrong. That is simply wrong. There was a very clear
understanding of the way the PICL value was being inflated, but it was a deliberate
strategy. There was quite a discussion about it at the Cabinet. The reasoning was, that
the.... See if I can put it like this: the reasoning was that we got to the stage where
there was thought to be, I think, a $300 million hole in Rothwells. We'd gone through
several stages in our thinking about Rothwells again. I want to say, I was on the
Cabinet budget subcommittee by this time, but I was not involved in any direct way, so
what I am reporting is what happened in the Cabinet generally and some of the bye the
bye discussion I might have been involved in but I was never in the key decisionmaking group so I was never any more informed about what was happening in
1
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Rothwells than the general Cabinet was, but this was the situation. First off, when
Rothwells first ran into trouble, the claim was made, not just by Rothwells, but by
-

RJ

You have covered this last time

PEARCE

Okay, I won't do it again; okay. I need to give you a context.

RJ

And then the auditors had let you down too because

PEARCE

We thought it was just a liquidity problem; okay.

RJ

Yes.

-

-

PEARCE
Then it moved onto the fact that we thought that the liquidity problem
was ongoing because there was a lack of confidence. Then it got down to the view that
there was, there being a much tighter look at it, a $300 million hole in the middle of
Rothwells, that there were $300 million worth of bad loans and the bank would never
be stable until they were got rid of. We thought, well, Connell is the one who has
created that situation, so Connell effectively can pay for that. He was going to pay for it
by having the PICL project taken off him, and that was the basis where the state was.
David Parker had got a valuation to say that the PICL project is worth this much as a
project; if you had to sell it to somebody else, you would have got that much money for
it. Connell and Dempster hadn't paid that much for it, but that's life, isn't it? You come
up with an idea, you set up a project, you have the parameters, you sell it on to
someone else, and they pay for all the work and the ideas and stuff that you've done
and then they turn that into a profitable enterprise. Parker had a valuation of PICL that
supported the price that was paid for it, but it was to be paid in an imbalanced way so
that Connell got the bulk of the money and that was to be used to pay out the hole in
Rothwells, you see. People were very clear that the money wasn't to go to Connell; it
was to sort out Rothwells.
What we didn't know (because there was always something you didn't know in this
business) is most of those $300 million bad debts were actually made to Connell
himself in an indirect way, so we were really paying off his debt to his own bank. He'd
been just syphoning off huge sums of money from that through various means, so we
weren't, until the Royal Commission, I think, probably completely clear about that
aspect of it, or maybe the McCusker report was the one that told us about that. But for
all that, that was the understanding.
Now, there was a discussion in the Cabinet about whether or not we should deal with
that openly or not; that is, in buying the PICL, whether the connection should be
publicly made with the Rothwells situation or whether it shouldn't. I don't have a good
recollection of how that argument went, or indeed how it came out, but I think it came
out on the basis that we wouldn't make the connection between the two in a public
sense. I've got a feeling that I argued that we should in that there was a neat
demonstration about we'd sort of solve two problems with the one go, but I might be
wrong in that. The Cabinet certainly knew that and there was a discussion about that;
there was a discussion about how that might be dealt with.
RJ
So how, if people gave evidence to the Commission along the lines that
you've just given, can they come to that finding?
PEARCE
I don't know what evidence people gave, but that's my clear recollection
of what the situation....
RJ

Did you give evidence?
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PEARCE

Look, I don't remember that I did on that particular section, Ronda. I
PEARCE
went down several times to give evidence to the Royal Commission, but they tended to
call people in on areas in which they had been more directly involved.
One of the troubles is.... I have to be quite clear about this. One of the problems with
going to the Royal Commission was it was very hard to remember what had happened,
not so much in terms of the general run of things, but in terms of the specifics. A lot of
fun was made of people who kept saying, "I don't recall" and the suggestion that people
were just pretending they couldn't remember in order to cover embarrassing things. I'm
not saying that didn't happen, but you see I made a point myself. I was in the
government for 10 years. For 10 years there was a Cabinet meeting every Monday
morning, give or take, so it's 10 years worth of Monday mornings one after one after
one. So when I'm in the Royal Commission in 1991 and the guy says, "Tell me about
the Cabinet meeting of April the 12th 1984." Well, who's to know? I've absolutely no
recollection of that day. I can remember the sequence of events, but I couldn't always
put it in....
-

And sometimes you remember things but you put them in the wrong context. I
remember one thing that I was quite certain there was a discussion about an issue. I
was quite certain it had taken place at Cabinet, but some of the other ministers just
disagreed with that. And when I thought about it long and hard, do you know where it
had taken place? There'd been a discussion about it over supper at Parliament one
night with three or four of us sitting around the table having a cup of coffee at nine
o'clock at night while the House was sitting and we went through that, but they were
mostly ministers who were talking. We went through the particular bit, as happens in
that situation. Because it was in the context of what was going on in Cabinet and they
were mostly from Cabinet, I thought it was a Cabinet meeting, but when I went back in
my own mind, I thought, no, that's actually.... I think that is probably how it has
occurred. So it is relatively easy, I think, to remember a sequence of events but you
can't always tie them down to specific meetings.
What these guys had this is what they had. They had all the Cabinet minutes but you
see the Cabinet minutes are not anywhere near comprehensive. What they are is the
papers which get put up making a case and a decision gets recorded, so there's not
much there in terms of what actually is in the Cabinet minute. A couple of years after
this (maybe or two or three after I was out of Parliament) I gave a speech to Labor
lawyers about the Royal Commission in which I made some of the points I've made in
the course of our interview about how I saw the thing in a more philosophical way and
Michael Barker, who was one of the lawyers for the Royal Commission who actually
dealt with the section that got me into trouble; that is, the bit about
-

-

RJ

Teachers Credit

PEARCE
Teachers Credit; that's right, and led to my resignation. Just by the side,
one of the things he said to me was, "We're very surprised that you resigned. We didn't
think that was very significant; we were just very surprised." I said, "Michael, that just
demonstrates what I've said all along, you knew nothing about politics because in a
situation like that, a royal commission makes a finding, what can you do?" I never had
a feeling that they had a good understanding.
It was a strange sort of sociological thing because we used to feel at a real
disadvantage because all of a sudden you'd lose all your files. The Royal Commission
would take all your files away. You couldn't make reference to stuff to find out.... get the
background clear in your own mind because they had all your documents and they
wouldn't give them to you, except on one occasion, for example. I turned up, I think, on
the casino. I asked.... as I came to the door a woman gave me a pile of documents that
thick (for the record, that's about three inches thick) and she thrust them into my hand
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and said, "Look, they might want to ask you about these when you get in there." And I
said, "Hang on a minute; you give me 30 seconds as I walk through there to read a pile
of documents that thick? Keep them, If they want to ask me about them, they can give
me the document and give me time to read it."
But when you talked to Michael, you could see they saw it quite differently. They saw
themselves as the side of a little group of three or half a dozen men in white capes, a
little superhero gang gathered there with all the resources of the state marshalled
against them desperately trying to winkle the truth out of this gang of crooks, and that's
how they saw it. They had a preconception about a lot of things and I know they did it
in my own particular case. I'm sure I've gone through this again. They went out of their
way to find that I'd behaved improperly, though I'd given them a perfectly credible and
logical and, in effect, true explanation of what had occurred and they couldn't
disbelieve 95 per cent of it because all the other evidence backed it up but they wanted
to disbelieve the last little five per cent so they could say it was an improper thing.
That's why Michael was surprised that anyone had taken any particular notice of it.
They just wanted to give me a little slap across the wrist or the face for that and I think
in many cases what they've done is they've looked at a set of circumstances and
they've jumped to the conspiracy theory first.
There's a lot of mistakes in what the Royal Commission has done according to my
knowledge of events in other areas I can't say and they certainly had a lot of time
and a huge amount of resources but the conclusions in many ways are their own and
they're not always supported by the evidence.
-

-

Julian Grill, likewise, who got fingered by the Royal Commission, approached me to
take them to court. He had a good, strong case he thought against the findings that
were made against him. He thought I had myself and he suggested that we should take
a joint case. I said, "Look, not in the least bit interested. What's happened to me has
happened. I'm not getting back into Cabinet. I'm not going to go through a year and pay
out $250 000 to get that decision of the Royal Commission reversed because it's not
going to make the slightest bit of difference to public opinion. It's all past as far as I'm
concerned." And in the end, Julian dropped it, but he was keen to pursue that and I
think it's right that an awful lot of the findings that they made wouldn't have held up
under a proper legal process.
RJ
It's interesting what you've just raised because according to Peachment
(this is not the Royal Commission's finding; this is Peachment) Julian.... there's a
chapter by
-

PEARCE

By Julian; yes, that's right.

RJ
Julian in that book. Julian Grill in writing of this time disagreed with the
commissioner's conclusion that Cabinet was not fully informed. This is about the
SECWA contracts and so on. 'Sadly, for several cabinet members" (this is quoting
Julian) "some financial-technical matters were beyond their intellectual competence or
experience. Others simply relied on the judgment of the premier and the deputy
premier. However, there has never been any doubt in my mind that cabinet was fully
informed on all of the important aspects of Rothwells and PICL (I'm sorry; I'm wrong in
saying SECWA) "in all the important aspects of Rothwells and PICL, before cabinet
decisions were taken."' What do think of that assessment and his comment about the
lack of intellectual competence or experience of some Cabinet members?
-

PEARCE
Well, let me start.. ..l've really in a sense already answered that question
before you asked it
-
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Yes.

PEARCE
because I've taken exactly the same view of the PICL thing as Julian
has. He was much more involved in it because, I think, as I mentioned to you, that I
would come into the meetings at the Cabinet budget subcommittee and David Parker
and Peter Dowding and Julian would be plotting what they were doing, because they
had the portfolios that dealt with that; I didn't. I was Transport and Planning Minister; I
wasn't so directly involved, so Julian would know much more about the inner workings
of that than I did and a lot of the stuff that was happening, particularly the propping up
of Rothwells (that is, the transferring of money in there to keep it going) wasn't done
with the Cabinet approval; it was done just by the ministers, but I don't think anyone
has ever suggested anything different with regard to that.
-

In terms of the PICL, my recollection of it is exactly the same as Julian's but I perhaps
wouldn't be quite so harsh in terms of the Cabinet at that stage. If you thought the
Cabinet was bad then, it certainly got a whole lot worse later on, but this is the thing.
People go there, they come with their own perspective, they've got their own Cabinet
minutes up, they've got their own issues to argue about, the minutes have been sent
out, so you get them mostly to read over the weekend before, and most people, I think,
would read the minutes through, but the bits they remember are the bits they were
involved with themselves.
I was not all that long ago caught up in a court case on some of this stuff, and this was
the point I made. The bits that YOU are involved in, you tend to remember. Where
YOU made the speech, you tend to remember that bit, but you don't necessarily
remember what everyone else did. It particularly came to light when that business of
the stamps and my own office problems which we discussed earlier came up because
what we had done had been based on a report which Peter Dowding had given to the
Cabinet but by the time it came up, Dowding had gone. I went back and I said to
Cabinet, "Listen, there's all sorts of stuff going on here, but you'll remember that" and I
went through that and there were blank faces everywhere. David Parker remembered
it. He had a very good memory, David. David remembered it very clearly. He and I
were the only two that had a good.... maybe he had an interest in that. Most of the
others said, "I vaguely remember something about that." This was only weeks before,
or months before anyway. It was not a long time away, but if you're not involved in it,
you tend not to remember.
It might well be that by the time they got down to tors at the Royal Commission, a lot of
Cabinet members just simply didn't remember and they'd say, "I don't remember that
coming up." They weren't so directly involved. It was detailed stuff, but people came in
and gave briefings on that. It wasn't just a question of David doing it; they brought
officers in, as often happened. They'd come in and stand in court and your chance
would go up, and often it was detailed and complex and people wouldn't switch off
precisely; they wouldn't necessarily be across it. You'd listen and those that could
understand would follow, but those who weren't would listen enough to think, "Okay;
that's kosher" or they'd look to see what Julian said or the Premier said. I think Julian's
judgement's a bit harsh, but in essence he's not wrong in saying that if ministers were
coming in and saying, "That never came up at Cabinet", what they meant was "I don't
remember that coming up at Cabinet."
RJ
And what do you think of the comment that "the government not only
maintained secrecy from the public on matters of the public interest unrelated to
security, but both the premier and deputy premier were found to have maintained
secrecy between both them and the remainder of cabinet on serious financial matters,
and in so doing actively misled their cabinet colleagues. When questioned on this
during the WA Inc royal commission, Deputy Premier Parker defended the actions,

TAPE SEVENTEEN SIDE A

PEARCE

230

'saying government worldwide is built upon the basis of concealment', a judgment the
commissioners described as a profound misconception of the proper role of
government."'
PEARCE
I think David probably went a bit overboard with that particular comment,
but I don't know if you remember Harold McMillan, who was the 'winds of change'
Prime Minister, once was quoted as saying (I think David may have had that in mind
when he made the comment) that very often the way you have to achieve something in
government is by saying that you're doing something else. It's not David Parker who
invented that approach.
I must say, the royal commissioners had a very substantial misconception about a lot of
this stuff, because when you go into Cabinet, the first thing you do is put your hand up
and you swear to the Governor that you'll keep secret what happens in Cabinet; it's the
first thing that you do. There's a reason for that and the reason is a lot of the things that
were dealt with in Cabinet have potential financial implications outside and if somebody
were to know about it, then they'd get an immediate advantage. The reason why the
Treasurer's not allowed to say anything about the budget and if he does, he has to
resign is for that same reason. There's a whole raft.... If people become inside traders
in government stuff, then there's a big advantage to them, and that's what the whole
Corruption Commission inquiry that's going on in this state at the moment is all about;
it's all about that precise thing.
The royal commissioners seemed to have a view that there's some sort of absolute
requirement that everything that goes on in government should be a matter for public
announcement, and I think that is not right. I can see people who in the future might
listen to this or read this shrinking from that proposition, but I'm sorry, fellows, that's not
how it works. If everything is out in the public, you can't always do things which are
necessary to be done. It's the simple fact of it, and if you announce what you're trying
to do, then people who are opposing that get the inside run on trying to stop you from
doing it and a whole raft of others. It's just not how government works. There was a
time not all that long ago where governments ran off secrecy as a matter of course. Go
back and watch Yes Minister which, although it's a satire, works on exactly that aspect
that you can be open or you can have government. I think that's Sir Humphrey's line on
that. That's the natural course of government.
In the last couple of decades, we've come to a much more open process of having
access to government documents and the like, and I think that's a good thing. I don't
argue with that. But when David is saying that sometimes you do have to keep a level
of confidentiality about what you're doing in government, that is right. You deal with so
many things which just have confidential aspects to it. You know so much about
people's lives, for example. You're not able to just blurt out anything that you want. You
know so much about what's going on in financial stuff that puts a really heavy weight
on people.
I feel freer about talking about these Cabinet things because they're such a long time
ago; we haven't quite hit the 30-year rule yet, but we're not all that far off it for some of
these things. But I wouldn't have ever talked about these things when we were in
government. In fact, I had a phone call not long ago from Eric Ripper about the current
CCC stuff. We had a bit of a discussion about it and one of the things he reminded me
of was that even when he was first a backbencher, I wouldn't discuss some Cabinet
things with him, even though he was a backbencher, on the basis Cabinet stuff is
Cabinet and you can't just deal with that.
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David Smith: you remember David Smith? He actually made that proposition into the
Royal Commission into Carmen Lawrence. The royal commissioner wanted him to talk
about all the things going on in Cabinet and he said, "Well, I can't. I've sworn an oath
about that." And they threatened to send him to jail, but the judge was wrong in that
and David Smith was right. The trouble is in the current political climate, the executive
or the government don't insist on their rights in that area; they let the courts try to make
the rules. I think it is important in those areas for government to stand up for their
capacity to govern in that way. Cabinet secrecy is there for reasons, not for some royal
commissioner or individual judge to decide that the whole history of the Westminster
system's been wrong.
RJ
One of the other things that was said at the Royal Commission, they say
by senior members of former governments, that even answering parliamentary
questions was an "art form' designed to obscure rather than expose."' This was a
criticism of, again, this concealment thing. Now as the Leader of the House....
PEARCE
I have a very strong view about that. Look, I think you're obliged to
answer questions in Parliament truthfully. I think that's the first principle and that's well
accepted by every Parliament. If you don't, if you tell a lie in Parliament and you're
caught out, out you go. I don't have any argument with that. I think it's a really
important principle and the Parliaments accept that principle.
What the Royal Commission wanted to do was to turn that into a proposition: if
anybody raises any subject in the Parliament, you should tell them everything you
know about it. Now, that's not the parliamentary tradition. If someone asks you a
question.... people don't ask questions in Parliament out of idle curiosity. It's part of the
pushing and shoving, and if the opposition wants to use questions as a way of making
accusations, which is a very common way of doing things, then they have to get their
questions right, and if they don't get their questions right, you're not under any
obligation, in my view, to correct their question for them. You have to answer the
question that they ask truthfully, but you're not under any obligation to add extra
information that's not asked for and you're not under any obligation to correct a
question so that one that misses its mark will turn into one that's embarrassing for you.
Now, the Royal Commission seemed to think that you should do that. That is not right.
There's a famous case with Julian Grill. The Opposition got on to the business (Julian
was Transport Minister at the time) that the person who got appointed to be head of the
department of Marine and Harbours had been the best man at Julian's wedding, and
they got up and asked him the question: "is it true that this was the best man at your
wedding?" and Julian just said, "No", and sat down and that was it. It turned out a
couple of days later they got it the wrong way round; Julian had been the best man at
his wedding. I might have got that the wrong way round, but that's what happened. And
there was a lot of a fuss about that and Julian should have 'fessed up, but I don't
believe that he had. He answered the question truthfully; that's what he's required to
do.
Alston in the paper ran a very funny cartoon about Julian which had Julian as little
George Washington in his suit and his mother coming out the back and there's a cherry
tree lying flat on the ground and his mother saying, "George" or "Julian, did you chop
down the cherry tree with the axe?" and Julian saying, "No, mother" and thinks: "I
chopped it down with a chainsaw" and he's got a chainsaw hidden behind his back. I
thought it was a very funny comment on that, but in that instance the Opposition have
an obligation to get their questions right. If it's out in the general area, you're not
obliged to cough up. Again, the Royal Commission seemed to think that it's sort of idle
curiosity going on in question time, that it's not a parliamentary battle and that the
1
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government should go out of its way to help the Opposition embarrass the government.
That's not how it is and, in my view, it's not how it should be.
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RJ
After the Royal Commission, David Parker was jailed for perjury and that
was then overturned in the Supreme Court. What did you think of that process?
PEARCE
I don't have enough knowledge and understanding of the ins and outs of
individual cases or whether people were guilty or not; I suppose that's a question other
people want to know. I must say that the whole business of David in that always
seemed very doubtful to me every which way. When the Royal Commission came out
with the fact that David had $5000 or something in a satchel in his office, a lot of people
looked askance at that and I think even if there was a proper explanation for it, it was a
very unwise thing to have done. People wondered what the explanation of it was. For
all that, he was convicted on perjury for lying about why he had it but no-one could put
up an alternative explanation, so I always thought that was pretty poor, and he got off
on appeal.
In that stage, this was almost what happened. All sorts of stuff was brought against
people and they all got convicted and then they all got off on appeal. The problem was
in that kind of witch-hunt atmosphere that was around at the time, you'd front up before
a jury and you're dead. It happened to Tony Lloyd. It happened to Brian. It happened to
David. It happened to a raft of people. I don't remember a case in that time where an
appeal wasn't successful. The trouble was the person had normally served the
sentence by the time that their appeal was dealt with, so I think a lot of people were
very unfairly dealt with in those circumstances. People might say, "Well, David never
really successfully explained about that money" and I think there's a certain truth in
that, but I don't know that there was ever the evidence to convict him of perjury and the
appeal court agreed with that.
RJ
You've got Burke's trial and that one was not successfully appealed. He
was jailed for two years in June '94 for
-

PEARCE

He didn't appeal it at all, I don't think, on that particular one.

RJ
either.

For having, yes, having stolen $17 000. I saw no reference to an appeal

PEARCE
I could be wrong, Ronda. He served the term for that. He didn't appeal
that; he appealed the second one, which was about the use of the leader's fund and
that was upheld on appeal.
RJ
What did you think of the first one, though, jailed for having stolen
$17 000-odd from the false claims in the parliamentary imprest account and he served
seven months before his release on parole?
PEARCE

How much did you say $17 000?

RJ

$17 179 to be precise.

PEARCE

$70 000?

RJ

One, seven-17.

PEARCE

Thousand?

-

RJ
$17 179 from taxpayers between '86 and '88, four charges of having
made false representations to obtain moneys from the parliamentary imprest account.
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PEARCE
Again, I can't say people you're just not guilty of this; I just don't know
enough. I only actually remembered it being one and for a lesser sum, but I don't doubt
your explanation of it.
This is the situation: going back to Sir Charles Court's time there had been set up an
imprest account which was of some thousands of dollars that you could draw on over a
parliamentary term for interstate or overseas travel. Before that there'd been various
things you could get but they were specific. Charles Court put them all into a basket
and divvied them up amongst the members to give people a bit of capacity for study
tours and going to meetings and stuff like that.
The claim against Brian was that he had drawn money out of his imprest account to
pay for trips which had been met by the Premier's department, so he double-dipped, if
you like. I don't think there's too much doubt that that double-drawing took place.
Brian's explanation for it was that just in the way that the money was dealt with in his
office, it wasn't him that did those things and he wasn't sitting there looking after his
accounts. I think there's some truth in that. It's certainly the case that there were people
in his office who forged his signature on a whole raft of documents. I could pretty well
pick the real ones but a lot of it.... These days the Americans do it with signature
machines that do it on the printer, but people would sign letters and stuff for him. That
was his explanation and I guess you believe what you believe. In the circumstances, I
say when you're up, you got convicted no matter what the case was; everyone got
convicted. But my staff member was the only one that didn't in that whole time and that
case was subsequently dropped anyway.
Sometime later, after I was out of Parliament, I remember talking to a female journalist
from the West about some of the Brian Burke stuff and she raised the issue, as you
are, about that particular connection and I said, "Well, look," same as I'm saying to you,
"I don't really know about that. All I can say is that when you look at the trial, I know a
lot of people who were reasonably close to that who said that they did not think that the
case was made out" and she said to me, "You can count me in that camp and I
covered that trial for the West." So a lot of people had their doubts about it. Given
what's happened with Brian in more recent times people might be inclined to make a
harsher judgement. I never knew. You could see how it might happen by accident, as it
were. If it was made by the Corruption Commission, you get Carmen on that same
thing. You might know that.
RJ

It was $5000 in her case.

PEARCE

$5000 in her case.

RJ

Of her travel allowance.

PEARCE
And what she had done, but it is interesting. Do you mind if I detour into
that particular one?
RJ

Yes, sure.

PEARCE
Because it's an interesting demonstration of how things happen
because Carmen had been studying Italian and she was going off to study some
aspects of Italian politics. That's what she'd set herself to do and she'd booked her fare
and drawn the money out of her imprest account to pay for it. I don't know that she
actually bought the ticket. I don't know if she did or not; I think she probably hadn't at
that point. And then all of a sudden, zappo, Dowding's out, she's in, she's Premier,
doesn't get to take the trip, didn't pay the money back, it sat in her account, never got
used, she didn't spend it on anything else and her story was it just got interrupted and
she just never got around to tidying up. I suppose in the same category as Paul

TAPE SEVENTEEN SIDE B

PEARCE

235

Keating not putting in his tax. That thing with Keating caused so much trouble but
people just don't have any understanding of the kind of pressures you live under in
those circumstances. Although there's no excuse for not putting in your things, if you
know the lifestyle there, you can understand how these things happen.
In Carmen's case, I think it was quite straightforward. I don't think she ever intended to
misuse the money; it was just that she never got around to sorting that aspect of the
thing out. Maybe she thought she would still take it at some point. I have no idea what
her thinking was.
The Corruption Commission, as it was then established, got on to that and they wanted
to make an issue of it. I remember going into Carmen's office. I was Leader of the
House till then. Actually, I probably wasn't, you know; it was probably after I was out. It
was. They were going to make a thing of it. I got on to it because I wandered up into
the press gallery and Paul McGeough from the West was writing out the article that
there was a fight going on between the Director of Public Prosecutions and the
Corruption Commission about this particular thing. The Corruption Commission were
pressing for charges to be laid against Carmen and the Director of Public Prosecutions
looked at it and said there was nothing in it and there was a little battle going on about
the Corruption Commission couldn't lay the charges directly themselves; they had to
get the DPP to do it. There was a little battle going on; that's what Paul McGeough's
story was about.
I went down to let Carmen know the story was coming and she was clearly [unclear]
because she was in absolute panic about it. She was completely overwhelmed by that
particular story. It burst and caused a lot of commotion but it got finished. I was the one
that knocked it on the head because although I was not any longer Leader of the
House I was still probably our best speaker. I pointed out the problems over Carmen's
staff but Ross Lowe, who was a friend from debating days (remained a friend despite
our differences), came to me and said, "Look, we need you to get up and defend the
position of Carmen over this stuff that's going on."
What they'd tried to do was to get the Parliament to agree that they could put in their
report after Parliament stopped sitting. See, Parliament was running to December and
the election was due in February and they wanted.... Clearly, what they were setting
out to do was put an adverse report in on Carmen just before the election, but under
the act all they could do was table the report for Parliament so if they didn't table it
before Parliament rose, and they were in the last week of it, I think, they couldn't have
tabled it till after the election. They clearly wanted to do it before. Now, that's very
political stuff that is.
Anyway, Ross Lowe came around to me and said, '1 want you to take this up, make a
point to defend Carmen", so I go and defend Carmen and I rolled him. One of my
skills.... My speeches often were quite interesting in Parliament, if you don't mind me
boasting a bit, because I used to enjoy interjections, not just rolling out a speech. I like
a bit of toing and froing. I got into several interjections with Hendy Cowan, who was the
Leader of the National Party, in which Hendy Cowan let slip that he had had a phone
call from the retired judge who was the head of the Corruption Commission discussing
with him their desire to have Parliament extend the time for them to make a report so
they could report out of session. I said that's illegal because under the act he wasn't
allowed to speak to people like that; he had a job to do but that was forbidden. Anyone
was forbidden from dealing with that so it was actually in breach of his own act. There
was stunned silence and poor old Hendy tried to backtrack a bit on that but quickly out
of that he had talked to the Libs about it too, it came out, and there's suddenly a big
fuss in Parliament that the head of the Corruption Commission is acting illegally.

TAPE SEVENTEEN SIDE B

PEARCE

236

I didn't know what the fallout of that would be. What happened was every journalist in
the state then was on to the head of the Corruption Commission to find out (I can't
remember his name now) what he thought about the accusation and no-one could
reach him. One of the journos told me when he gets into trouble what he does (he had
a place down at Dunsborough or somewhere like that) he'd get in his car and head
down to Dunsborough and just disappear for a time and couldn't be contacted. No
phone down there so all of a sudden this guy just disappeared and when he got back
they put in a thing before the Parliament rose to say, no, they looked at the business
with Carmen and there was no problem, but that was me who did that.
RJ
You then have March '97 when Burke was jailed for three years on
multiple counts of stealing a total of $122 585 in campaign donations. He served six
months before the convictions were quashed on appeal by a two to one majority on the
grounds the money was Burke's to use as state leader as he saw fit. You told us in the
interview of 28 February that you gave evidence for Burke during that appeal which
helped him get the conviction overturned. I know we could go to the court records, but
what was your evidence?
PEARCE
I was just called in on the issue of who does the leader's fund money
belong to? The argument was, I think, how the leader's fund operated and whether it
was really a Labor Party account. It wasn't so much a government one; it was a Labor
Party account and I think I was supported in the view I took by Michael Beahan who
was the secretary of the party at the time and that was that the leader's account was
run separately from the Labor Party. The Premier raised the money and he used it to....
really it was his own slush fund. He raised the money, it went in there and he would
use it for funding marginal campaigns, but it was done on the basis.... I remember him
saying that he wasn't going to have that money going over to the party office because
he didn't trust the party office to spend it in the wisest political way and that was really
the only point on which I gave evidence; that is to say, it was not a Labor Party fund. In
that sense the leader's fund was the leader's fund. It was raised by the leader and the
leader spent it in the way that he thought was the wisest thing.
I don't remember the volume of money. The thing I particularly remember was the
issue of the stamp collection; that he used a proportion of it putting money into a stamp
collection. His claim was that he was assembling a stamp collection either for
presentation to the state or the Labor Party, I can't remember which, and so it was a
legitimate use in his terms in terms of how he saw it. People make their own
judgements about that, but in terms of the legality of it, the point that I made was right,
that the leader's fund was not a Labor Party fund in the sense that it was managed by
the Labor Party or that the Labor Party secretary or the Labor Party administrative
committee had any say over how it was used.
RJ

So why didn't that evidence come out in the original trial?

PEARCE

I don't know.

RJ

You know, someone spent six months in jail.

PEARCE
That's right. That is exactly right. A lot of the convictions in that time are
very suspect, not just that one; a lot of them were. Juries weren't asking too many
questions. The view was, largely because the Royal Commission was out there, that
the whole thing was crooked and corrupt so anybody who turned up, into the slammer.
A lot of it was pretty detailed sort of stuff about financial things. I've never..., that's not
right; it's wrong actually saying I've never been caught myself; I have been. But a
number of times I got caught and I'd never had anything to do with the law until I went
down [unclear].... The whole process is amazingly arbitrary. You've got no idea. You go
down there and you give your evidence, and you look at the jury and you can see half
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of them have got no idea what you're talking about. It's enough to rattle your faith, to be
quite honest, in our system, and that's why appeal courts are so important.
I got pulled in over that business of contempt of court which we mentioned in an earlier
one, but that was dealt with by the Supreme Court. That was a different thing
altogether. But I was not surprised that these people got convicted by juries and most
of them got overturned on appeal when the judges came to look at how they got
convicted in the first place. Maybe that was dealt with in the court and nobody paid
attention to it; I simply don't know.
RJ

And you clearly didn't give evidence in the original trial?

PEARCE

No, no.

RJ
Right. A recommendation of the Royal Commission was that there were
other measures on which there should be a full public consultation and it recommended
that a commission on government be established to carry out this function. There were
24 specified matters for that commission to investigate. Carmen Lawrence responded
immediately to the recommendations and on November 1992, 12 days after publication
of the report, outlined a response and included in that (legislation had already been put
together) the Commission on Government Bill. It didn't get through the Legislative
Council. There was a Freedom of Information Bill and an Electoral Amendment Political
Finance Bill.' I wondered about the discussion in Cabinet and caucus about those
recommendations and the action that Lawrence then proposed.
PEARCE
By that stage, we were just stuck in the avalanche basically. We got to
the point where.... Don't forget, at this stage we did not have a majority in either house.
Carmen had gone through that disastrous three ministers' thing. I was the Leader of
the House
-

RJ

Which you have covered, yes.

PEARCE
I had no majority in the lower house. We had no majority in the upper
house, very hostile climate and we were leading up to an election. Carmen's strategy
was throw everybody to the wolves. It didn't matter what the Royal Commission
recommended, we were always going to do it. If they'd come back and said "kill every
tenth child", we probably would have done that as well. That was where we were. No
holding up against it. That was where she argued with me right from the very
beginning. It's all out there; just we're doing everything, this is me cleaning up the
show. There was never any discussion that I remember about setting up the
Commission on Government, and to deal with those issues. Politically, I don't think you
could have done anything else at the time on that particular one.
Sorry; what were the others issues that you raised? Commission on Government was
one.
RJ

Freedom of Information and the Electoral Amendment Political Finance Bill.

PEARCE
The campaign donations Bill had actually been promised by Peter
Dowding for the 1989 election. It wasn't possible to get it together in a satisfactory way,
but to be quite honest about it, I held it up when I was Leader of the House. Dowding
had promised it for the election but it was put together with lots of holes. It was cobbled
together quite quickly for the election. I discussed it with Stephen Smith, who was a
party secretary at the time and who had to deal with it in a practical sense and it didn't
look like it was going to be a particularly good piece of legislation, so I just held it up
Alan Peachment, ed., The Years of Scandal, 2006, pp. 67 and 69.
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and it never got enacted before the 1989 election, but it was always there and being
worked on after that. It was put up for the 1993 election in a better form. There was
never any argument with that; that had been policy for a long time.
The third one was Freedom of Information. Now Freedom of Information was an
interesting one because it was being worked on largely by a woman called Darryl
Wookey who popped up later on as the one who split the Right in the battle between
Burke and Stephen Smith about who was going to nominate a candidate for Ballajura,
which was won by Stephen Smith and John D'Orazio. Darryl Wookey was the
opposition candidate, but she was a very bright young lawyer at the time she was doing
the legal thing, and David Smith was the minister in charge of it. David was a very
finicky, detailed sort of a person, and he and she spent a lot of time on that legislation
and it came back to Cabinet many times. I think there were separate meetings about
what should and shouldn't go in it.
It's a difficult thing, freedom of information, because we had the discussion about the
need for confidentiality and the need particularly to protect Cabinet records. One of the
things about it is you've got to.... It's a question of how honest you can be. In broad
terms I'm supportive of freedom of information, but I'm not overboard about it because
one of the things it does is it stops people from being honest. If you want a public
servant to give you honest advice about dealing with a Connell, for example, and just
cutting it back into those circumstances, for the Treasurer to come forward and say,
"Listen, minister, be careful; this bloke's a crook." You put that on the public record,
he'll sue. And it's happening now. A whole raft of things go on in government now to
get around the possibility that anything you do might be the subject of freedom from
information. I suppose that one point of view if you're an anarchist you'd say, "Oh, well,
that's good." That'd all be out in the open and then people can be responsible for
everything they say, but in those circumstances with the libel laws that we've got and
just the capacity to take it, even if there's not much in it, it puts restrictions on people.
We were always trying to look at what needed to be exempt and what didn't.
My role in that discussion was to say, "Listen, remember that we do not have a majority
in either house, so we're not going to make the decisions about this. If it's suggested it
should go in the Bill, put it in because it will save the trouble for the Parliament putting
in to our embarrassment at the time." So the Bill probably got to be a lot broader than it
might have been in another set of circumstances, but it was based on the fact that in
the end the government couldn't control it.
It makes me chuckle a bit when I hear people saying that the Freedom of Information
[Bill] is so restrictive. In the end, everything that anyone suggested got put in the
Freedom of Information Bill pretty well, unless they were really substantial reasons
because we didn't have a majority. The Opposition could have decided what went in
that and to an extent they did. In the end we put so much in that there wasn't a lot of
toing and froing about it in the Parliament, but a lot of things that in other circumstances
you might have not wanted to put in the Bill went in because we didn't have the
majority.
Can I just say a bit about the Commission on Government? I think I've said that in the
end you had to do it because there was a recommendation out of the Royal
Commission and no-one was standing up against the Royal Commission. Carmen's
strategy was to be more angry than anybody else, and say if the community's
disgusted, Carmen's twice as disgusted and going to do something about it. But I must
say I reckon that the Commission on Government, for all the money and effort and time
that went into that, was a real dog in terms of the results that it produced, and I think
(we might have had this discussion before on one of the tapes) it's to do with the whole
business of accountability. I think that what they were trying to find was looking at
where everything gets decided and find a way of making the decision-makers
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accountable for their decisions. But in order to do it, what they really suggested was
setting up a whole raft of processes which actually meant unaccountable bodies would
be created. That goes back to Lord Acton's dictum about all power corrupts, absolute
power corrupts absolutely, and so all they were doing was shifting it in a lot of their
propositions the unaccountability that they saw from a political process where there is
an accountability (it's accountability of the Parliament and the people) to unappointed
people or appointed people who weren't accountable to anybody. That is just an
absolute, in my view, recipe for the potential for corruption. I don't mean that people get
paid off, but the corruption of power and the way that you use it, even if you've only got
a little area. If you can be a Hitler or a little dictator in that area then it's just asking for
bad behaviour. I must say I thought that a lot of the stuff that came out of the
Commission on Government was really wrong headed.
A lot of it was to do with trying to make the public service independent, but the whole
purpose of government is to make sure that the public service isn't independent in the
sense that you don't want the public servants running the country. If you wanted a
country that was run by bureaucrats, you'd dispense with the Parliament and just set
up a process for appointing bureaucrats. That's not what you want. The whole purpose
of having members of Parliament and a Parliament is that the laws get made and the
public service is controlled by the people who are accountable to the people. Public
servants are not accountable to the people. They're not accountable to anybody if
they're not accountable to the politicians. One of the things that was done out of that
was to try and make the public servants less accountable to the people to whom they
had to be accountable. I think it's a huge error in theory as well as in practice.
What was trying to be done there was to say under our time the public service was
made too political. There's been a long move towards more politicisation I can say of
public services everywhere. It's just a trend of the way that government has gone. The
reason for it, I suppose, goes back to the old British stuff. If the department stuffs up,
the minister resigns. People thought, if I'm going to carry the weight for this
department's errors, I'm going to bloody well make sure it doesn't make any mistakes,
and so they demanded more of a say in what went on. I think in some cases people
went too far in terms of appointments because you do need to have, I think, fearless
advice from the public servants. I think you do need that. I take that issue that you
raised a while ago about the appointment of advisers because, I mean, how dumb is
anybody who only takes their advice from one source? If you invested your money, the
chances are you'll talk to two or three people before you make a decision, but what that
system wants, as you say, you only take advice from your head of department. How do
you know his advice is any good? How do you know his advice is in fact the advice
he's getting from the rest of his department? His whole structure in that department
funnels up the advice through the ministers. How do you know?
We particularly had many years of a Liberal government in front of us. I'm not saying
that Sir Charles Court politicised the public service, but inevitably the people who got to
the heads of the government departments in Sir Charles Court's day tend to have a
view of life that was very similar to Sir Charles Court, so just the kind of ethos that
builds up throws it up without.... I'm not saying Charlie was in there appointing his own
people; I'm sure that he wasn't but the people that turned up looked like his people,
even if that process hadn't gone on. It's a fine balance that needs to be done.
I think a smart minister is the one who will listen and value the advice of public servants
who are independently appointed in the sense that they're not party people. My own
experience was that they were the best ones. You got better advice from them very
often than you did from the political ones. It was very useful to have in your office
somebody who knew the ins and outs of that department. They'd say, "Oh, yeah, but,
but, but" and let you know some of the stuff that's going on inside the department and
have a window into that so you can make decisions more wisely.
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I think the Royal Commission and then the Commission on Government were just
naive, if I can use that word; they were naive in their understanding of government.
They've read the textbook and they haven't looked through the window perhaps at how
it works. They just don't have an understanding of that, so it's easier to draw these little
theoretical constructs, but I don't think anything good came out of the Commission on
Government and a lot of mistakes.
One of the things that happens now is that the state is tied up in red tape everywhere
because ministers don't have the capacity to get things done. The legislation that
Richard Court brought in to change the nature of the relationship between the public
service and the government really hogtied ministers and everyone complained. One of
the arguments that's made for Brian Burke by some of the people who employ him is
you don't get anything done unless you get someone like Burke in to do it. In the old
days, it would have been the ministers who did that.
RJ
What you're saying, though, is based on a minister having capacity and
knowing when his advice is good and when it needs to be questioned. Not all ministers
have capacity.
PEARCE
No, that's true, but not all heads of government departments do either.
That's the argument. You might remember that TV series The Dismissal that was made
about the dismissal of the Whitlam government; maybe you don't. It was an interesting
early —
RJ

I didn't actually see it, but I know the program.

PEARCE
It's not a documentary. It's based on one of Paul Kelly's books though,
and it's pretty close to accuracy in most of the things, although obviously a bit
cartoonish in the way things get presented. But there's a nice little scene in there when
Sir Frederick Wheeler, who's the head of the Commonwealth Treasury when Jim
Cairns was the Treasurer, objects to the loan raising efforts that got the Whitlam
government into such a lot of trouble. What Wheeler says to him in the thing is he says
to Cairns, "Look, minister, we cannot have loan raising done out of your private office"
and Jim says, "So we should do it out of your private office, should we, Fred?" They're
both right in a sense. You see what I mean? The Whitlam government was very wrong
and very stupid in what it did about loan raising; they took really bad advice. An awful
lot of dumb things were done by the federal Treasury in those days. The whole
business of opening up the financial system with Hawke and Keating is because of the
huge errors that had been made with credit squeezes and the like, which the federal
Treasury had done. It's not just a question the public servants are right and the
ministers are wrong. When ministers get criticised for not putting into effect the advice
they get then I think, well, if people think that is right, why have ministers? Why not just
have a public service to run the show and if you don't like it, well, just lump it because
there's no way of dealing with that.
Ministers are going to get it wrong, but ministers are accountable. Ministers get rung up
at six o'clock in the morning by newspapers and they're on the streets. They go to
things. They're in the Parliament answering questions. The TV reporters are out there.
Every three years or four years, voters come along. There's a constant pressure on
ministers to be accountable for everything that they do and they are the only ones in
the system where that is true, so I think, in the end, ministers may not have the
capacity, but it's up to the accountability mechanisms to deal with the ones that don't.
Any other system means that there's not an accountability at all, and so if you get
somebody who doesn't have the capacity, what do you do?
END TAPE SEVENTEEN SIDE B
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TAPE EIGHTEEN SIDE A
RJ
To get onto one other quite different thing that happened not long before
you left Parliament and is relevant to the discussions going on today. In August '92, Ian
Taylor voiced support for a nuclear power research facility being sited in Western
Australia not an actual nuclear power facility and Lawrence was very unhappy about
that. What was your view of that?
-

-

PEARCE
I don't remember that, to be quite honest. I'm good friends with
Ian and still am. As I say, he and I could almost have been up to ballot for that position,
but I didn't run in the end, but we always had a good relationship. A couple of times
when Carmen was away Ian was Acting Premier and he and I agreed on doing a few
things and Carmen would come back very angry and unpick them. The Daily News was
one of those particular things and the 'three strikes and you're out" legislation was
another, but I must say I don't remember the nuclear power thing.
RJ

What do you think of the nuclear power situation today?

PEARCE
It's an interesting question you ask. Early on when I was first in
Parliament I remember giving a speech when the party policy was clearly anti-nuclear
in every which way, about the people who set off the first atom bomb and saying you
understand it was in a war situation, but at the time there were people who seriously
thought they might set the atmosphere on fire. If it had been me I wouldn't have done it
just for that reason. In the end you need to be pretty sure about these sorts of things.
We had a fairly solid, and probably unthinking, nuclear policy which was opposed to it.
The policy was adopted at the party conference in 1977, which is just shortly after I had
been elected to Parliament, so I came into it and just picked up the party view, if you
like.
I had an interesting experience because I went down there once to speak to, I think it
was the West Perth Rotary Club. They asked me to come down when we were in
opposition and give a speech one lunch hour. They picked up something or other, not
in Parliament. I can't remember the question I got asked, but it was something to do
with it must have been to do with energy generally. I can't remember the question but
I remember at the end of it I had a throwaway line, which was "not nuclear, of course".
It was just at the end. I was immediately challenged I think by Byron Kakulas, who is
one of our famous medical [people], who said, "Why not?" He went into a thing about
the importance of nuclear in medicine and medical research, which I didn't know
anything about. He made me personally go back and think a little about that. The first
thought is that everyone seems to be anti-nuclear so you can do these throwaway lines
and everyone agrees with you so you don't have to worry too much about it. He made
me think about it a little bit. It was always with me a balance, I suppose, of saying:
what's the problem with nuclear? The problem with nuclear is that it's difficult to get rid
of the by-product. You can handle the radiation for the most part, the difficulty is getting
rid of [the waste] and making it safe. They really are technical issues, they're not....
[unclear] very long in the Labor Party become a moral issue, for the left anyway. It was
morally wrong to have nuclear energy. I must say I never agreed with that. In my view
it's just a technical issue: can you or can you not use it safely; can you dispose of the
product safely? I think there are always question marks over that, so I never moved
too much. When I was environment minister, I just continued that was the party line; I
continued to march with that.
-

-

But again I had been at the party conference that changed the three-mines policy. If
ever there was an exercise in hypocrisy in a political party in Australia, that was it,
because we had a two-mines policy. The Labor Party when it adopted its.... 1977 was a
national conference; it wasn't the state conference, it was a national policy that got
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adopted in '77, "no nuclear". We copped the situation there were already two uranium
mines in Australia, so the policy was, okay, keep them going because they're there, but
no more. When they run out, that's the end of it. We got to the South Australian
election and the party was desperate to win in South Australia. There was a big
uranium deposit in South Australia. South Australia's got no economy to speak of, they
were desperate for the mines, wanted to be like Western Australia. If the Labor Party
couldn't promise that we'd have the mine it wasn't going to win, so the two-mines policy
became a three-mines policy you can have three but no more. I went along with it but
it's sheer hypocrisy. You can't maintain a moral position once you've done that. I really
sort of sat still on that.
-

After we were out of government though, I was running the centre left faction in WA; I
was the convenor or deputy convenor of that and its various manifestations, and going
along to the national conference there would always be the uranium.... the right were in
favour of it, the left were against it and the centre left always voted with the left [on this
issue]. Some of us had been thinking really hard about the nuclear stuff, but more
about mining, I guess, than the actual power thing. But see I'd been to France when I
was environment minister looking at waste disposal. Drive around France and there are
nuclear power stations everywhere. They're quite interesting. You can't put this on tape
[draws shape in air] but they've got towers that are waisted, they come in to the waist
and flare out to the top. They're very noticeable. Most of France runs on nuclear power
and you think here in Australia it's a moral issue; you know, the end of the world. But
you drive past them in France and that's where all their power comes from. No-one
said 'boo' about it. No French person I ran into seemed to be being irradiated in their
beds or turning out any more abnormal than French people normally are. It makes you
think. It's one of the things about travel. People say pollies waste their money
travelling, but you learn such a lot.
A few of us went along and we were going to change the policy, and we would have,
because all we had to do was switch our votes from the left to the right on that issue
and all of a sudden Labor Party policy would have changed. It would have changed
except that Bill Ludwig, who was the secretary of the AWU in Queensland, one of the
big power brokers in the right, was having a battle with Western Mining over some
industrial relations' issue. Western Mining were going to be the beneficiaries of any
change in the policy in terms of mining because they had the things. Ludwig put it to
them bluntly but he wasn't going to let Western Mining get access to this unless they
would agree to change on his industrial thing, and they wouldn't. So, Ludwig then
wouldn't agree. It must have been about 1996. The party would have changed its policy
then if it hadn't been for Ludwig having a fight with Western Mining. I stopped going
after that. I took this job and I got less involved and Michael Beahan got rolled out of
the Senate, and so the people that drove that in the centre changed.
My view about nuclear power still is it solves a whole lot of issues, particularly
greenhouse ones, if you can deal with the safety and the danger of radioactivity and
the disposal of the end product reasonably safely, so I'm not opposed to it. I think it will
probably come; it's in so many other parts of the world.
I've never seen the strength of the argument "don't dispose of the waste here". In way
outback Western Australia we've got places that are a million miles from where
anybody lives, they've got the safest most stable set of geology in the world and I see
no reason at all why we shouldn't be digging a hole and dropping it down there just as
one way of dealing with that issue. It makes no sense to me not to be doing that, and
the whole business of stirring up Western Australians to say, "Oh no, we don't want it in
our backyard, we don't want to be other people's waste tip", I think that's just wrong.
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RJ
But one of the arguments is that it has to be transported to that outback
site and if you have an accident or something along the way, you could have a
disaster.
PEARCE
A lot of stuff gets transported now. All round the world no waste is
disposed of where it's actually in use. I'm not enough of a technical expert on it to really
talk about it, but the policy parameters, you say: "These are the policy parameters; you
need to be able to deal with it safely." Then I guess you need your technical people to
get in and say, okay, this is how we're going to do it, and then you make a judgement
about how safe that is, but there are a lot more dangerous things that move around in
terms of the world than....
At one stage when I was transport minister I was asked to agree to low-level
radioactive waste. It comes not out of radioactivity but actually out of mineral sands.
When they dredge up mineral sands in the south west, a proportion of that is naturally
radioactive. Those naturally radioactive wastes have to be disposed of. The state
government set up a dump for them out of Coolgardie. There's one there now. There's
stuff goes up there. People don't know about it for the most part, I suppose, which is
another reason.... I mean, it was never secret, but it's the reason you don't advertise
these things. To get it from where it was going, it had to come from Kwinana, I think.
Rail is the best way of moving that stuff because there's less chance of an accident. It
had to come through my electorate, Armadale, to do it. I thought, shit, you make a fuss
about it.... I did it because it was the right thing to do, but it was a worry because if it
came out that I'd agreed to this you could see that everyone who lived within about half
a mile of the railway line was going to think they'd be irradiated in their beds as the stuff
goes through.
The trouble is it's so easy to get scare campaigns on that sort of stuff. You mention
"radioactive", "toxic waste", they're sort of words which leap out at people and the
immediate reaction is, don't have it. The reason it's toxic waste is because if we have
the industrial society that we have it has to be disposed of somewhere. That's the
bottom bit, but people don't take that bit; they don't want it here or they don't want it
there or they don't want it anywhere, or in someone else's backyard. It makes it hard
for governments to deal with that. I think you just have to.
With nuclear power, if you look at the accidents there've been, there've been a couple,
not so much in recent times, and the number of people who get killed in the uranium
industry and look at the number who get killed in the coalmining industry, there's a
huge difference but people don't always make the connections. If you could make the
recyclables work that would be best you know, wind and.... but no-one's close to
doing that. One of the arguments against nuclear is don't do it because if you do you
make it harder to develop the others. I suppose there's a bit of basic truth in that, but if
you need.... just think of the difference to the greenhouse effect it would make if we
were doing nuclear everywhere, because there're no greenhouse gases from nuclear.
-

When I was environment minister, I tried to pioneer the hydrogen cycle stuff because
one of the things that struck me was that water can be the storage for those
recyclables. If you can take energy through a solar system or a wind system and you
use it to break water up in electrolysis into hydrogen and oxygen, then you can burn
them back together and you create water, which there aren't any bad side effects, then
you don't have any emissions that that burning back together will create. So cracking
water into its components and burning back together is actually a way of storing energy
from those sorts of things.
I tried to get some interest amongst the Japanese in doing some investment into solar
power in WA in those big outback areas where there's lots of sun and no people, to see
if that might be a goer, but I was never able to get it off the ground. One of the
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interesting things is I could never get the environmental groups to agree that that was a
good thing because they're locked into their own little set of equations. I say "they're"
there are so many different ones they're different, but one of the things about them is
they don't like engineering solutions to problems because they think, no, it's people that
are the problem; they've got to change their behaviour. It's sort of inbuilt into them. If
you can come up with the engineering solution and say, look, if you do it this way you
can have all the power you want, they sort of recoil from that because they think, no,
that's not what we want; we don't want all the power we want. The trouble is everyone
else does. I always looked for an engineering solution first. The first thing you do is ask
what's the state of the science, what can you do technically, and then you take the next
step.

-

RJ
To move on now to what is the Penny Easton situation. Just as
background for researchers, Penny and Brian Easton were involved in a bitter divorce
in 1987 and during the property settlement Penny claimed Brian had said he expected
a $200 000 payout when he left his state government job with EXIM. She was awarded
a generous property settlement and Brian declared himself bankrupt, went to the
Official Corruption Commission complaining his wife and her family had perjured
themselves by claiming that that $200 000 was expected as a corrupt payment. The
complaint was found to be baseless. He took his perjury claims to the WA Parliament
where they were shaped into a formal petition and tabled by Labor MLC John Halden
on 5 November 1992 when you were still in Cabinet. Four days later Penny Easton
committed suicide. That same day media reports came out about Carmen Lawrence
was under police investigation over the $5000 in travel expenses, which you have
covered. Lawrence later claimed that she did not know about the petition until it was
tabled. In April '95 this is years later Keith Wilson alleged that Dr Lawrence knew of
the Easton petition before it was tabled in Parliament and was warned by Cabinet
colleagues to stop Mr Halden, which she denied. His version that's Wilson's version of
events received some support from former ministers Graham Edwards and Pam
Beggs, but not from Gordon Hill. What is your memory of that process?
-

-

-

-

PEARCE
It started when I was still a minister. This happened around the time I
resigned over the Royal Commission. When I was still a minister Brian Easton rang my
office and asked to speak to me because he had information that would be damaging
to Richard Court. The Royal Commission stuff was in full flight and all these things
were going wrong. I didn't speak to him myself. I asked Adele Farina, who was then my
principal private secretary, to have a talk to him, which she did. She came back and
reported to me that in essence what the situation was that Easton had, or claimed he
had, documents, the circumstances which would show that Richard Court had acted
improperly with his wife [Penny Easton] in getting information about his superannuation
settlement out of someone or other. The minute I heard things like "Family Court", I
didn't want to know anything about it and I didn't ring him back. I wouldn't agree to
make an appointment to see him as I just didn't want to have anything to do with that. I
think he rang me because I was Leader of the House. I would do a lot of the fighting for
the party on these sorts of issues and rolling out stuff like Liberal Party presidents that
got me into all that trouble. So that was one of my roles. He rang me but I wouldn't
have anything to do with that, and I heard no more about it.
After I was out of the Cabinet, probably not very long afterwards, I remember running
into Jackie Watkins in the corridors of Parliament and Jackie said, "Oh look, John
Halden's got this good stuff on the Libs he's going to present." I must say Jackie's
denied that she told me that afterwards. That's my clear recollection; hers is different.
Jackie's not a dishonest person so there's no particular reason; she just doesn't
remember doing that or maybe it was somebody else who told me, but I think it was
Jackie. It doesn't matter. I was a bit alarmed by that and I went round and saw Halden
and I said, "Listen, John, Easton tried to contact me with this stuff. It's bloody Family
Court stuff; it's dynamite. I wouldn't touch it with a barge pole." He said, "No, look, it's
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okay, I've been to see the Clerk about it, about how you might deal with this." What
Easton wanted me to do was make the allegation for him, and I wouldn't. What Halden
did, and he'd gone to the Clerk about it and said "How can this guy.... this is his story"
(Halden wasn't supporting his story necessarily, he was saying this guy had a story that
he wanted to tell) how could it be got up. The Clerk had advised, so Halden told me, it
could be put up by way of a petition so that Halden only had to present the petition, he
didn't actually have to say this story is true. It was just a question of giving Easton the
opportunity to put it forward. I said, "Well, if you've got yourself.... if you're not making
the allegations you seem to be happy with what you're doing". Halden was happy and
off he went.
I subsequently went down to the Royal Commission into Carmen' to say that in the
course of that Halden never said to me, "No, it's okay, Carmen's okayed this" or
"Carmen wants me to do it", he never mentioned it. The way he talked to me about it,
he was doing it off his own bat. So I went down and gave evidence which was helpful
to Carmen. Relations were not too good at that stage because she'd helped knock me
off as party secretary, quite apart from anything else. She rang me up to thank me for
the evidence that I gave. I just said, "Carmen, all I did was tell the truth as I know it."
There was nothing more to it than that but it was helpful to her, although the findings of
the Royal Commission in the end were against her. That was the extent of my
knowledge of it. I wasn't in the Cabinet at the time when the other stuff came on.
It's true that afterwards a number of people after I gave the evidence a number of
people came up and said, "You don't know the whole story, Bob", and would say
certain things, some of which came out in the Royal Commission. That comes down in
the end to it depends who you believe. I don't have any personal knowledge.
-

-

RJ
So, you don't have any personal knowledge and no-one said to you
afterwards that this had, in fact, been tabled in Cabinet before it was....
PEARCE

Several people afterwards said it had been discussed in the Cabinet.

RJ

Okay.

PEARCE

But I think they were mostly the ones who went and gave

RJ

Evidence to that effect, yes.

PEARCE

-

-

evidence, yes.

RJ
Carmen Lawrence resigned on 14 February 1994, by which time you
had gone because you didn't contest the '93 election. In speaking of her last time, you
referred to her not being a good leader of people, failed to keep the team together,
listened too much to advisers. You referred to the Premier's department trying to take
over the work of ministers and even your work as Leader of the House. You spoke of
the 'three ministers affair', the loss of majority in Parliament. You said of her that "some
of the things Carmen Lawrence did were errors of the FIRST magnitude", including the
Royal Commission, which you have calling the Royal Commission which you've
covered today. Are there any other mistakes besides the one you covered before and
today?
-

-

PEARCE
Well, no, I think [laughs] it's fairly comprehensive. I wouldn't know. I
don't want to be unfair to Carmen. She was a very popular Premier, there's no doubt
The Royal Commission on Use of Executive Powers established in May 1995 by the Richard
Court government and known as the Easton Royal Commission; it reported in November 1995
(RJ).
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about that, and she had a good rapport with people. She's a sort of a cold fish in lots of
ways, but she comes across as intelligent and reasonable. She's certainly very
intelligent, there's no doubt about that. Like many.... the interesting thing, talking to
Carmen.... I haven't seen Carmen for quite a long time, but you hear her talking now....
I mean she's probably like me in the sense she's got older and wiser, whereas she was
younger at the time and not all that experienced when she became Premier. As a
politician she improved with time, as people mostly do. So I think the comment I made
to her when she first wanted to take it up was, "Carmen, this is too soon for you. You'll
be Premier one day, but you'll be a better Premier if you wait." In my own view that is
right, although I suppose, thinking back, the opportunity might have come for her, say,
in place of Geoff Gallop, if she'd been prepared or able to hang around that long, so
maybe it's not as simple as that. I understand why she did what she did.
When she went, I think there's a view that the way she dealt with the Royal
Commission and stuff like that minimised the damage at the '93 election; that is that we
didn't lose by as much as we might have under the circumstances. I think there's some
truth to that. Look what happened in South Australia to the Bannon and then Lyn
Arnold governments. It's probably a right call, although if you take the longer term look,
the damage you didn't suffer in 1993 you probably suffered in 1996 when she had
moved on. So instead of going to a low position and coming back, we actually slipped
backwards in 1996 and it made it harder for Gallop to win when he did in 2001.
So I mean there's a lot of mixed stuff with Carmen. There's no doubt about it she got to
be Premier at a time where she probably couldn't show her wares properly because I
think she was in a time where she had to deal with things on the back foot all the time.
She never really had the opportunity to be up front and do the things which by nature
she might have done.
I found myself arguing with her all the time in the Cabinet, not that I was opposed to her
in a.... she was the leader and she had..., particularly when you're Leader of the
House, you're in a real strong position, and I think a really important position, of
supporting your leader because you're really the parliamentary leader in a sense. You
take instruction, of course, guidance from the Premier, but your job is to hold them up
and to do the best you can for them. Apart from that instance of that battle over the
staff, that's what I would do. I remember Marcelle Anderson saying to me sometime
afterwards, "It's a pity she didn't trust you more and some of the other people she
trusted, less." She didn't trust me, there's no doubt about that, and we were never in
that sense close, but we had a good.... in a professional relationship I thought that we
worked reasonably well together. In other circumstances I think she probably would
have been a better Premier than she was.
But when I say.... what I was going to say the position where.... I was going to mention
that we argued.... I know what it was about, putting off public servants. She came up
with a program to have $50 million to retrench public servants. At that stage
unemployment was starting to be an issue. I said instead of $50 million on putting off
public servants why not put $50 million into a job creation program to create a few
more jobs in the private sector rather than just dump people out on the assumption
they'll get a job somewhere else. I was again supported in that by a lot of the Cabinet,
but Carmen wouldn't agree with it and the Cabinet would never stand her up in that
sense. She hardly ever lost a vote. Most Premiers don't, but if Carmen would take a
position, even when you could see people really disagreed with her, they wouldn't
really make a decision against her. I was always prepared to argue the opposite if I
thought that was right.
An interesting thing was that I was told (I wasn't there when they came up to the 1993
election I was out of the Cabinet by then) there was a move in the Cabinet to ask me
to go and work in Carmen's office for the election because the Cabinet didn't trust her
-

TAPE EIGHTEEN SIDE A

PEARCE

247

judgement or the people around her; more the people around her, I think, than her.
They asked for me, would they put me in there because I wasn't having to defend my
own seat. I was working for Kay Hallahan who'd taken over. I was never asked about
this, it came up in a Cabinet discussion. I was told about it after the event and Carmen
refused on the basis a number of the staff couldn't work with me, and that was that. So
it was an interesting dynamic.
The Cabinet went with her because they saw they didn't have any option, but they
didn't want to a lot of the time. They'd rather she listened more. Towards the end it
broke out at a Cabinet meeting where people raised the issue about the Cabinet not
being included in the stuff, and it certainly went right around the table, people with a
grievance, and one after the other. Carmen sat there a bit ashen-faced while all this
happened. It came to me at the end of it, because I was the last one. I was the one
who sat on the right hand; the deputy sat on the left hand, I think. I thought hard about
it and I thought it's hard what's happening here and really my inclination was to be
defensive, but I thought, well, what's being discussed is a real problem. People are not
really putting it into a context; it's really a gripe about this thing has happened and that
thing has happened, individual ones. So I tried to say, "Look, Carmen, you have to lead
us. We're a band but we're the best band you've got. Of all the people who have to
deal with the issues and deal with the community, it's us. We're not all brilliant, perfect
but we're tapped into things much better than anybody else. Work on the basis that
you're our leader and that we're the group." I tried to explain to her.
She went out of there, Marcelle Anderson told me afterwards, that she went out and
she went back and she was just angry about the Cabinet. She said, "They all hate me,"
she said, "They all hate me, even Bob", and got stuck into me over that leadership, so
she didn't take that advice. I don't think she ever saw herself as liked or popular or
whatever. Despite the fact, as I say, half the Cabinet had helped put her in the position
and were happy to do it she was always the outsider in that sense. I mean leaders in
many ways are; they're all a bit isolated. Burke was a superb networker. Dowding just
did his own thing in lots of ways but he was smart enough for all that to understand that
he was leader of a group of people who saw himself as their equals. Carmen was a bit,
I don't know, she sort of.... she's got a lot of confidence in her own capacity, but at the
same time, I don't know, not a belief that people saw her, something like that. She had
a really tight little circle around her and they weren't all much good. Some of them were
okay, some of them were good, but they weren't much. So she just tended to run the
government as if the Cabinet wasn't there.
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TAPE EIGHTEEN SIDE B
RJ
You also said last time that Carmen Lawrence did a good job as Premier
in really difficult circumstances. What's some of the good?
PEARCE
Look, there's no doubt about that, that people thought she was trying to
deal with the issues, WA Inc, a new and fresh face, and trying to get rid of the problems
of the past. In the public eyes she was very popular; there's no doubt about that. I can
remember taking her out to old people's homes and stuff in my electorate when I was
still running for that seat and she was very well received. People were respectful of her.
She was not an unflappable person; I've seen her very flapped, but she did have that
Harold McMillan unflappable look about her. She always seemed solid and measured
in the way that she dealt with things. Grace under pressure, if you can put it like that.
From that point of view there's no doubt about it that she held up. She's a substantial
person. You wouldn't get to the positions that she got to without being that, and that
came across. On some of the things like the business with the wheat thing, she
probably took a punt, but they were ones that came off.
It's easy to be harsh about Carmen. A lot of people are. If you hunt around the Labor
Party at the end of her time there weren't too many people who'd speak well of her
because of things that she'd done to people. I remember saying to Ian Taylor once (I
know you asked me about the good things), having a discussion with Ian Taylor once
and I'd been reading a book about it was probably one of those Flashman series, if
you know them. They're novels but they're very solidly based in history. One of them
took place in Russia and alleged among other things that when the Russians were
roaring through the forests and were attacked by wolves they'd throw somebody off the
sled so the wolves would stop and eat that person. There's a lot of Russian in Carmen!
That's precisely how she would work. Someone would be off; very ruthless about that.
-

RJ
So you're actually supporting.... David Parker actually makes the
comment that she was "the most ambitious and ruthless politician I have ever met in
my life".'
PEARCE
She cut the legs out from under him very neatly because the push that
made her Premier was the push that started out to make him Premier, so he felt it
personally. She was certainly very ruthless. I have absolutely no doubt about that. The
"three ministers" showed it. Quite willing to get rid of anybody who was a problem.
RJ

And what about the ambitious bit?

PEARCE
Well, she got to be Premier. I don't suppose she's lacking in ambition.
Having said that, I'd perhaps be a little cautious about that. She got it, but people
pushed her a bit, people who thought she had a lot of capacity. She wasn't a schemer
obviously in the sense that she was working up to get it for herself. I never had the
impression of her at the time that she was somebody who was out to get every..., you
know, Dowding was always extraordinarily ambitious, so was David Parker, and you
could see it from the beginning. So was Burke, and Malcolm Bryce, I guess, to some
extent. I'm sure she was ambitious (everyone is, really, in politics, so it's a criticism you
shouldn't really make) but I wouldn't have thought she was more ambitious than
anybody else, but she certainly was as ruthless as I've known in the game.
RJ
The Kalgoorlie Miner in June '94 ran an article about "the thinking men
of the ALP
doing their best to dismantle the aura that had surrounded Carmen
Lawrence
They are telling all who will listen that her leadership style bordered on
...

...

West Australian Big Weekend, 31 May 1997.
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dictatorial" (which you have confirmed) "and that she spent too much of the time
appeasing selected faction chiefs rather than listening to reasoned arguments on policy
and direction".' Did she spend time appeasing faction chiefs?
PEARCE
That's a hard question to answer. In a factional sense, Carmen always
saw herself as non-factional. She had been actually at one stage the convenor of the
centre left, she was before I was, and I think I only got it when she stood down from
that. No. I may have it the wrong way round, but she was certainly the convenor of the
centre left. When she got to be Premier, she'd burnt so many bridges in the centre left,
because Dowding was the centre left one, that she wouldn't caucus with the centre left
at the state level but she did at the national level for a time when she went into the
national Parliament anyway. She sort of got out of it. When she was Premier she tried
to act in a non-factional way. I think it's true though that she worked very much off the
people who'd put her into power, who'd made her Premier. I talked about that business
of how there's a sort of cross-factional grouping that made her thing, but a lot of them
were from the left. Halden was one and McGinty was another and Stephen Smith by
that stage, or not long after, had gone off to the right when he got into federal
Parliament. He jumped the centre left and went over to the right. But I don't think it was
a factional thing in a sense. They were her supporters; they were the group that had
put her in there. I felt the same with Burke. I'm not being critical; that's how it works.
Two of them were from the left and Halden particularly and McGinty were left
operators, so the position of the left improved dramatically in the caucus and in the
party when Carmen became the Premier.
I had to deal with it myself on one occasion because towards the end of the time the
party secretaryship Chris Evans had been party secretary and went off to be in the
Senate and he was due to be replaced. He was going to be replaced by Mark Cuomo.
Cuomo was the one who was picked to be the next I wonder if I'm getting my timing
wrong here and it was before Chris Evans. I don't think so. Cuomo was going to get the
nod and according to Cuomo at least Carmen had agreed to that, it was all set to go,
but the right and the left suddenly did the deal that it was going to be Chris Evans and
so Cuomo was out. [Pause] That's right; I'm telling the story properly. Cuomo was very
bitter about it. Carmen had jumped ship on him; she'd suddenly supported the other.
Whether she'd just read the writing on the wall or whether it'd been put to her or not I
don't know, but she was certainly involved in improving the position of Halden and
some of the others. I'm rambling a bit here. I don't think it was factional. I think it was
more that she had a group of supporters who had some factional heavies in it and they
were among her advisory group. I don't think appeasing in that sense was much on her
agenda. In that sense she just charged on her own little way. She was obviously
flexible enough to be supportive in those circumstances, but on the whole I would think
that's not a right judgement.
-

-

RJ
There was criticism of automatic voting rights in Labor Party forums and
I wondered what your view was of that and what Lawrence's relationship was like with
the lay party.
PEARCE
Well, they pretty well supported her. She has actually had good solid
support from the lay party all through. She got to be elected party president not all that
long ago when she was sort of on the outer a bit with the mainstream party; the branch
people still liked her. There was some talk in the later times about knocking her off for
pre-selection for Fremantle, which was obviously stupid because she'd win the seat as
an Independent. The lay party was always pretty supportive of her, but she was never
an inclusive person. Not including people included not including the Labor Party, in a
sense. It was at that stage where we were running up to, in the disastrous time, and I
suppose people just took the basis, well, look, we're in the rack, there's only one
1

Kalgoorlie Miner, 6 June 1994.
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person can steer this ship, and you mightn't have much confidence in her doing it but
you'll not get another one, so bite the lip. That probably was pretty much the view. I
tried to get a bit more of a corporate view of life because I thought that the basis on
which she was taking advice was unduly narrow, but not a lot of people supported me
in that and so she just did what she did.
RJ

What did you think of Ian Taylor as Deputy Premier?

PEARCE
Good friend of mine, Ian. Decent, really nice chap. He was a good
Deputy Premier and he was a good deputy to Carmen, a good deputy in many ways,
Ian, because he's loyal and faithful and a really decent person. If I had got the job
instead of him, if I'd pressed that, I would probably have done it differently myself,
because I think in the end the deputy might have been saying to Carmen, "Listen,
there's a problem here and a problem there" trying to be helpful in that way. I tried to do
it from Leader of the House and I was completely unsuccessful, so maybe trying to do
it from deputy leader wouldn't have been any more successful. Ian was well liked in the
caucus; he was an important way of bringing people together. I thought he was a good
Deputy Premier.
RJ
He went on to become Leader of the Opposition, obviously after you'd
left the Parliament, and it was one of the well, it's THE shortest period as a Leader of
Opposition on record. Did he have the capacity to lead? You said he was a good
deputy; did he have the capacity to lead?
-

PEARCE
I think he didn't have the steel for it, to be quite honest. I remember Ian
talking to me once. He and I were going to run together. I had a talk to him about being
my deputy when I was going to run for Premier when Dowding got it for a couple of
reasons: I thought he'd be good at it, that was the main one, but also it would have
helped swing the left vote over to me, which would have been an important technical
consideration. I wouldn't have done it if I didn't think Ian was up to that job. When he
got to be leader, he didn't want to be. He just found it too hard, I think. After that time
we both missed out, I remember him saying to me, "Bob, when you come down to it,
I'm not really sure I want to be leader. I'm not overly ambitious and you're the same."
We're not like Dowding fundamentally. We're not obsessed and driven by it and that's
one of the reasons why I didn't make it and I think Ian only made it at a time when there
was hardly anybody else. I think Carmen had gone and pretty well there wasn't a whole
lot around in that stage. Gallop was still a bit new. But he [Ian] just found the pressures
of it, and particularly in opposition, really tough. I think actually he would have been
quite a good Premier if he'd got the opportunity to be Premier while we were in
government. He was one of the ones
he could have been Premier instead of
Carmen, as I understood the dynamics of that group; I wasn't in it. Once Parker was
out of the way, Ian was the next in line and he stood aside to let Carmen have it. He
was prepared to be deputy. There were people pushing for that and maybe that's what
would have happened anyway, but if he'd wanted to stand I think he probably could
have made Premier. He always had that doubt about himself and I think if you carry
that level of self-doubt it probably makes it hard for you to do the job.
-

RJ
You've already said that you decided several months beforehand not to
seek re-election in 1993 and you have referred to the Royal Commission being part of
that decision, but what else was part of that decision?
PEARCE

Well—

RJ
Was it because you saw a period in opposition? Were you anticipating
that and not wanting to be involved?
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PEARCE
No. It comes down to personal factors. One of the things that David
Parker floated with me going back before he was out was that as part of the
disposition.... back then when it was Dowding and Parker and Burke and Grill and
myself and Bryce, we had a good way of working together really to do dispositions in
what was really the best interests of the government. We'd gone through the Dowding
placement. This is what David could see down the track. David didn't see Dowding
lasting all that long and Dowding was older and David was younger. There was a
suggestion that Brian had put it to David that Dowding wouldn't necessarily be around.
He'd take what he called the Swedish option. He'd married Barbra and head off to
Sweden when it all got too hard. David really I think saw (he was deputy at the time)
and what he saw down the track was that his main opponent was going to be me. It
turned out to be a wrong judgement, but I probably would have made the same
judgement about how the things were shaping because we were the two that were
going to be left if Dowding were to go. That was the way it seemed to us at the time. He
put to me, the proposition that what I should do is go and be the leader in the
Legislative Council; that is, in terms of disposition of the government that would be the
best tactical thing. It would open the field for him to be Premier and I would be the
leader. I wasn't necessarily opposed to that. I could see the sense of it. The upper
house was the hard area because we had to get our stuff through there; we never had
a majority, and it needed a bit of tactical sense, so I never ruled it out.
It got raised with me again after David had gone about whether that might be a
proposition and it was something that I thought about, but Carmen got me in and told
me that she'd thought about that and she didn't want that to happen. The reason for it
no doubt was that she was indebted to Halden who was in the upper house and
wanted to be leader in the upper house, and subsequently was. I think I was in the
outer group, not in the 'in' group, so that aspect of it got ruled out. I was down to the
point where we were going to go out of government in 1993, I'd done pretty well
everything you could do except be leader, so what's my chance of being leader?
Ironically I thought it's probably not very good because Carmen's there and she's my
age and she hasn't been kicked out because of the election result. It's hardly her fault,
although calling the Royal Commission didn't help but I think we would have gone
down apart from that. So I didn't see any short-term opportunities and the other
problem I faced was that if I was going to be leader all the Royal Commission stuff was
going to be rolled up against me. You know, you've got a big black mark. Besides that,
it had got to be extraordinarily..., the whole business had got to be very difficult. When
you're being investigated by the police you've got police running around here, there
and everywhere and a lot of stuff comes out; it's a hard life. I was starting to think in
personal terms whether I wouldn't really rather do something else.
I was sort of oscillating about that but I had nominated for the election and I was
proposing to run. I'd been preselected. I'd gone and had a talk to Carmen some time
before about whether I really wanted to run or not. She was alarmed at that stage that I
might not because a couple of the other ministers apparently also were thinking out
their future along those lines and the last thing she wanted was a whole raft of people
jumping ship as we came up to the election because it would send out a really bad
signal. So really I'd made the decision, I'll stick it out.
Then when the Royal Commission stuff came along, I thought, hang on, I've got a seat
that's been redistributed to be marginal, I've got to carry all the weight of this, I've been
around all of this time, I'm one of the senior ministers in the whole show, so I'm going
to carry a lot of the weight for what has gone on, I've got an unfavourable reputation in
the Royal Commission, it's really a good time to go. So, that's what I did and given the
circumstances, I was prepared to stand down from the ministry, she could hardly argue
about my standing down from Parliament as well although she'd argued against that
previously.
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Talk about ruthlessness: an interesting little sidelight, I only found out quite some time
afterwards when I stood down it was not at all popular with the caucus. In fact when it
got reported to the caucus, both the Cabinet and the caucus, they were both opposed
to it. They thought it wasn't a serious enough issue to go on and, secondly, a lot of
people thought that I was, particularly as Leader of the House, an important part of
keeping the ship.... and I was reasonably popular in caucus. People just thought it was
the wrong thing to do. The caucus was particularly opposed to it. There was clearly
some mumbling and I had nothing to do with it myself, but there was clearly some
mumbling around, pushed by Carmen. She probably tried to set that up herself
because one of the things that Carmen did, whether it was her or those around her (if
those around her did it I can't imagine they did it without her knowing) they'd go around
and they'd brief against people. You know, the old thing. We'd had very little of that in
the state thing, but you'd find yourself.... she did it to Keith Wilson. When Keith Wilson
did that, the people supporting her went around spreading the story that he was
mentally unbalanced because of problems with a suicidal son really nasty stuff about
Keith. She did it to me. The word got around that she.... What she wanted to do was
take credit for my going because what she had to do was hand over some heads.
"There was the Royal Commission; I'm setting things straight." But her problem was all
the people that had gone already. She said, "I'm prepared to shoot anybody" but,
"Hang on, all the ones you're going to shoot are dead already, what do you do?" There
was only me; I'm the only one. I think she was very keen to take credit. That's why she
was very keen for me to go, small as it was, because she wanted a senior minister out
to demonstrate that she was serious about doing it, it wasn't just words. She showed
them some blood.
-

That's why she pursued Bill Thomas so much, who was the Cabinet secretary and
certainly didn't have to resign. She sent Chris Evans, the party secretary, around and
he spent a whole day convincing Bill to go and it did Bill a lot of personal damage that
he went under those circumstances. I think it was a very cruel thing to have done and
politically very little to gain. But she just wanted blood; she wanted to show that she'd
presented heads and she was taking action.
Well, it backfired on her in the caucus so what she did was she sent around, got the
word around that what I had done was I had stood down because the polling in my seat
was so bad. In fact the polling everywhere was terrible. That was just a lie and I was
very angry about it, but I didn't find out about it until after the election. It was when I
was running for party secretary and one of the people who was wanting to support me
when the right and left and Carmen were closing ranks against me, said, "I never did
believe that business about".... No, I think it was the other way around. It was, "I always
knew you were an honourable person from the time that you stood down because of
the polling." I said, "What do you mean?" It came out then, you see.
Really, it was the right decision for me. Looking back, it was the right decision to stand
down, the Royal Commission the issue was, and I think it was the right time for me to
get out of Parliament.
RJ

What was your family's reaction to your going?

PEARCE
Oh, they were only too pleased. Only too happy. It was terrible for them.
My son was in primary school and people said, "Oh, your dad's a crook." Just from the
whole business, it was a hard time for him, my wife. It was just a terrible time for the
family. They were as happy as Larry when I got out.
RJ

And you've already answered you obviously didn't regret that decision.

PEARCE
Well, you do in lots of ways. I was very interested in politics, I still am,
and it was a hard time to go. A lot of times afterwards you sort of regretted, well, gee
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whiz. If I'd stuck around, with Ian Taylor, I could easily have been leader then, easily,
despite the Royal Commission stuff. It's all hard to judge, but on the whole, there are
regrets I'm not saying there are not but I still think for me it was the right thing to do.
-

-

A lot of people discussed with me, not so much now but before, about whether I should
have stayed instead of standing down over the Royal Commission. I remember talking
to one of the senior political reporters from the West.... He said, "You shouldn't have
gone." He said, "It was only a bloody piddling thing, you should have stuck it out." I
said I'd thought about it, "but one of the things that figured in my mind was that your
paper might well have gone for me. If I stood down, okay, I cop it on the chin, you've
got a finding against you, what ministers do is resign." He said, "Well, these days,
mostly they don't," which is true. It was true even of then. I said, "That's true but as a
matter of principle I still think that's the right thing to do. Look at the pragmatics of it: if
the newspaper had suddenly made a big campaign of I've got to go because of this,
what would happen? I would have been in a position then of having to make a
judgement of whether I'd cause all this trouble for my colleagues and stick in there and
make the whole situation worse, so I would have gone on your terms instead of my
terms." He thought about it and said, "You're right, we probably would have gone for
you." I think that's quite likely.
The interesting thing was when the time came, Carmen didn't do it. That was the thing I
always held against her. We had the discussion about it, she was very keen for me to
go, and she made the point, "Look, a Royal Commission finding, you can't stand up
against that." She was right, but when the Royal Commission found against her and
she was a federal minister, then she wouldn't and she hung in there and a lot of people
wanted her to go. She stuck in on the basis that "I didn't do it". I said, "That's my
position; I didn't do it." One of the problems with Carmen is that she was very good at
getting other people to do things but when the chalice came to her she didn't have the
guts to do it herself. Halden did. I've always thought John acted more honourably over
that. I think that business of acting honourably is very important to me because even in
that Peachment book that you mentioned', there's a sort of a reference that says
"tinged with honour", the resignations that is of Bill Thomas and myself. We're not
actually named, but that's what he meant and I think people saw it that way. It wasn't a
big thing but that's just people acting in the way that you should in those times. People
don't do it so often now although I notice just lately the federal Liberals have been. Ian
Campbell went, I think, in exactly that way.
RJ

He had no option after what Peter Costello had said.

PEARCE

He might have but it's such a silly thing.

RJ

Oh, yes.

PEARCE
You should never resign for that. Maybe he was really pushed, but he
went. He didn't make a fuss about it, he went quietly. Sometimes in the old English
tradition people went for silly [reasons] and things which were minor, but it's still right, I
think, that you don't just hang on in a political position just for the hell of it or because
you want it, or for the personal power. I think there are traditions and conventions that
need to be honoured.
RJ
Richard Court won the February 1993 election, as we know. What is
your assessment, your experience, of Richard Court?
PEARCE
Look, I like Richard personally. We used to often chat about yachting.
He's a very keen yachtsman and he gave me a lot of good advice when I was first
'Alan Peachment, ed., The Years of Scandal, 2006.
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getting started in that sport myself. I got on with him quite well. I don't think he was a
particularly good Premier, in all honesty. I think he lacked the steel of his father. I think I
mentioned earlier on the judgement of Ian Thompson about him all the arrogance
and none of the ability of the old man. It's a bit unfair; he didn't lack ability I don't think,
Richard, but he didn't have the presence. I know in my own area when the forests
debate got very strong, they held their nerve for quite a long time and they broke when
they didn't need to in my view. He couldn't keep the Nationals under control or neatly
with him in the way that his father would have. Times change, and he was probably in
many ways an appropriate Premier for his time. I was always sorry that my friend Barry
MacKinnon didn't get it, to be quite honest. I think Barry deserved.... I don't know if
Barry would have been any better than Richard, but he deserved it; he'd worked for it.
Richard got it a bit easily, I think. At the end, when that government broke up over the
finance brokers' scandal and stuff like that, Richard really didn't have what it took to
deal with that issue and deal with the people. He wasn't strong enough in his position
and he had some stronger people in that party than him. I think that was his problem.
For all that he was Premier for eight years in the state and not too many people do that,
so, hard to be critical.
-
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TAPE NINETEEN SIDE A
RJ
A further interview with Bob Pearce for the Parliamentary History project and
the Battye Library held at the Forest Industries Federation offices on 4 May 2007. The
interviewer is Ronda Jamieson.
You said last time that Northern Mining argued that Charles Court had agreed that they
didn't need to build a town. I found that rather surprising because I can't imagine him
doing that. How firmly based do you think that was?
PEARCE
Look, I don't know the answer to that, Ronda. In fact, I think I said last
time, my memory about the whole Northern Mining thing is a bit shaky, but I do
remember that aspect of it. It was certainly put to the Cabinet that Northern Mining had
said to, I guess Brian Burke or the government, that the situation had been made. But
there's three potential levels in that, aren't there?
RJ

Yes, there are.

PEARCE
Sir Charles might have said that to them; Northern Mining might have
said to the government that that was the situation; it was possible that Brian Burke put
a spin on things to the Cabinet that he shouldn't have. I don't know which of those is
true. I think I said at the time, I'm not saying that....
RJ
You did say you weren't absolutely sure, but it just didn't seem to gel
with the Charles Court who demanded that [laughs] mining companies build towns.
PEARCE
That's right. But I must say, at the time, that the thought certainly
crossed my mind that we might just be being told that because it's an unusual sort of
thing to say, put it in a state agreement. If it's the same one, I'm pretty sure I remember
Malcolm Bryce, when we were in opposition (he was the spokesperson for that
particular thing) came away and said, "Hard to fault that as a state agreement." He
didn't say it publicly, but he said it privately and there wasn't too much you could do. It
seemed to cover all the bases; and he seemed a bit surprised because he thought that
was a better agreement than Sir Charles had got out of some of the earlier ones.
RJ
That's another point I would like to pick up because you were fairly
dismissive of the amount of royalties money that Court had achieved for the state, but
were you really taking into consideration that one of the reasons it was like that, that
there was a HUGE outlay that the mining companies had to come up with in terms of
building towns, schools, railways, hospitals, ports, community facilities.
PEARCE
Certainly. I guess.... You said from your perspective. When we were in
opposition we always argued very strongly that Sir Charles Court was, although he was
doing a good job in getting the state moving, that he was doing it by giving away the
resource to a large extent, that he wasn't getting back for it the sort of value that you
would demand.
RJ

And you don't see towns as being that?

PEARCE
Well, I do, but the company still made an awful lot of money out of them
just the same. It's a question of balance on them really. It's easy see these things in
more black and white terms when you're in opposition of course than when you're in
government, and I was never in a government portfolio that ever dealt with those
issues in a direct sense; so I am not putting myself forward as the best judge of
whether Sir Charles Court got it wrong. My own guess and what historians like yourself
will say about this in the future, probably is this: that, in essence, Court didn't strike as
hard a bargain as, say, David Parker did later on for some of the things that he got
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going. On the other hand, he [Court] was getting them started and Parker came in
when things were going, so if he erred on the side of maybe not getting as much out of
it for the state as he could, he did on the basis that that was his judgement about what
was required to get the project moving. In retrospect it's the sort of thing sometimes
you have to do. It's like when you're bidding for something, isn't it? You always go
away and think, well, maybe I could have got it for less. So it's hard to know. Let me
say this: I think Sir Charles Court's place is history is pretty secure in Western
Australia. I mean, he's still revered by Western Australians. I don't see him very often
but I've got a very good personal relationship [with him], very friendly and, I think, a
respecting relationship with Sir Charles. I don't want to say things that might belittle that
that aren't true. For all that, I think historians will feel that probably harder bargains
could have been driven at the time.
RJ
You said last time in assessing Richard Court as Premier that he got to
be a leader a bit easily in your view, and at the end when the government broke up
over the finance brokers' scandal and stuff like that "Richard really didn't have what it
took to deal with that issue and deal with the people. He wasn't strong enough in his
position and he had some stronger people in that party than him and I think that was
his problem." How should the finance brokers scandal have been dealt with?
PEARCE
Well, he probably should have sacked Doug Shave and taken some
decisive action, so going back to your.... It's ironic. I gave a speech just on the
weekend, last weekend, to the Timber Communities of Australia conference. They
actually asked me to speak about something else, but what I actually talked about....
The thing was held out at the Hillarys Marina. I was the minister responsible for the
construction of that marina. It wasn't my idea but I was given the job of superintending,
putting it all together. I started off my speech by talking about that and how there was
opposition to it and how all the environmental experts were brought out to say it would
fill with sand and all sorts of disasters which would come. But they could sit there and
see that (a) not only was it not a disaster, but (b) huge numbers of people were coming
there who never would have come if it was just a little strip of beach. So I was making
an argument which paralleled a lot of stuff that has gone on in the timber industry.
Then I made a bit of a discussion, in fact, about Richard Court that we've discussed
about his pullback from the RFA [Regional Forests Agreement]. I made this
observation: that really, we got out quite a fair and reasonable RFA, and I reckon that
actually even the West seemed to be likely to accept it. If people had stuck with it, I
think that it would have been accepted. But mostly because of what happened with the
National Party, Richard lost his nerve over it and six weeks after he agreed it, he pulled
it out effectively, and ruined it. What happened from there, the line I used was, that
started the long slide into indecision which cost him the election. And I believe that to
be true. That having got caught out on the forest stuff, if you like, being indecisive at a
key point, then he just didn't seem to be.... The reason for it was he wouldn't face up to
a confrontation with the National Party.
You see, if I go back over that issue: what happened was when the RFA was
promulgated, the Green groups, as you imagine, reacted in a very unfavourable
manner and they called a meeting down at the Entertainment Centre, but they had to
black out all of the side seats to disguise the fact that the place wasn't very full. They
had a couple of thousand people, but that's a place that seats 10 000 people and it was
mostly empty. And it really was their last hurrah on that. And then the motion was
moved in the Parliament about it and one National Party member crossed the floor
(which was a disappointed ex-minister basically) and another couple suggested that
they wanted to look at boundaries of things and threatened to cross the floor too on the
issue. That's what spooked Richard Court and he pulled away from that. He said to me
bluntly, "Look, I'm starting from a position here that if we don't have a coalition, we
don't have a government." But I think to do what he did on the basis of nervousness
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about two or three National Party backbenchers, I reckon that's really weak. His dad
would never have done that. I think that was Richard's problem in a sense. He tried to
get agreement about things (which is not a bad way to operate, I'm not critical about
that) but in a position where strength was required, he didn't have it. And I think that in
dealing with his own ministers, I think he had that same basic problem. He probably
didn't have so firm a grip on the leadership that he felt that he could stand people up.
That's maybe not just his fault. Some of the people in his party probably contributed to
that. But there are people there
they're still there people like Norman Moore,
George Cash particularly (George could be a strong individual), maybe Doug Shave, a
couple of others, Cohn Barnett, who were strong people in their own right and not
necessarily just prepared to go along with something because the leader says. And I
think that was really Richard's problem. I think Richard knew that and he wasn't
prepared to have a discontented, sacked minister sitting on the backbench. Another
view, maybe he thought it shows disunity or whatever. But pretty well any other political
leader would give people the boot under those circumstances, and I think on a whole
that's the right way to behave.
-

-

RJ
To move to post politics. You were a consultant and a political
commentator between '93 and '98 with Barry MacKinnon. Consultant in what? Political
commentator on what?
PEARCE
The consultant one is an interesting one. When I resigned through the
Royal Commission, I had a lot of people come to me who thought that what I had really
done was make a sacrifice in terms of the party and were kind enough to think maybe I
still had something to offer in the political area, so a little group wanted me to be
secretary of the Labor Party. I think we discussed that. In the end that was nobbled by
Carmen, fundamentally, but assisted by Kim Beazley. So that's what I thought I would
be doing, and it would take a while after I came out of Parliament.
When I first left Parliament I was then approached by Barry MacKinnon, who had been
leader of the Liberal Party, as you know, and Barry had decided he wasn't going to stay
on, not as leader. Obviously, he would have been a senior minister if he had stayed on
but he opted not to. He wanted to start a political consultancy and he wanted to be able
to address both sides of, if you like, the political spectrum. He asked if I wanted to form
up a partnership with him. I had two reservations. The first was that I was really setting
out to be secretary of the Labor Party in, say, three or six months' time, so I couldn't
easily do that on a full-time basis, and the cost of setting up a business, so that was
one constraint; but my other constraint was that it had never worked. In Western
Australia no-one that I know of had ever made a go of being a full-time political
consultant. People have dabbled in it (there have been a few shots at people doing it)
but no-one had ever made a really full-time thing of it. My view was that it's too small a
state. Access to government is actually quite easy in a little state like Western Australia
so you don't really need consultants to do it for you. It's a different story in Canberra.
But he went ahead with it and he said, "But will you still work with me?" He made an
issue of the two of us, but it was his business and I worked in it on things that really
required a Labor Party side of dealing with things. So it was all Barry largely but me a
bit. But it did catch the public imagination just a little bit who could see two opposite
sides come together in that way. It was probably quite useful for me too in getting rid of
any lingering views that people might have had out of the Royal Commission.
Barry, to his credit, was very successful at it. He proved me dead wrong in terms of not
being able to make a full go at it. He lasted quite a long time, even into the Labor
government. I think he's pretty well out of the business now. I think some of the more
high-powered Labor people really cut him out of that but Barry did very well at it and I
think he is quite respected around town for having done it.
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RJ
And what sort of work did you do? Did you remember some examples
of what you were doing?
PEARCE
Yes, I do. We were consultants to the casino on a raft of issues to do
with their relationships to government. We worked with one of the big consultancy firms
for a time, individual projects. We worked together (although it was in an indirect
sense) with National Rail, with Stuart.... I can't think of the name. I'm hopeless with
names. Stuart Hicks, former transport, who towards the end of the time had a good
working thing on that. Mostly they were people who had an issue with government and
they wanted advice on how to get it sorted out.
Often enough (and it's interesting in terms of what has happened since with Brian
Burke and Julian Grill and stuff like that) one of the things I noticed in my time
consulting (which as I say was very part time ) is one of the best things you can do to
help people is just make them understand how the system works and how to know
what to ask for and what's asking for too much or to a solution that doesn't work.
I remember when I was planning minister once, environment minister it probably was, a
guy came to see me and he wanted me to do something that was politically impossible.
But what he was trying to achieve wasn't such a bad idea, he just had a dumb way of
dealing with it. I tried to convince him, "It's not going to work that way. If you try it this
way, you might be able to get it." He wasn't listening all that much. Finally, I said to him
"Listen, go and get yourself a consultant; go and find some political consultant"
(actually I think I sent him to Ray O'Connor), "go and get someone who can show you
how to approach government with this. It's not up to me to design your project for you."
I think that's one of the usefulnesses of consultants in that sense.
But very often what people actually want is you to get a government contract for them;
that is, they've got a tender in and they want you to swing the process so that they win
the business rather than somebody else; and I would never be involved in that. You
can't try to influence tenders. You can help people shape their tender. I helped some
hospital privatisation proposals and stuff like that. You can help them shape it, but
undue influence is not anything I would ever have been involved in. But I think that
what's happened with Brian and Julian is they've moved into that area where people
actually want specific results. It's not just putting your case or doing the best you can
but trying to win over somebody else, and I think that's getting very, well, marginal.
RJ

Is marginal an understatement?

PEARCE

Probably a bit.

RJ
We'll look at that a bit further in a minute. When speaking about Richard
Court taking over as leader of the parliamentary Liberal Party and going on to be
Premier in '83, you said that you were always sorry that your friend Barry MacKinnon
didn't get it. "I don't know that Barry would have been any better than Richard, but he
deserved it, he had worked for it." What did you mean by that and in what way would
he have perhaps been better?
PEARCE
Barry had been the leader through all the hard times and in that Royal
Commission he had pushed and pushed and pushed, and quite effectively I think. He
was aided by people like Peter Foss who I know was dramatically effective in the upper
house on many of the issues that he raised; he's a good lawyer, Peter. I know that he
had Joe Berinson very worried on a whole raft of issues. But Barry was the leader of
that.
Two things happened with Barry. One is that he didn't always have the best of advisors
in the house. He really was close to Phil Pendal. Actually, I've got quite a lot of time for
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Phil; I think he was no fool. In fact, he was the direct opposite to me when I was
environment minister in the last year or so he was the shadow minister. He tried,
cleverly actually, to out-environment me. The Green movement would say, "You've got
to do more because we've got a choice now." Really, the environment movement had
to go with the Labor Party without too much argument really because of the attitude the
Liberal Party generally took. He was quite clever, Phil, in the issues that he took up. I
said to them, "But listen, he'll never be environment minister. They might get elected
but he will never be environment minister", which turned out to be 100 per cent
accurate. He did a good job as shadow minister for the environment but when the time
came, they never put him in the Cabinet and in the end he finished up as an
Independent. So I am not being unduly critical of Phil but I didn't think that Phil always
had the best of political judgement.
-

And his [Barry MacKinnon's] other close adviser was Richard Lewis. I don't mind
Richard, we had a very on and off relationship over the years, but I didn't think he was
any great Einstein when it came to parliamentary tactics. I was actually quite good at it.
From that point of view I thought that Barry could have landed more punches than he
did for material that he had, particularly in the Parliament where I think, despite the fact
we were on the ropes in many ways, that Barry didn't come in as solid as he could and
maybe that was the reason he got dumped. Or maybe it was just people looking at
surrounding themselves with somebody else who they thought would give them a
better chance of being in the ministry. Or maybe the Court faction was just strong
enough to put Richard in. Richard had challenged before as deputy and failed, a
miserable bungled challenge, and then he had sat on the backbench and then
suddenly made his run and got his supporters together and gazumped old Barry. I just
thought that was the wrong thing to do; I didn't think it was fair. I think Barry would have
been quite a reasonable Premier. I don't think Richard deserved it in the way that Barry
did. Now I count myself as a friend of Richard too so I'm not dumping on him in that
sense but I felt that Barry was badly treated by the party when he had brought them
right up to the
and there's no doubt he would have won the election; Mackinnon
would have won that election easily. Anyone would have; the old drover's dog would
have won that election. So it wasn't a question of having to do a little bit more.
...

To give Barry this one, he wasn't really quick on repartee in the Parliament. He once
gave the most devastating interjection on me that I ever had in all my time in
Parliament. I was Leader of the House so I had a lot of opportunity. I was one of the
more dominant speakers in the Parliament. It was getting towards the end of the time; it
was probably the end of a long night too. He got up in not a particularly good speech
[of mine] and he said, "You know, I can remember when the whole house would have
stopped to listen to you." [Laughs] I must say, it was a very wounding put-down.
RJ

Did you come back? [Laughs]

PEARCE

I couldn't think of a thing.

RJ
[Laughs] No, it's a bit like that, isn't it? You said that you were later
involved in strategy and you were close to Kay Hallahan and encouraged her to stand
for federal politics and met with the leadership team daily on that basis. Is there more
to tell about that side?
PEARCE
I don't think so. Kay had the upper house seat. She must have come in
in 1983 when we were elected, into the upper house, and I supported her for that. It
cost me a bit and to this day I sometimes wonder if I did the wrong.... Well, I didn't do
the wrong thing because she did such a great level of service to the party. But I had
been assisted by some people out in the Roleystone branch, as I mentioned, one of
whom had wanted to run for that seat; and some of those people took it badly when I
supported Kay over that person. But Kay, I think she was a brilliant member of
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Parliament and very important amongst women politicians. I think she was the first of
the women into our Cabinet and she did a good job. She was very solid and she took
over my seat. I don't see much of her now but we were good friends and allies for a
long time.
RJ

But how did you assess that campaign for that federal election?

PEARCE

Oh for Canning?

RJ

Yes.

PEARCE
She was just made a chopping block of that. It was good of her to do it
for the party. I think the calculation simply was that Jane Gerick who was the
candidate, as I mentioned, had died of leukaemia (that's very sad) and then they'd
picked another. I'll tell you what it went back to. It went back to Jane Gerick getting the
preselection in the first place for Canning. Because at that stage in the faction, I'd been
the.... The system that we set up in the faction was that when the centre left had joined
up with what was called the third floor alliance (that is the BLF, fundamentally, now the
CFMEU and the TWU) it was done on the basis that I'd been the convenor of the
centre left. I became the deputy convenor of the new arrangement and Kevin Reynolds
became the convenor but Kevin didn't normally come to the meetings so in practice I
was the leader of the faction but Kevin was the nominal leader because he was the
main union person and it was the party people who did it.
It must have been at the 1996 state elections when Jim McGinty was the leader, Jim
came and had a chat to me about wanting a bit of new blood in the party, and he was
particularly keen to see Kay Hallahan stand down. I think Jim was right in trying to get a
new look because there were too many people left over from the discredited times, so I
didn't disagree with what he was trying to do. I thought Kay was still a substantial
contributor but he had a bit in for Kay because she had beaten him for deputy. One of
things that he insisted on when he got to be leader himself was that she was dumped.
(I've told you that story, I think, earlier on.) Out of that I then had a talk to Kay. In that
group, there was quite a strong group out of the Canning electorate council which is
really based around Armadale, Gosnells, my old fiefdom if you like and Kay's, and Jane
Gerick was from Roleystone. We had quite a substantial sub-group in there (it was
called the Armadale group and then later on, the Bob Pearce faction) but we would just
look after our own patch.
We had a situation where Kay was moving from her upper house seat down to.... No,
sorry. Kay had moved from her upper house seat into my seat and then she was going
to go out. Alannah MacTiernan had followed Kay into the upper house seat and she
was going to come down and become the member for Armadale, and Jane Gerick
she was our main organiser and a worthy candidate she would go into the upper
house. I had made that arrangement. I talked to everybody and that was agreed and off
we went. But then it turned out that Ljiljanna Ravlich was looking for a preselection.

-

-

As I said to you, Kevin Reynolds didn't normally come, nor Jim McGiveron, who was
the secretary of the TWU, to meetings, and they had each of them like a deputy who
came (Graham Giffard came for the CFMEU and Mark Cuomo was the one who
represented [the TWU]) so when I wanted to make that arrangement I went and spoke
to Giffard of the CFMEU and I spoke to Cuomo, and I talked to everybody and there
was agreement that that would be the arrangement: Kay would resign, Alannah comes
down and Jane Gerick goes into the position. And it was our patch so it was not an
unreasonable thing for us, and that was all agreed. But Ljiljanna saw a seat going by
and she lived actually over in Claremont and she had been looking for something else
so we didn't consider her in that arrangement. She went straight to Kevin Reynolds,
told Kevin I was doing dirty deals behind his back and a very, very nasty and vicious
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preselection battle developed between Jane Gerick and Ljiljanna Ravlich. Ljiljanna was
closer to the unions so all of a sudden Kevin didn't see any reason to support the
commitment Giffard had made and Jim McGiveron slipped away from the commitment
that Cuomo had made and Jane was beaten. It was an unfortunate thing I think
because (a) the wrong decision was made, but also, it left a legacy there of a bit of
bitterness about that.
Not long afterwards then, the federal seat of Canning came up and Jane Gerick put her
hand up again. Kevin had taken against Jane out of the last thing, Kevin Reynolds, but
they couldn't find another candidate. See, I was the one on the ground who was
organising it and Reynolds just sits in his Perth office and has no hand in terms of
organising the branch; he's got the numbers from his union vote. Anyway, they hunted
around and they found another candidate, a guy who is a lawyer who had worked for a
while in George Gear's office. He hadn't been seen around the party or the faction
before this time and he wanted to be the candidate. Reynolds backed him and so it
turned into a battle, a stoush, there.
I had helped set this joint faction up. One of the problems we had was working out the
rules about how you could vote because the party is divided up into union votes and
branch votes. Union votes are collective votes, like a union gets a collective number of
votes eight votes for the union. But party members only get one vote for themselves
and they have to vote for people, so it takes 10 party members to produce a delegate
to electorate council, and probably four electorate council, five electorate council
delegates to produce a vote on the state executive. So they're much more
individualised votes. When we put a union faction and a party faction together, we had
to find a way of making sure that one side didn't get a balance over the other. The
system that we chose was to mirror the party's processes so that whoever got a vote in
the party were the ones who got a vote in the faction. So if there was a vote on a state
executive matter or a preselection ballot, for example, then the state executive
delegates (it had to be a state executive delegate) to vote in the faction as well as....
You see what I mean?
-

RJ

Yes.

PEARCE
That's how we did it so no-one could just stack a particular meeting. It
was quite a good mechanism but when it came to the preselection ballot, what they
had forgotten was this when they had opposed Jane, that when you vote for a preselection ballot, in those days, there is also a local panel of 30 people who get a vote.
Well, this is my patch and Jane Gerick's patch. We were the organisers out there so we
had the bulk of the people on that panel of 30. The faction altogether only had about 50
votes on the state executive, so there was 80 potential voters of whom we controlled
the best part of that 30, so she was never going to lose. An effort was then made not to
allow those people to vote.
In the end, it came down to
Well, two things happened. One is that there had been a
little sub-group of young people in the faction who were led by Phil Smith's son. Phil
had been the member for Bunbury and his son had organised quite a good young
group of people and he wanted to run. So he put his name into it and he tried to make
an alliance with the unions in order to try to swing the union votes his way. He must
have given Kevin at least a view that he would support their candidate. When it came
down to the wire, we had the numbers even but we didn't have them unless we had
that local panel. Knowing that their aim was going to be with that local panel, I went
with Jane and saw this chap and we made a deal with him. He wasn't going to win but
we gave him Jane Gerick's position on the administrative committee for one of his
recruits to have on the basis that they would then support Jane. So we swung his four
votes away from Reynolds' candidate onto Jane.
...
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The net result was that we had a very bitter faction argument, a big mass meeting
down at Trades Hall. The faction then voted in favour of counting the delegates, so
Jane won easily, but even if you cut those ones out, she still won by one vote with the
four votes that switched. Now Reynolds was furious about the so-called ratting by
these others and then it led to a confrontation between Reynolds and most of that
young group at a subsequent meeting of the faction whereupon they all left, all of them,
so that faction's whole future just vanished over the most unbelievable performance by
Kevin. They all went off and joined the new right and that's helped shift the whole
balance in the party as it turned out.
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The reason I tell you all that was because Jane won the preselection,
then she won the seat; off she went to be a member of Parliament. But then she was
challenged, in fact, while she was sitting (a sitting member holding a really marginal
seat) by George Gear who wanted to make a comeback and he was supported by the
CFMEU in that. It was a long battle. It was a thing that probably didn't help Jane in her
state of health because she had to fight a long battle to hold on to her preselection,
which in the end she did. Then she lost the election because she was redistributed out
of that seat. They redistributed and took five per cent off and she lost it by a smidgeon,
so it was just a very unfortunate set of circumstances. Then she got the preselection
again to recontest the seat, although it was obviously going to be a harder battle, and
then she had a recurrence of the leukaemia that afflicted her. When she lost the seat
she actually was suffering from leukaemia at the time. She had been really badly ill
from about a year before and she wasn't well when she fought the election. Then she
got what seemed like a complete recovery and so she was back on the campaign trial
and then just before Christmas, she had a relapse and was dead within a few days.
When that happened, when we went back to the faction, Kay Hallahan and I had said,
"Okay, it's our area, we better find another candidate." So we started looking around
and it wasn't easy to find one. We went to the faction meeting and there was a
discussion, "What are we going to do about Canning?" I said, "Well, Kay and I have
been looking around" and that led to an unbelievable outburst by Reynolds again on
the basis "Who do you think you are Bob Pearce faction in action." They had a
candidate, it was a woman who popped up, who was a friend of Reynolds' wife. She
got the preselection; there wasn't anyone else going around.
-

I had a meeting with her and had a talk to her. She didn't strike me as particularly
outstanding but we didn't have anybody better, so I am not saying that I knew better
and she got the preselection, but the net result of it was that most of the people from
the local area weren't involved in her campaign. It was being run off Ljiljanna Ravlich's
office, which is up in Cannington, which is probably out of the Canning area; well, it
was out of the Canning area. She didn't have much local support. Apparently, she was
a very determined person who thought she knew it all and she ran up against all the
people that were trying to help her and ran her own campaign and in the end she
resigned. It happened when I was sailing in the Whitsundays and I got a phone call to
say that the West had run a story to say that she was about to be sacked as the
candidate. The administrative committee had met and decided she wasn't doing what
she was told, she was doing her own thing and she lost all support and it was going to
give her the boot. But obviously the West story was a bit previous because then Bill
Johnson, who was the party secretary, came out to say, no, she wasn't going to be
sacked. The next thing she quit. I don't know what the ins and outs of that were but I
am told that they had decided to try to talk her out of it and it got leaked and out she
went; and this was only a little while before. All that had been really because Reynolds
was determined to hang on to the preselection process after having been rolled over on
the issue of Jane. Then they couldn't find anybody.
The election was a few months out, all of the preselection carry on had been in the
paper, hadn't done any good at all, the one who had the following was Jane, she had
died, and someone had to be found post haste. Kay had been a very popular, I think,
member for Armadale which is the key, the heartland for the Canning seat as it then
was, and they thought if there was anyone who has got a profile, it's Kay. It had to be
Kay or me I suppose in a sense and I wasn't keen. But it had to be Kay because of the
gender rules; it had to be a woman to make the party balance come out. So it was Kay
who filled in and I don't think she particularly wanted to do it, but she took it up and she
campaigned as hard as she could and then got a huge swing against her. I think partly
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it was the preselection stuff and had a bit of a view of well, too old, you shouldn't be
recycling. If you're a party, you should be able to put up new talent, not recycle old
people. So I understood why the electorate made the decision that it did. I thought it
was unfair to Kay; she deserved a better result than that. She campaigned in a way
that should have got a better result than that and she is a better person than that. But I
think left to her druthers, she wouldn't have done it; she did it for the party.
RJ

From what you're saying, Kevin Reynolds is an unfortunate influence.

PEARCE
Look, I've got a lot of time for Kevin, to be quite honest, in lots of ways.
He's no fool, and he's not just a union thug that he's often portrayed to be. He's quite a
thoughtful person in many ways; not educated but he's not dumb. He's survived for a
long time in very difficult circumstances. I've had many discussions with him in which I
think that he is.... But he has a very black and white view of things in many cases. He
is much better in the union area than he is in the political area; he doesn't have good
political antenna. He has great union antenna; poor political antenna.
For example, always carries on about we've got to get quality people into candidates
and rails against poor quality candidates, and I support him in that. When it comes to
picking people, he normally supported duds, very often, as a sad fact. It's the other
thing.... I would say it applies everywhere amongst the union groups. But one of the
things that I would find when I was running the faction, I would go and see him every
couple of months and just say, "Look, this is how things are going". He wasn't coming
to me so I'd run out and say "This is what we are doing; are you okay with that?"
Particularly when we were working out the elections and things like that, "Are you okay
with that?" He would be fine with that. Then I would find out he was supporting
somebody else and only because someone else would come to him and ask him to
vote for them. He would give them the commitment, particularly if it was a union
person. It used to really annoy me that when you make an agreement about how to do
things, he was always on, "Look" and he is true about this, if he gives his word on
something he won't budge from it, a commitment's a commitment. But he would never
see an agreement with me as a commitment. Do you see what I mean? I wasn't out of
the union, I wasn't asking for a vote specifically for myself, so we'd agree how things
would work and then whoever the first person came to his door, he would support them
and that would be the end of that. So I found him very difficult to work with in that sense
because you couldn't rely on him sticking to.... I think the answer.... If you look at it from
Kevin's point of view, he didn't really have his mind around this stuff. He was prepared
to go along with what I was saying but if someone came along and put another view to
him he didn't feel he necessarily had to commit to look at it the same way I was.
-

In the end it broke up in the way that I said. When we had that meeting down at the
Trades Hall over Jane Gerick's preselection, we sat side by side up the front during
that meeting. I won't say bitter words were exchanged but some fairly firm words were
exchanged about how that whole thing was going. In the end, Reynolds' people then
started to try to change the whole faction arrangement so that my power in it was
dramatically reduced. That probably wasn't a bad thing in lots of ways because I would
chair the meetings as well being the effective leader, so I would do the negotiations, I
would chair the meetings and put the propositions and I would have to argue for them
from the chair, which probably wasn't the healthiest way to do it. So they tried to get up
a situation with a separate chairman and a raft of other things, none of which made any
difference to the impact I was able to have on the meetings. But I had always taken the
view myself that it wasn't for me to stick around forever, that you've got to be bringing
other people on. I did that once and then it didn't work out so I had to come back at
people's request and do it again. I was looking for someone else.
So about the time these things were happening, I had moved on and one of the
younger people picked up the role and that. But what had happened, Kevin then moved
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back in and started coming to meetings. I had always said to him he should: "If you're
going to play that role in a party at least come to the bloody meetings and find out what
is going on instead of just making some decision in your office without talking to
anybody else." That started the whole long process by which the unions came to
dominate that group and all the branch people dropped off. They were driven away by
the attitude or they didn't see the need to organise in their electorate. As long as you
get Reynolds to support you, you'll have preselection, you know.
RJ
like.

Which, as we've discussed before, is something that the public doesn't

PEARCE
Doesn't like, that's right. But it doesn't work either. It's killed the faction
because the strength of that faction used to be that it had a good support around the
party, it wasn't just dependent upon a couple of union players. The whole thing has
become very unbalanced and very disorganised and hence very ineffective, whereas in
the old days the centre played a really important role in keeping the party in touch with,
particularly its Parliamentary group and supportive of the leadership, it played a really
important role. But it's turned into a rabble these days, unfortunately.
RJ
You have referred again today and previously about you would have
liked to have been state secretary of the Labor Party and that didn't happen. What is
your involvement with the party? Once that didn't happen and then you moved into the
Forest Industries Federation where you were told that you couldn't any longer be
involved in politics, what has been your continuing association and what is your role
today?
PEARCE
I continue to be a member of the Labor Party. The undertaking I made
when I took up the job here wasn't not to be involved, but it was not to have any public
involvement in the political party. So I resigned all my party positions and faction
positions.
RJ

And what were they at that stage?

PEARCE
I don't know that I can remember. I certainly was a delegate to the state
executive. If I wasn't the deputy convenor of the faction, then I was certainly an
executive member of it. I don't remember whether I had already stepped down or not
from the deputy convenor's position; I don't recall that. I had been actively involved in
both sides. I stood down from that, stopped going to party meetings but, I think I might
have mentioned, I was a board member of the John Curtin House board, which owns
the Labor Party properties in Canberra separate from the National Executive. When I
spoke to Gary Gray, who was the party secretary, national secretary, about my
position, I said "I should resign from that", he was very opposed to my resigning from
that and argued that I didn't need to in terms of the commitment that I was giving. I
checked with people and people thought that was right, so I didn't, so I stayed. I've had
that national link ever since. I'm still a board member of that John Curtin House. In fact,
we had a meeting this morning by telephone. I still do that.
I still kept an involvement with Jane Gerick's campaigns, not a public one but I would
help and assist and advise with those, as much on the basis as she was a friend and
protégé as much as working in my local area. I've kept in.... I mean.... Let me put this
delicately. Anyone who has been around as long as I have gets people asking them for
advice about things so I get a few phone calls from party people asking me for advice
about this, advice about that, and I am happy to do that. But I don't have any public role
or hold any office apart from being on the John Curtin House board.
RJ

And do you quietly and not publicly assist with campaigns still?
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Not really, no. No.

RJ
So in 1998, after that period of consultancy work, you became the
executive director of the Forest Industries Federation. What is your role and why did
you take that position?
PEARCE
Well, it's interesting. I had effectively not worked for five years after
coming out of Parliament. I'd been doing some consulting, but it was very part time. A
lot of the stuff I did I wasn't getting paid for; I was doing things as asked on a voluntary
basis, but I had no complaints. I had a parliamentary pension and that was enough to
live on so I was fine about that. This is what happened: I had really waited around to be
that party secretary and it had taken a year or so for that to come up. When it hadn't I
thought I hadn't gone into a full-time thing with Barry MacKinnon, so I just kept on doing
that and sort of waited around. I didn't really apply for anything. I applied for a couple of
jobs on the way through but nothing really seriously. After about five years I started to
think, well, maybe I've been doing this slacking around long enough, so I better get
myself a job.
RJ

What did you apply for; do you remember?

PEARCE
Just odd things. The one I particularly applied for and I got interviewed
for and I didn't get in the end, was with the Kwinana Industries Council, which when I
looked around at the sort of the things I might do.... It was run by the Chamber of
Commerce and Industry; it was a subset of them. They're not particularly Labor, but
they gave me the courtesy of an interview and I had quite a good discussion with them.
In the end they didn't give it to me although there was a bit of irony because not long
after, which was some years later, I took on the job at FIFWA, they came around and
got a whole raft of advice about how to do things with regard to the Kwinana motorplex.
I gave them a whole raft of free advice (and I was happy enough to do it) but I thought,
well, you could have had me doing this all along.
I saw an ad in the paper for the UDIA (that's the Urban Development Institute of
Australia) and I'd been planning minister for all those areas and had an interest in that
area. I looked at it and I cut out the ad and I put it aside and I looked at it a bit more. A
couple of weeks after it had been in the paper, I thought maybe I should do something
about this. I rang up the agency (it was being done by appointment people) and I rang
them up and I spoke to the chap and he said, "Come in and we'll have a talk", and then
I came. At the end of it he said, "You're very late; we've actually gone through the
process. We've interviewed, we've selected and we're down to two people. If you like,
we can put your name in the mix for that but really it's close to settled, but what about
this?" He put the advertisement for the FIFWA job in front of me. I hadn't seen it; it had
been in the paper but I hadn't seen it. It actually paid better; it was a more serious job
in some ways and I had been the minister in that area and I knew some of the people
who were involved so I said, "Well, I would certainly be interested in that", and an
interview was set up and an offer got made to me.
But it was interesting, because as I say I was only being a bit half-hearted in job
seeking, but I really got interested in the idea of taking the FIFWA job on. Then I never
heard anything about it. I had the interview, I got a very positive phone call from the
employment consultants, and then dead silence for several days. They told me they'd
get back to me in a day or two and a week went by and I thought that was a bit odd.
Then I got a call saying, "Look, be patient, there are a few things going on." What it
was, they were very nervous about appointing a Labor person while there was a Liberal
government. They had, in fact, gone to Richard Court to ask, "Is it okay if we put on
Pearce?" I must say to his credit Richard gave me a clean bill of health, told them they
couldn't have made a better choice effectively. So they took me on.
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It turned out to be a bit more of a hotbed than I thought because I'd dealt with forest
management plans and stuff before and this was going through the RFA [Regional
Forests Agreement] process. There was a lot of discussion going on about the RFA at
the time I came in but it got a whole lot worse after I got there. I hope those two things
are not related. Then it was a real struggle through the RFA and then with the change
of government, it was very challenging, but I've enjoyed my time here. It's not always
been easy but it's been interesting.
RJ

What do you do?

PEARCE
Well, basically I represent industries' point of view. In the case of the
RFA, what I had to do was try to negotiate with government and as far as you could
with the public, a balanced forest management arrangement. Then when the Gallop
government came in with a different thing, we had to try to rescue an industry from a
difficult circumstance. My actual job is to represent the 40 or so companies that make
up the timber industry in Western Australia. In a circumstance, particularly with regard
to the native forest, very often there are whole communities that are reliant on that
resource. I really see myself as battling for them as well; it's not just the companies but
the people too. So I find it from that sense, very rewarding.
It can be funny. When I first got involved, one of the things I picked up really quickly on
was, if you like, the country-city divide. It really still continues to annoy me (I do get
quite angry about it sometimes) that city people have no idea what lies outside the
metropolitan area and prognosticate at great length, and it drives country people mad. I
deal with both. I spend a lot of time in country areas talking to people. I've made a
speech or two about that country-city divide. Kay Hallahan came back (she'd been
down to Busselton of all places) and she said, "A lot of people approach me and they
said, you should run Bob Pearce, he'll win the seat down here." [laughs] I don't think
it's very likely. I've had an interesting time here. The industry has gone through tough
times but I think they've appreciated the level of experience I've been able to bring to
the job.
RJ
You said in your last interview that when it came to forests, Richard
Court's government held its nerve for quite a long time and then they broke when they
didn't need to. What did you mean by that?
PEARCE
I think I covered that earlier in this interview. I suppose it depends how
you look at it, but this is how I look at it: Almost a kind of hysteria built up about forests.
A friend of mine is Michael Field, who was the ex-Premier of Tasmania. Of course,
Tasmania is the real area where the forest fight goes on because you get both ends of
it. The timber industry in Tasmania is about a quarter of its total gross product; a
quarter of all of its industry is the timber industry. It's a state without a lot of economic
base, so the timber industry is really hugely important to them economically. But it's
also got people who like living in Tasmania because it's a quiet little out of the way
place and it's particularly got like the drop-out element people from Sydney and the
mainland who can buy houses up cheap and live a better lifestyle in Tasmania than
they ever could have in Sydney, and to get away from Sydney for the things they don't
like about Sydney and they don't really see why the rest of the people in Tasmania
should have a life. You've got the absolute extremes there.
-

Poor old Michael had the trouble of not only coping with them but in the Parliament
where he was in a minority and had to rely on the Greens to keep his government
going. In the end he pulled the pin on it and wouldn't govern with the Greens, called an
election, which he lost, would have won if he'd gone back in conjunction with the
Greens but he preferred to get to the situation where the Labor Party had to build up
and win in its own right rather than be in a coalition with the Greens. I've had several
long talks to Michael about forestry politics. His version of events (which I think is
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probably true) is that a lot of city people these days, the baby boomers have got into
what he called a post-materialistic phase; that is, they got past the stage where they
had made their money and they were sort of comfortable, and now the environmental
consciousness of their youth were starting to reassert, but not necessarily in a sensible
way if I can put it like that. It was tied on to things like forests and things which, in an
environmental sense, are non-events, where you talk about salinity and that sort of
stuff which, in all honesty, are starting to grab the attention now. They certainly weren't;
it was sort of a pseudo environmental issue.
In terms of Richard, he was in the middle of it because the drive for that came out of
the western suburbs, his own areas, what political commentators these days call
doctors' wives. It's that sort of well established upper echelon of economic earners who
take fairly strident positions on some of these feel-good sorts of issues without
necessarily understanding a lot of the consequences. Richard was right in the middle of
that. I've talked to him several times about what was happening and they had ringing
up chains. He said wives would ring the wives of parliamentarians. He said his own
wife was put under a lot of pressure with regard to it. It was hard for them in their own
heartland to deal with that.
But for all that, they dealt with the RFA honestly. I think they took too long to do it. I
think, politically, if they'd got it a year earlier, it probably would have saved us all a lot of
heartache, but they held their nerve right up to that. They produced quite a decent
RFA. The industry gave a lot of ground in terms of getting out of areas and giving up
stuff. We moved from an arrangement where we had nearly 600 000 cubic metres of
jarrah here down to less than 300 000. There was a lot of give in that from an industry
point of view. I think his RFA was a very fair one. But as I've said, having got it, having
signed it, having publicly produced it, really probably having seen that, the opposition to
it was dying off very quickly. He was spooked by those two or three Nationals and then
abandoned it.
What he thought he could do was to say, "Okay, that's been the process, a three-year
process, $30 million or $40 million, I'm going to do it better." He undertook to do like a
personal consultation around to see if he could talk to everybody and come up with a
better result, try to do it himself. It was a complete and utter disaster. The minute he did
it, it showed himself weak on the issue and everybody was in for their chop. People
who would have accepted a whole lot less suddenly went for a whole lot more. He was
hopeless in getting any sort of consensus, so out of that process he had less
consensus than he had before it started and he opened the door for Gallop firmly on
that issue.
I tried to tell him at one of the meetings I had. I said, "Richard, if you're going to do this,
do it this way. Go to your Dame Rachel Cleland and the dress designer' and all of
those and say, "I think I can get the timber industry to come to this point if you'll accept
that that's a fair outcome." Go to the timber industry and say, "I think I can get them."
Do you see what I mean? Offer it to them. Say, "I think I can achieve this", but don't
say "I'll give you that, are you satisfied?" because they won't be. They'll say, "Give us
more." What you need to do is hold it out to them. "This is what you get, but if you
don't, maybe you don't get it." Do you know what I mean? And that would have been a
much better.... If you're going to try to negotiate a solution, it would have been much
better. He thought about it for about a second or five and I could see that he didn't
agree with that. He went off on the basis of, "I'll give you that, give you all the Karri; are
you happy with that?" Well, of course, they weren't. Straight in the back pocket and the
next set of demands are on the table. I thought Richard really mishandled that
situation. He didn't do it in a very astute way. It's a shame because, as I say, he had
'Liz Davenport. Both women were strongly opposed to logging in Western Australia's native
forests. Dame Rachel Cleland is now deceased (RJ).
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held his nerve up until then. It was one of those occasions where I wished we had his
dad back.
RJ
You've got what was described as a landmark court decision on
Tasmanian forestry practices, which were thought to threaten the jarrah logging in WA.
The Federal Court found that regional forest agreements require the protection of rare
wildlife under the Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act and it
was considered significant in WA. Has it proved to be thus far?
PEARCE
No, it never was. That was just a beat-up for the West. The actual
Tasmanian decision is under challenge now (it was done by a single Federal Court
judge) including by the federal government. The federal government and I think the
Tasmanian government are both challenging that decision and I think there's a fair
chance it will be overturned. If it is not overturned, I think it is almost certain that the
federal and Tasmanian governments will legislate to make sure that it's overturned by
legislation, if not by court action. I don't think that's much of a thing.
To suggest it in WA is flying a real kite because the protection of wildlife is guaranteed
under the Forest Management Plan. The Forest Management Plan in WA is put
together by the Conservation Commission. Wildlife protection is actually a really
important part of the way that works. There was never any threat (I think it was only
Beth Shultz who said that) to that in WA. Nothing has happened as a result of it.
RJ
Just up to this point in time, what do you feel has been your contribution
to FIFWA, or to the forest industry in general?
PEARCE
I think I have given them a new perspective in a sense. They've had to
shift from a stage of fighting in the trench block by block, tree by tree. I think we've
given them a bit of a new perspective on how to deal with things. I think the
organisation has probably got a whole better strategic shape than it had before I came.
It's probably got a bit of a better public image, although I wouldn't suggest a public
image is right at the top. I think we've turned a lot of things around in terms of how we
deal with things. Even with the Labor government, who did terrible things to the
industry in many ways, we've got a good relationship. We've helped formulate a
strategic approach to government on the hardwood plantation industry. We didn't have
that before. It's not things that if you stop anyone on the street they'd be able to tell you
about but I think inside the industry there's a general view that the industry association
now functions much more effectively than it did.
RJ

Will this position see you out?

PEARCE
I think so. When I mentioned that job I didn't get with the Kwinana
Industries Council, I think the main reason I didn't get it was because I hadn't actually
done a job interview for about 20 years. I had quite a good discussion with them, but at
the end of it, they asked me a question like, "What are your ambitions for the future?"
One of the guys on the panel was sort of like the next layer up. I thought, I don't want to
say to this guy, "I'm shooting you for your job", so I sort of said to them, "I'm not looking
for huge advancement, I'd be quite happy to take this job and do what I can." I could
see the look on their faces. They clearly thought I was just looking for somewhere to
retire into. It was a misreading of the situation. I would have done a really good job for
them if they'd given it to me but I didn't want to look too ambitious because I didn't
know enough about it.
So when I came to FIFWA I learnt from that, and I said to them when they said, "You've
got the RFA coming up, maybe it will be two or three years, I'll see you through the
RFA and then that will be it", that was a big issue for them. They thought, hang on, we
don't want you just for two years. I said, "In that case, I would be prepared to commit
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to a minimum term if that's an issue." They came back and said, "Take the job. We
won't ask you to commit to any term." Despite what I've just said, part of it was
understanding how to deal with interview panels better, I probably thought, well maybe
I'll see it through the election and probably that will be enough.
I've been here nine years now, going on, and it's a lot longer than I anticipated. I'm 61.
I've had a couple of approaches to go to other industry associations particularly, but I
never really followed them up. Each time I'm tempted (there was one quite recently), I
look at what I have to do in the current thing and there's issues in the industry at the
present time. I feel a responsibility to carry it through. I really said to people here, "I'll
stay to the next election", which is due in the beginning of 2009, which is just under a
couple of years from now "and then we'll look at the situation again".
RJ
But it could be argued, with this pressure for people to stay longer in the
workforce and you therefore perhaps not retiring until you're 70, that there could be
another nine years doing this job.
PEARCE

Well, it's quite possible. I'm right on top of it as a job.

RJ

But would you want to do it?

PEARCE
I'm not bored by it. The idea of just spending my time sailing is very
attractive. I am not really looking to work after 65. Probably if you had asked me before,
I would have said, "I expect to be retired a long time before that." I don't have an
answer to that. In my own mind, I thought I'd see this through to the next election and
then we'll see what the situation is. They don't have a clear alternative to me. I've
changed the thinking a bit. It's interesting how these things are worked. When I came
into this job, the gentleman who had occupied it before me had been employed quite
young and they did a lot of stuff in the skills training. It was more sort of an
organisational job; it wasn't much of a political representation job. But this is a very
political industry.
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It's interesting how it's changed. The national thing was run by a guy called Rob Bain,
who was very effective actually. He was one of the good lobbyists, but he'd come out of
a government department. Someone said to me only a year or so ago, because it's
happening around the country a bit now, that when the Victorians employed Tricia
Caswell, who'd been a notable environmental campaigner to beat their drum (the
national association has now got Kathryn Murphy, who came out of Brendan Nelson's
office, and she'd been in the Prime Minister's office) someone actually said to me,
"Oh you're the breakthrough" that's me "in terms of looking at a different approach
to the people you'd be putting into these sort of forestry industry jobs." I think that's
probably true in the sense that when I came along I don't think they had been thinking
about somebody like me for the job. But now I don't think they'd think about anybody
else. This is the way it works in the modern age; if not someone who's a minister, at
least someone who comes out of a political background of some form. I think that the
perspective has changed a lot there too. I think that's, I suppose, a contribution of
sorts.
-

-

-

RJ
There are other things in which you are involved. You're the chairman of
the WA Port Operations Task Force, a member of the Sea Freight Council for
Fremantle Ports, you've been appointed to the board of the Fremantle Port Authority,
you're on the board of the Fremantle Sailing Club and you're vice president of the
National Association of Forest Industries. Is there anything out of those that's worth
commenting on?
PEARCE
I think the port things are interesting. I sort of drifted into that. I was
approached after I'd been two or three years in the timber job for the Sea Freight
Council. The Sea Freight Council is a very effective advisory group. It's a government
advisory group. It's chaired by the Director General of the Department for Planning and
Infrastructure and it gives advice on sea freight issues and port-related issues, and I
was approached to become a consumer representative on it. They were looking at
someone.... we don't in fact ship much to be quite honest. A lot of woodchip gets
shipped, all of that we get shipped, but as an industry association we don't have much
to do with it. Some of our members export mostly, again, containerised product, but
we're pretty small beer in the sea freight, except maybe for woodchips. I think I was
asked as much because I'd been a previous transport minister as anything else. But I
was interested enough to do it at the time, so I went along to the Sea Freight Council.
Then after a couple of years there I was approached one day by a couple of the other
industry representatives (not consumer but people actually in the freight industry in the
marine area) to say, look, would I be interested in having my name put forward to chair
the Port Operations Task Force. Now this was coming full circle for me, because the
Port Operations Task Force was set up effectively by Brian Burke, but probably in
practice by my predecessor as transport minister Gavan Troy (but I think it was Brian's
idea) to provide a place for Des Dans when he retired from the Cabinet. Des was of the
waterfront (there were a huge number of waterfront issues) and they set up a group,
which Des chaired, to try and get some handle on the complex issues on the
waterfront, mostly at Fremantle port, and Des would come and report to me as
minister. I was almost the first real minister, and so we'd still been going. Des had
retired. They'd got a guy who'd been a former senior transport official from the federal
government who'd chaired it in his retirement. What happened was he was retiring
then; he was being paid to do it, I think, on a full-time or close to full-time basis, as was
Des. He retired and they were worried that the DPI wasn't going to put up the money
for it; they felt it wasn't worthy of a full-time person. So they came to me and said would
I chair it for free, you know, be the chairman and not get paid. I thought it was
interesting. I was interested in the port area, so I was happy to do that, and I never ask
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for money for these sorts of things, so off I went to chair that, and out of that I got
appointed to the board and then to the deputy chairmanship of the Fremantle Port
Authority.
I was quite interested in sea freight issues, but it's sort of like not the main deal. I have
been chairing that Port Operations Task Force for four years now. It's actually a very
significant body. It has all the interest groups in the Fremantle port there. It's a strange
commercial beast, the Fremantle port, because although it's got a port authority that
runs it, a lot of their job is just leasing out facilities to the various elements in the
logistics chain, in the transport chain, all of whom work with their own commercial
advantage in mind, so, as a chain it's got to work by each link looking at what's good
for itself, and it's been quite a challenge, but it works pretty effectively, I think, that
group.
Fremantle port's fun. It's a really good group of people and it's well run, very well run,
and I enjoy my association with them
RJ
We have touched on this a few times, including today, but I would like to
ask you further about the controversy that has come out of the role of Brian Burke and
Julian Grill acting as consultants. You had Norm Marlborough and [John] Bowler
standing down as ministers, and you've had others who have been affected by the
process. What is your view of what has happened and the sort of evidence that is
coming out, knowing that we only ever hear part thereof?
PEARCE
I suppose I've got mixed views about them. I think the thing I found most
worrying about the whole thing was Julian Grill's statement that was taped at his house
about how they were working as consultants by getting young, upcoming people and
sort of trying to build a network, which included them, that would be putting stuff their
way.
I don't know if you saw Carmen Lawrence on the Four Corners thing which was on the
other day.' I thought Carmen was actually very accurate in the way that she portrayed
that. She said, "Look, the sort of stuff that happens here, just happens everywhere in
politics." The number of times she's had someone threaten her preselection, and I've
certainly had the same thing, but it's mostly over internal party stuff, you know "vote for
this", and it's all part of the business of trying to amass opinions and make sure that
parliamentary people are representing truly the opinions of the party. So it's tough, but
it's legitimate, and she was quite right in saying, "What's happened here is a step
beyond that where people are using their capacity to influence preselections in the
party in a way to advantage their own business or their own clients, and that is beyond
the pale." I agree 100 per cent with Carmen that that is right, and the way that Julian
talked about the way they were setting up a process of doing that, I found really quite
scary. So from that point of view I think that's really bad.
On the other hand, I just have to worry about a society where people's houses can be
bugged and every phone call you make for a year and a bit can be taped on really not
very substantial grounds. If Four Corners is right, the reason that they thought that all
of this was done was because Brian Burke was helping to finance or not even
finance, but organise the campaigns for candidates in local elections. I mean, that's a
bit rugged. It's all very well to say that they're developers who are running candidates
for election, but that action group was running candidates as well the bit that Four
Corners didn't mention. I'm not supporting Burke and Grill in what they do because, as
I said, I think they've gone much too far in their methodology. But you have to worry
about the [Crime and Corruption] Commission. If you look at the ministers who went,
fundamentally they went or not completely but, say, Norm Marlborough basically for
-

-

-

1

A reference to the Four Corners program of 30 April 2007, "The Dark Arts".

-
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telling lies to the Commission. If you take the commission out of it, maybe he hadn't
done stuff that was so terribly wrong
RJ
Except that he was prepared to let someone outside of Parliament tell
him what to say and do.
PEARCE
Yes, I know that, but he asked for the advice. You see what I mean?
Norm is a friend of mine, so maybe.... I haven't seen him in a long time, so I'm not a
close friend in that sense, but I feel sorry for him. I sort of chuckled wryly about that
thing they used to have to get Burkie to tell him the answer to the question when Burkie
said, "I told you that," and he said, 'Well, I didn't write it down." That's unfortunately
Norm all over, and to that extent you could probably make the argument when it came
right down to it that he didn't have the capacity that was required to be a minister,
although for all that I thought he'd be better than he was. I thought he was a marginal
minister, but look at the Cabinet now of the people in it; I would put Norm [unclear]. I
was disappointed by Norm. He was silly to get caught with that stuff with the phone,
but, again (I mean, I shouldn't defend him too much) but Carmen was very perceptive
in that little bit on Four Corners. She said, again when they rang people a lot of the time
you could hear people just being polite to get them off the phone, you know, they did
not disagree with him.
One of the things that Norm got slated for was appointing Beryle Morgan to the South
West Development Commission. Well, he never did. He said to Burke that he would,
but he never did it. I think he was silly to get caught up in all that, and he had to resign,
right. When he got caught out lying about the phone, he had to resign. In fact, he
probably should have had to resign about the phone anyway in a sense if what he was
doing was telling Brian about what had gone on in Cabinet because that's not a thing
you're entitled to do. But in fact, I don't think the Corruption Commission has actually
established that he actually ever did tell Burke about anything that happened in
Cabinet. I never saw any suggestion that they'd pinged him on any particular case. So,
I've mixed views about it. I think what has gone on with Brian and Julian is a step too
far and deserves to be exposed, so I'm not saying that it's not, but I think maybe some
of the methodology that's been used has got worrying implications for the rest of us.
RJ
Just in the Four Corners program, the action group I'm pretty sure I'm
right in remembering did say they were supporting candidates, but they were making
that known: "This is one of our candidates with this agenda." Their argument was that
the other side were influencing candidates without that then being known to the public
that that was where this was coming from.
-

-

PEARCE
If that's the case, I don't remember that aspect of it being said, but it
might well be that they were. I suppose having been planning minister I tend to look a
little bit critically at some of these sort of action groups and the people involved, one of
whom spoke very firmly about developers and going for the big money. He explained
that all his money is in development. That's what he was; he's a retired developer. The
house that he resides in, which is very attractive and very lavish and an extraordinarily
expensive house, sits on a sandhill overlooking Smiths Beach, so it's not very far from
where the other development is supposed to be. Four Corners do villains and goodies
and white hats and black hats. That's their way of doing things, and they made these
guys the white hats and the others the black hats. By and large I think the information
in the program was true and supported that view of life, but that's a view they had. If
you were to do another story you easily could have taken a shot of Bill Mitchell's house
on Smiths Beach and just pan over there and say, "This is where former developer
Mr Mitchell lives," and you could have wrecked his credibility in no time flat. So it's just
a question of how you pitch those things, and it's tricky in terms of local candidates.
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The whole business of local government is a worry, I think, in the way we go about it,
because it's designed to be local, and so the candidates don't run on party tickets for
the most part in WA; they run as individuals. Mostly they've got to get their money from
somewhere if they want to have a campaign, unless they're particularly wealthy
themselves, so what do they do? Mostly, they get it from people in the area, but they
don't..., like we talked about in politics generally, for the most part, people are not
altruistic supporters of political parties. That doesn't mean that they.... I mean with
developers it's particularly tight because a developer wants someone who's going to be
in favour of developing generally. But that's probably a legitimate thing. If someone
runs on the basis of, "Let's develop Smiths or develop Busselton" (and the progress
association used to run on those sorts of tickets) that's probably legitimate. The line
comes when you say, 'Okay, I'm a developer of this development, and I'm bringing you
money and you support this development." When does it become support and when
does it become bribery? It's a really fine line, and it's not always an easy one to draw.
I think local government people find themselves in trouble over that all the time, and it's
very difficult. Often times they're pinged for campaign donations. People will donate to
their campaign through developers, and they've got developments in the thing, and it's
treated as if it's bribery, but it's not in my view. I've had, not a lot, but I've had campaign
donations. There's a whole big difference between a campaign donation and bribery,
because you get campaign donations from someone who broadly likes the way you
deal with things, and bribery is when you're paid for your vote on a specific matter. But
for all that I can see in a lot of the local government things that have happened (like
Wanneroo for example) where it's certainly blurred at best, and possibly corrupt at
worst. I think Smiths Beach has been a particularly unfortunate episode for all involved
But I'm a little slow to rush to judgement about individuals with regard to that in terms of
whether they've done it because I just don't know enough about it
RJ
Not that my opinion is slightly important, but I think that process of
bugging phones worried a lot of people, that we live in a free society and a democracy,
and that sort of thing can happen, to the extent that they did bug the phones, and when
you start putting it in people's bathrooms and all through a house, you've got to have a
very good reason to do that, and I suppose we won't really know until the findings have
come out whether there were significant enough reasons to do that. There certainly
doesn't appear to be.
PEARCE
No, it doesn't appear.... I will be interested to see what their findings are
because my guess is the findings won't be anywhere as dramatic as the stuff they've
had in the courts. I'm sure I made a point in one of our earlier discussions about the
Royal Commission. They wanted to [unclear]. That's exactly what I said to the Cabinet:
"Listen, the thing that'll kill us will be the hearings, not the conclusions because day
after day the most outrageous allegations and claims are going to get made under
privilege, headlines in the papers, and then two years down the track, 'Not as bad as
we first thought', on page 36." It didn't quite work out like that, but that's often how
these things occur in politics, so I don't expect anything to be dramatic in the findings
that haven't come out. A lot of the stuff that's come out has not been illegal. Almost all
of it's not been illegal. I think they'll be struggling to find things which are illegal except,
possibly, lying to THEM, because people wanted to defend themselves or not tell the
whole story or cover up what they had done.
RJ
But as you know, people can also say "I didn't lie; I really truly had
forgotten that."
PEARCE

Well Carmen in fact got through a court case on exactly that....

RJ

Tactic.
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PEARCE
approach; that's right. We'll see how that shapes. I've always thought
people could probably lie in their own defence (I probably shouldn't say that) but if you
set some poor bugger up in court you can't expect him to roll out his guilt. You've got to
allow a little bit of slack for people who are defending themselves, and I don't think
corruption commissions are any different with regard to that. I don't think people expect
to convict themselves. I'm not one who takes one of these sort of mad human rights
things and thinks that every last little barrier can be put up to stop guilty people being
convicted, because I think, in fact, there are probably more in that than there needs to
be. But in this particular case where, as you say, you can on what seemed to me fairly
slender grounds, get a warrant then to tape every phone call for a year or to virtually
bug someone's whole house.
RJ
It's a worry. But to get to the Burke and Grill side, the fact is that they
understood the machinations of government and the public service more than most.
They have influenced friends to influence what then happened. The Bowler one in
particular comes home, where he was really fed with material he then used as part of
his public process. Is that what friends do to each other?
PEARCE
Well, no, but the reason Brian.... to pick on Brian Burke particularly,
because he's a fascinating character in many ways. I still have a deep admiration for
the way Brian was Premier of this state. I thought he did a great job, and I hold to that
even with all the stuff that has come out since. I think I acknowledged in our earlier
discussion our weaknesses, like everybody else, including mine, and I think those
weaknesses, to some extent, have been more obvious since he's been out of
Parliament and he's not been in a position.... But he is extraordinarily influential, but he
is extraordinary influential because when he talks, people think he's right. He makes a
lot of sense when he talks. He's a very persuasive, extraordinarily persuasive person.
So, if you were up for murder you'd get the best QC you could get, or if you've got a
difficult case to argue with government you'd go to Brian Burke because he's more
likely to be persuasive in talking to people than anybody else.
RJ

But it wasn't just persuasion; it was manipulation.

PEARCE
Well, look, one of the aspects of it is, there's no doubt because he's
Brian Burke and former Premier, a lot of people took his calls who might not have taken
them otherwise. I think that's probably true, but he's not the first person to be a
consultant who's been a Premier or a leader of the party. Bill Hassell continues to
operate quite extensively as a consultant. Ray O'Connor, after having been Premier,
was a consultant. Sir Charles Court never did it but Richard does, but in a different
way. I think he's more specific in the mining and certainly the more general sort of stuff.
These people have got to make a living.
One of the things that has changed in politics is that you get these jobs much younger.
Sir Charles Court was more like up to his time and John Tonkin before him, they were
elderly men when they came out of.... Charles was 70.1 You finished your time and
you'd go into retirement. When Burke came out, he was a year younger than me.
That's wrong yet again. I retired just on my 46th birthday or my 47th (one of those two)2
after 10 years in government. Burke's a year younger than me anyway, and he retired
five years before, so he must have been 41 or 42 when he retired as Premier.3 Well
you can't expect him not to work for the rest of his life, but what do you do? It's a
difficult situation once you're Premier. You just don't go and get an ordinary job, in
many ways. So he got into working in areas where his expertise is valued by people
and people are prepared to pay for it. I don't think that's necessarily a bad thing. I
'John Tonkin was 75 when he retired.
birthday is correct.
Brian Burke was 41 when he resigned from Parliament.

2 47th
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instanced before when I said Ray O'Connor, because, really, he needed someone to
help shape his stuff in a way that only somebody with that level of expertise could
have.
I do agree with you though that when you took it the way Julian explained what they
were doing, deliberately building networks among ambitious young people, it's like
putting sleepers the Russian KGB putting sleepers in. That is going too far, that is.
You can't support that. They went too far in what they were doing. I think that's right.
Let me say that. But for all that, it's interesting to say, "Okay, so they've gone too far",
but it's a hard exercise to draw the line to say exactly when they stepped over it.
-

RJ

What about when they threatened people's preselection?

PEARCE
That was terrible. I was involved in that. Adele Farina is a very close
friend of mine. She was my chief of staff for four or five years when I was a minister
(five years probably) and she's an excellent member of Parliament and a very gutsy
young lady. I knew about that threat. I spoke to her. She rang me when she was driving
out to his house when that happened, and she rang me on the way back, so I was
much involved as an adviser in that. I thought he behaved disgracefully over that. I
haven't told him because I haven't spoken to him since, but I've told a number of other
people to pass it on. But I thought he'd behaved very badly with regard to that.
RJ
him?

And has that in any way affected your feelings about your friendship with

PEARCE

Well, you say "friendship"; I've not spoken to him in a number of years.

RJ

I know it's not a close one now, but have you lost any respect for him?

PEARCE
Look, I have on that issue, but one of Brian's problems is.... I tried to say
to Adele this. Everyone's got weaknesses. One of Brian's difficulties is working with
somebody like Adele, because she's a generation younger and she's a woman. That's
the sort of person Brian would expect to follow his lead. He didn't handle it well when
she didn't. Normally he can be extraordinarily persuasive with people. I won't name the
names, but just with a couple of colleagues even in the Cabinet, there were ones that
he'd put the charm on and persuade them, but a couple he just couldn't be bothered
with, either he'd had trouble with them before and had written them off in a way, and he
didn't put the effort in if he could have, and Adele is one of those. She's in that
category. He just expects her to do it. He helped her get the preselection in the first
place, although she would have got the preselection without his help, in a sense,
because the centre had picked her to be the candidate for Perth, and it was our seat in
the way the factions are, because what's her name Di Warnock, she's out of the
centre. She wanted to support the guy who's got it now, but the faction wanted Adele,
and she would have got it if it hadn't been for the fact that Burke and the others made
that disastrous decision to oppose D'Orazio in Ballajura, which split the right up and
suddenly deprived the right and centre of the majority. If that split hadn't occurred,
Adele would have been the member for Perth, and she wouldn't have been reliant on
that group for her preselection; she would have just held it then as a lower house
member really reliant on the thing. In fact, Joe Bullock from the shoppies said to me
after when they agreed to support Adele for a position which had previously been one
of theirs (that's the point that Burke made; it was previously a right position), "That's by
way of apology." and that's how I saw it. But he should never have done that. Once you
get to that stage of threatening people's preselection to support, that's corrupt; that is
corrupt behaviour. I thought that was just too far for Brian.
-

I don't know how more widely he would do those things. See, again, it's a kind of how
can I put it? It's where Carmen was saying "It's the sort of thing that happens all the
-
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time in politics." You live that sort of life, that's what happens. There would be big
stakes. You get bullied. You get threatened. All sorts of stuff goes on. But, normally it's
inside that circle. What they've done is made the circle bigger. I think, as Carmen said,
that's just not acceptable. But the behaviour itself is not different. Making the
distinctions is what's important.
It's a tough life, politics, it really is.
RJ
Looking back, what do you rate as the worst experience you had as a
member of Parliament?
PEARCE
Well, there's no doubt that the sort of personal assault on me by the
police over that business in my office and the stamps I've mentioned, that was certainly
the worst I personally went through. I hadn't done anything wrong and I found myself
potentially being charged myself. That was a very worrying time. Then the Royal
Commission wasn't exactly the best time to go through either, although it came upon
me a bit quickly because I must say I hadn't anticipated that at all, and I suppose I just
dealt with it as best I could.
The other time I suppose I was most pressured at the end of my time in the education
ministry. I'd spent five years trying to get a whole raft of reforms through, and you build
up a whole raft of resistance. It was just becoming very difficult to deal with. Some of
the personal criticism came out of the educational group. Some of the educational
mafia are as vicious as anybody else. Some of the personal criticism I found a bit
unsettling.
Then right at the very start (I think I might have mentioned this) the very first really
critical letter I got was actually over not turning Tuart College back into a high school as
we'd said that we would do. I went out to several meetings. We looked at it very
seriously, but it was marginal for numbers before it had been broken up. It was several
years after it had been changed. The department was very opposed to putting it back,
and there was a whole raft of students who were in there getting benefit from it as a
college, so it wasn't going to be an easy decision, but when you looked at who would
come back, there was not enough to make a school. On that basis, it was the right
decision to make, but equally....
When I spoke to the timber communities' conference on the weekend, I talked about
making the right decisions as opposed to making popular decisions. I mentioned that I
think that governments very often make their worst mistakes when they're still in
opposition in what they promise at the election and they feel obliged to deliver on
irrespective. I was always prepared to, if you make a promise, go there, but when you
get to the other side and you go through it and if it was a wrong promise, if it really was,
then you should be prepared to change your mind about it. You cop criticism, but it's
the right thing to do. I did on Tuart Hill. I got a really nasty letter from somebody who
really felt betrayed. That's the first really nasty letter I got. It really affected me. I sat
there and I read it through three times and I was very hurt by it, but I suppose you
learn. But that was not a.... when people feel that you've personally betrayed them. I
suppose, no matter how you look at it you say it was the right decision, and it was, but
you don't like that feeling that people feel that you've let them down.
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RJ
What were the things that you were most pleased you managed to
achieve in your parliamentary career?
PEARCE
I think the northern railway line is clearly the one I would put on top of
my little list. If I hadn't come along, that would have been a busway. I think the
rightness of turning that into a train has been amply demonstrated ever since, and then
the commitment which I gave to the Mandurah line, which is only just coming in, has
changed the whole nature of public transport in Perth, and I think that's a really
important decision. It's not all that often you get the chance to sort of say "I made a
difference" because you're so much part of a team and people often feel, "I did this,"
but it wasn't their idea in the first place and you just were part of a setting up. I won't
claim that the railway was just my idea. Other people had that idea before me, and
were arguing for it, but if I hadn't come along, then we would have got a different
outcome, so in that point you can say it did make a difference. I think it's a really
important part of it.
I was only two years in transport but I think I made a big impact in there. I had four
ships built in Western Australia for the State Shipping Service. They were the biggest
ships that had been built, I think, up to that point, and that got a lot of the machinery in
place down in Henderson. They were able to use the building of those ships to buy
panel-rolling equipment and stuff like that which has now been the basis of a lot of the
growth in the industry down there, so I think that was an important thing to have done.
Dawesville Cut was another thing that I got done. Again, it wasn't my idea, but I was
certainly one that pushed that through.
In education, it's harder to point to the individual things because it's such a moving
business, educational policy, but I do think that I set the scene for the more
decentralised approach (more important in schools) that still continues to be a part. A
lot of the educational changes I set in place have survived, although many of them in
modified form, so I think that was important.
You can't shoot ducks in Western Australia any more, thanks to me. On the
environment: Mt Lesueur National Park. A lot of things I probably even don't remember
now, where we managed to make projects more workable but more environmentally
friendly as well for a lot of the things that got done. Mt Lesueur National park. There is
a lot of stuff, but mostly it's cooperative, you know. A lot of departments work on it;
other people think up the ideas. If you are working successfully, often it is to take other
people's ideas and mould them and shape them and make them workable. Particularly
in education, a lot of the ideas actually were my own, so I was never a patsy, but I think
never also taking the view that just because I thought of it, it was necessarily right, and
if someone else thought of it, it was necessarily wrong.
RJ
It is obvious that you would have liked to have been Premier. What sort
of Premier would you have been and what ambitions did you have for the state?
PEARCE
I wonder if your first assumption is correct. I can remember having a
discussion with Ian Taylor....
RJ

Well, you did say you were put out when you weren't part of the running.

PEARCE
I know. I had a discussion with Ian Taylor about this after Dowding was
Premier. I think it may have been after Carmen. No, it was after Carmen was. It was
probably after I was out of Parliament, actually, because Ian could have been Premier
instead of Carmen. I think I mentioned that to you on the way through, as I understand

TAPE TWENTY SIDE B

PEARCE

279

the dynamics of that group; I was not in it. What he said to me, he said, "Look Bob, you
and I never really wanted to be Premier. People like Dowding and Carmen they really
wanted to be Premier." I think there is a level of truth in that, even for me. I would have
liked to have been Premier, that is probably right, but I must say I always had doubts
that I could do all the aspects of the job.
The thing that actually mostly worried me, something Premiers don't have to do these
days, that is the fundraising. In the Burke time, I was never any good at asking people
for money and I thought if the party is going to rely on me to raise the funds, it's going
to be a very poor party. I certainly had my doubts in that area, and I never contested a
ballot. Either time I never contested a ballot. I could easily have contested the ballot for
Deputy Premier when Ian Taylor stood, and I may well have won it but, again, I think I
mentioned that with these investigations really I thought it wasn't the right thing to do.
I've been ambitious, but not driven by ambition, if I can put it like that. When I went into
Parliament and became a minister I thought, I am happy to be education minister for as
long as it takes. Never had any ambition, because I thought, well, Burke is younger
than me and he's going to be around longer than me, or as long, so when I went into
Parliament I didn't have any expectation of ever winding up Premier. Who's to know? I
mean, looking back I probably was better off where I was.
RJ

What things have you yet....

PEARCE
One extra thing: I was a really good Leader of the House. I reckon the
government would have collapsed earlier if I hadn't been Leader of the House in those
last couple of years when we didn't have a majority.
RJ
Yes, I think you've made that very clear that your strength and
contribution was in that field. What things have you yet to do that you would like to do
in the years ahead?
PEARCE
Well, I don't think anything, really. [laughs] That's why I didn't get the job
down at Kwinana when I applied down there. I think, in that sense, when you get into
those political positions where you really can get stuff done unless your time.... Once
you're out of that, your capacity to achieve is a lot less.
RJ

That shouldn't stop you wanting to.

PEARCE
Well, I've got no ambition to go back into Parliament or anything like
that. I continue to work with my industry here and achieve what I can for them, but
that's really an extension of what I'm already doing. I don't have any huge ambitions for
myself into the future.
RJ
And no personal things unfulfilled? It's like me retiring and saying, "At
last, I can learn to play the cello." Is there anything like that in your life?
PEARCE
You see, I'm doing those things. One of the things I always wanted to do
was to learn Latin properly when I came out of Parliament. On that language, I've been
doing it as I've gone along, so really all the things and I sail so really all the things I
want to do I'm really doing now; what I'll do, I have more time to do them. I don't think
I'm likely to take up anything really new.
-

-

RJ
Okay. This is the end of the interview. Is there anything you want to add
before we close off?
PEARCE
No, I don't think so. It's been a very interesting set of sessions, you
know. It's been quite challenging for me in lots of ways, and I probably, as I often do,
overstate things a little bit, so when you go back, you will probably find all sorts of
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contradictions in what I have said, but I've had an interesting life. I don't resile from
that. You look back on it and it's easy to see.... Looking back, you can see the mistakes
you've made. It's not always easy to see them when you're coming up to them.
Occasionally, you can see them when you're coming up to them but you can't avoid
them. That's the worse thing.
I think the thing I regret most is that, given all that has happened, particularly with
Brian's continual thing, the reputation of the government I was in has sort of got worse
and worse and worse over time, and yet it was really a good government to be in. It
wasn't a fundamentally corrupt government; it was fundamentally a government of
good people. I think the Royal Commission painted it in a worse picture than it needed
to, although there was no doubt about it, in some of the broad terms, the way that we
dealt with things, we crossed boundaries we probably shouldn't have crossed. Part of it
was youth and inexperience; part of it was because we were playing with fire with some
of the people. I think we had good intentions, but we were playing with some people
who were a lot sharper and less principled than some of us at least were ourselves.
That's a matter of....
But it's an interesting thing, you know. Much as that's.... I don't personally find that. I
don't bump into people. Probably people don't recognise me in the street anymore, but
I don't find a lot of people saying, "Shit, you were in that terrible government; you were
one of those corrupt people." I don't find any of that at a personal level. Quite the
reverse. Maybe people are prepared to exempt individuals. I don't know. I don't carry a
personal weight from that. But it does worry me that I suppose, historically, we might
not be looked on as well as perhaps we should have been.
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