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INTRODUCTION
This is an interview with Mr Robert Hetherington for the
Parliamentary History Project and the Battye Library Oral History
Programme.
Born in South Australia in 1923, Mr Hetherington moved to Western
Australia in 1967 to inaugurate the first year political science
course at the University of Western Australia. He was elected to
the Western Australian Parliament in 1977 for the Legislative
Council Province of East Metropolitan which became South-East
Metropolitan in 1981.
Mr Hetherington was interviewed to provide background for the
Parliamentary History Project and therefore only some aspects of
his parliamentary experience were covered.
His views on the
Legislative Council and its reform were sought, together with
details of the facilities and allowances available to members of
Parliament in 1986, to provide a comparison with those of earlier
periods.
The interview was conducted on August 14, 1986 by Ronda Jamieson.
There are two tapes.
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VERBATIM TRANSCRIPT
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HETHERINGTON

Robert Hetherington, born on the 8th of January
er
1923, the year of the Bruce Page Government, in Mount Gambi,Ø,
South Australia.
RJ

When did you come to Western Australia?

HETHERINGTON

I came to Western Australia in 1967.
I was
brought over here by the present Governor [Gordon Reid] to begin
the first first year political science course at the University
of Western Australia, after he became Professor of Politics in
1966.
I ran the first year course until 1977 when I became a
member of the Legislative Council, for East Metropolitan
Province.
RJ

Why did you decide to go into politics?

HETHERINGTON
Well Isobel Durack told me it was disease, there's
nothing you can do about it.
I don't really know.
I'd had
yearnings to go into politics for many years.
When I came over
here I decided that it was too late to do so. I joined the Labor
Party immediately, went to State Executive meetings regularly.
Then in 1974 I got myself into certain trouble because I
criticised the then Premier of the State and found that I had a
certain following on the State Executive, and I decided then to
stand for the Senate, which I did that year.
The following year
I got sixth on the ticket when five were elected, and fifth on
the ticket when four were elected, and was then talked into going
into the Legislative Council which I did, for a safe seat, which
I wanted.
RJ

Why the Council?

HETHERINGTON
Because that was what was offered to me.
I was
too old
I was fifty-four when I came in, I was too old to be
picky and choosy.
It was my last chance if I was going to go
into politics, and so I bought it. I didn't want to go into the
-
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Legislative Council.

"Who wants to be in the Western Australian
Legislative Council?" I said. But I was finally persuaded that I
might be useful there.
One of the ironies is that it was
suggested to me that the talent was such that I would probably
become a minister.
In the Parliament afterwards two future
ministers were elected who killed that ambition stone dead.
there you are.

So

RJ
Why was it seen as the unsuitable place to be, the
Legislative Council?
HETHERINGTON

Nobody wanted to be in the Legislative Council in
the Labor Party.
It was gerrymandered; we had no majority. At
that stage there were thirty members; we had nine of them.
We
were in permanent opposition, and we just regarded it as the
worst House in Australia, except the Tasmanian Legislative
Council.
It was just not the kind of Council you wanted to be
in. It was rock bottom as far as a Labor member is concerned. I
know members of the Liberal Party think of it much more highly,
but then they have every reason to.
However I found it most
interesting when I came in there, and of course as it's turned
out, one might as well have been there as anywhere else I think,
because it's a team effort.
I hope we look as if we're going to
reform the place this year, but that remains to be seen.
RJ
there?

Why did you find it most interesting when you got

HETHERINGTON
Well I found it interesting because I was
immediately thrown into the deep end.
I was elected deputy
leader of the Labor Party before I actually took my seat, and
found that I was leading for the Party on a whole range of bills,
in opposition, so I was talking all the time.
I learnt a great
deal, and in due course became shadow minister for education, and
I learnt a great deal there too.
I was also on the Education
Policy Committee, and I was the convener of that after I was
defeated as deputy leader in the following Parliament by Joe
Berinson, and helped to rewrite the policy.
I took up a couple
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One was the integration of handicapped children

into schools.

I managed to rewrite our policy and see it in
operation under Bob Pearce as minister.
I also went with him
when he was shadow minister for women's interests, which I had
been, to the Hobart Rape Conference, and then took up the cause
of reforming the sexual assault legislation, which we did in our
first Parliament.
So that there are a whole range of other
things.
Now I'm on the Agricultural Committee, Julian Grill's
Agricultural Committee. I've just come from a meeting. There are
some issues there that are seizing my attention.
There are a
whole range of issues, where you can become involved. Sometimes
by influencing ministers, influence results. I'd much rather be
able to do it myself, but there are still things to do.
At
present I'm interested in getting more efficient trade from
Western Australia, improving our agricultural industry if we can.
I am interested in looking at the whole problem of mental health.
[interruption for phone call]
Be doing that shortly. In fact I
am going on a Commonwealth Parliamentary Association trip, and
I'm stopping at Rome to talk to a psychiatrist or two about what
they're doing with the de-institutionalising of mental health
there.
I'm also concerned to improve health services and
equality of participation in community life of migrant women.
There are other things, but these are a few of the things that
are interesting me. Backbench members can have some influence on
social issues, and there are some very important ones in the
community at present.
So you just worry away at various ones

•

from Parliament to Parliament, and occasionally get shifts which
you may or may not have influenced, but you hope that you've had
some part in them.
RJ

Can you remember your very first impressions on
the first day that you sat in the Council?
HETHERINGTON
[Sighs.] No. No, I can't, because it was all very
strange.
It was a little bit exciting.
There I was unable to
speak of course, on the first day, waiting to make my maiden
speech.
I don't remember very much about my impressions at all.
I'd seen it before of course. I'd looked at it from the gallery.

Hetherington

4

I knew how Parliament operates.
It wasn't new to me from that
point of view.
I just felt a bit strange actually to be sitting
in the big leather seats, and being a "real" member of
Parliament, whatever that may be, because you found that it
didn't amount to all that much in due course. So I don't think I
can. No, the answer is no, I don't remember what it's like.
What I do remember was what it was like to make my second speech
in the House, because the Liberal Party were determined, as I
knew they would be, to bring this cheeky academic to heel.
In
your maiden speech they listen to you without interruption,
because that's one of the gentleman's rules, and then they tear
you apart.
My second speech they tore me apart, and I didn't
think I'd survive. But I did, and I found what it was like to be
ruthlessly heckled.
By the third speech I learnt how to field
the interjections.
I remember in my fourth speech, it was two
o'clock one morning, on unemployment.
As I got up I thought if
any bastard interrupts me I'll do him.

Nobody interrupted me,
and from then on.... it's up and down, but you gradually got used
to the place.
It's a very peculiar kind of place because people don't actually
listen to you unless they want to tear you apart.
It's quite
interesting from being an academic where at least people.... if
they didn't want to hear you they didn't come, or they went to
sleep, or they made love in the back row (all the things that
students do) and sometimes argued with you. Even when they were
arguing with you, they were arguing to see what you said back,
and you were listening to each other.
To have people whose only
desire was to prove that you were a fool, which seems to be
It gradually dawned on me that in fact Parliament was a place of
ritualised aggression, that your job was to fight each other
mostly.
So you did. To be called an academic even now is to be
insulted, and it happens still. Yet oddly enough if some of the
people who call me an academic as an insult, if I called them
farmers as an insult they would not understand that, and of
course you don't, because you're supposed to respect the farmers,
although I could I suppose say, as one of my professors said,
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"The farmers might be the backbone of the country, but they
should remember the backbone stops at the base of the skull."
But I don't trade those kind of insults with people who have a
different background from me.
I presume it's because they feel
on the defensive, because you have got some reading, and they
want to prove that the practical man knows all the answers, which
of course is not true.
But it's quite interesting and from this
point of view I can find the debates interesting, sometimes
infuriating.
But sometimes it's quite interesting.
rape.
When I first talked about rape

To use my interest in
I was heard in dead
silence usually with somebody saying I just liked talking about
those things.
I replied that I was sure of my sexuality.
My
wife said to me, when I said to her, "I don't think they were
listening." She said, "They were listening to you alright" (she
was in the gallery) "but you used words like penis and vagina,
-

and they just couldn't cope with it." I think that's true.
One
of the differences I think about coming from an academic
background is that you're used to talking about all kinds of
things.
I can talk about sexual matters without embarrassment,
and I mean criminal sexual matters, because that's what you're
talking about mainly, and not everybody can. I found this quite
odd, but I have to accept the fact that it happens, and in this
way you've got a whole range, a cross section of people in
Parliament, and you gradually get to know them.
I know that
Graham MacKinnon when he was leader of the House, knew that he
could always throw in the right kind of remark that would get me
sidetracked and talking about something else, and he did it quite
frequently.
Even when I knew he was doing it sometimes I would
fall for the trap, and so you do various things with various
people and so it goes on.
Each person has their own style and
their own way of doing things.
You do get to know each other in
this way.
In some ways in Parliament itself, as an exercise, I found our
little ragged nine man team fighting the Goliath of the Court
Government's minions in the Legislative Council quite an
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interesting exercise in itself. Frustrating and infuriating, but
it had its moments. In government you have quite different tasks
because, you don't stonewall your own bills as you're always
told, and you get fewer opportunities to speak.
Particularly
when you're in government with a close House, you have to talk
very carefully sometimes, because if you offend people they might
vote against you.
If you don't they might vote for you.
You
have to try to be, not just abusive, although I didn't
necessarily try to be abusive in the past, but persuasive.
But the thing I was going to say, when I sidetracked myself in
fact, was that it is much easier to talk about rape and sexual
matters in the House now because people are used to the language.
So gradually it has become accepted that this is something that
has to be dealt with.
So in many ways if you have a pet issue,
what you're really doing, and it takes many years, is you're
educating members to a certain extent.
Not that they should
accept your issue, but that it is an issue and it is an important
issue.
Sometimes they come round to seeing it your way.
Sometimes they don't.
But at least it changes the nature of the
discussion often.
This, of course, I think, in a Legislative
Council, which now has thirty-four members (it's smaller than the
Lower House) is easier to do in the Legislative Council. I'm not
saying I prefer it as a House for that reason, but it does give
you some chance I think of putting points across occasionally;
not often.
RJ

You talked about you can be persuaded.
The
general conception is that decisions are made in advance in the
party room sort of thing, and there's not very much point in the
debate that goes on.
HETHERINGTON
Well that's true as far as any given debate is
concerned.
I mean what I was saying is that if I start talking
about rape in 1980, you might do something about it in 1986. In
other words you're changing the climate of the discussion.
But
of course generally, certainly with the Labor Party, and it's
part of the rules, it is decided in the party room, and you know
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how you're going to vote. You don't always know how the Liberals
are going to vote, because if they all voted the same way, we may
not get some of our bills through.
They have to let government
proceed.
But it is fairly well decided.
What you're doing in
debate is really normally that
although not always.
-

Occasionally in the Legislative Council you're trying to persuade
people across,
but normally you're trying to educate, put
forward arguments, educate people, explain why you're doing
things, and try and get them accepted in due course.
Sometimes
if you're on the losing side, as I say, you're starting the
process of education, which you hope will get what you want done
accepted later.
You always have to look to the future as a
politician.
I think that people often forget that in the
immediate thrust of argument, debate and the passing of
legislation they overlook the fact that there is an ongoing
process, and that's the one where you can sometimes be persuasive
and influence people, and sometimes get them to accept things
within the party room that they wouldn't have accepted once.
So
you do get a process of change, adaption, adaptation and
education going on in the attitudes of members on both sides of
the House. Of course you can sometimes persuade people to change
their mind in the bar.
You don't have to be drinking alcoholic
drinks to do that, you may do it over a cup of coffee in the
dining room.
In other words you do have social intercourse with
the other members and you do talk about things, and sometimes you
influence each other I think.
RJ

So that is intercourse across the party barriers?

HETHERINGTON

Oh yes, yes.

RJ

To what extent does that go on?

HETHERINGTON

Not a great deal because we tend
and I'm told
this is one of the things that marks later Parliaments.
I'm not
sure now, this is where there's a big debate.
Whether it's
-

because of the influx of the young reforming Labor members
and
when you look at some of them you forget that they were young
-

Hetherington

8

reforming Labor members, like Mal Bryce and Arthur Tonkin, in the
past, followed by Brian Burke
or whether it was the fact that
with the establishment of the electorate offices by the Tonkin
Government, people tended to be in their electorate office and
spend less time in Parliament, and therefore not rub shoulders so
much with each other, that there has been a division between
parties.
I'm told that in the dining room members of various
-

parties would sit with each other in the dining room tables. Now
there are Labor tables, National Party tables, and Liberal
tables.
It's very rarely that you sit with them in the dining
room.
It's easier to have a drink with somebody in the bar. If
you drop in and they're having a beer, you might stand and have a
couple of beers with them and talk that way.
So that the
drinkers have more social intercourse than those of us who don't
go into the bar so often.
But you find that if you're on committees with people

I've been
on one very long select committee, another shorter select
committee into government agencies; I was a member of the
Standing Committee on Government Agencies; which have members of
both parties, you get to know people better, and you talk to them
before and after and during.
The thing about committees of
-

course is that when you're debating, you're not debating for the
public, which you are in the House.
You're saying things for
public consumption and putting your party's public views, and you
can't say, as you can in a committee, as I remember saying to
somebody, "Oh don't be silly Claude," or Henry or whatever his
name was, "you know that's politically impossible and my mob
would never accept that, so let's try and seek some other sort of
way of doing it."
He accepted it and we did something else.
Well you can't do that.
So you get say, more directly honest
opinions in some of the debates in committees and get to know
each other better.
Also

I suppose he won't mind me telling this story
I went, I
think it was last year
interstate with the Government Agencies
-

-

-

Committee, and we got to Victoria and Norm Gallagher was in gaol,
and there were big "Free Norm" things up.
I was with Norman
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Moore, and so I gently ribbed him about it. I said, "Isn't that
nice, they want you to be free Norm.
Why don't you become free
and come across to the Labor Party?" Out of this gentle banter,
he responded quite happily you know, we started to relate to each
other as people in a way that we perhaps hadn't before.
I know
that seems a minor thing, but there are things like this that
happen.
On the other hand, of course, I'm always reminded of Aneurin
Bevan, who said, in his book In Place of Fear (he sets this out
very clearly), "the purpose of the House of Commons was to mute
the class struggle outside." I'm sure the club atmosphere of a
Parliament House is designed to do that, if not consciously well
it still does it quite effectively. Because one of the things of
course, when you become a member of Parliament is that you have
to wear the uniform of the bourgeoisie.
You have to have a
collar and tie, and you have to behave like a gentleman.
So I
think this has its effect too.
So that as you can see, I think
there are all sorts of effects in the relationship of members
with each other, that these days I think there's a clearer
ideological difference between the two parties, which reflects in
a lot of our behaviour in the House.
RJ

Laurie Marquet is rather keen, as Clerk of the
Council, to see more legislation considered by committees.
You
would support this by the sound of it.
HETHERINGTON

Yes. Not until Parliament is reformed.

RJ

In what way?

HETHERINGTON
Well not until we have a decent and democratic
electoral system for both Houses.
At present there's
malapportionment in both Houses. One of things is that if we had
had a one man, one vote system of the Legislative Council over
the last two elections, we would have a majority of seats in the
Legislative Council. We could provide three ministers, and there
would be approximate equality of other members on the floor, so
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that you could service the committees.

In a system where we
could get near equal votes and yet have nine members out of a
House of thirty, or thirteen out of a House of thirty-four, you
just haven't got the members on the ground to service the
committees, particularly when you're in government.
The other
thing is that committees in fact do quite useful work, and if
you've got committees doing useful work, you legitimise what I
regard as a corrupt electoral system.
Therefore I disagree with
Laurie as to when we should introduce a system of committees in
the Legislative Council, but I agree with him that we should
ultimately when we've got a democratic Parliament.
But that
comes first.
RJ

So you're almost saying that you don't want the
Council to be seen as an effective body until it's reformed?
HETHERINGTON
Well I don't want the Council to be effective in
stultifying the work of the Labor government.
To go round
saying, "Look at all this good work this rotten Council is
doing." Anyway it can't do the work properly until we've got a
better balance.
So as far as I'm concerned I believe that once
you have a democratic Parliament, then because the executive
tends to dominate the Parliament, you need a good committee
system, and that's what I look towards. But my priorities are
quite clear: first reform, external reform, reform of the system;
then reform of the Parliament and the operations of the
Parliament.
I hope indeed, that this may be achieved by
oh
....

what's this year?

By 1992, that we might have a democratic
Parliament organised properly with workable committees.
Something to look forward to.
RJ

Why that particular year?

Hetherington
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Well I think we might get reform of the House
through the electoral system through, and then we can have an
election under that system.
Then with a reformed House, then we
can reform the House, and get the committee system. It may take
longer, but I'm hoping that common sense and decency, logic and
all those other things will prevail, and we will reform the
franchise, and then reform the Parliament. So if it takes after
the next election before we can do all of that.

END OF SIDE ONE TAPE ONE
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TAPE ONE SIDE TWO

RJ

You've just spoken of reform of the Council.
There is also that view that the Council should be abolished.
What do you really feel with those two views?
HETHERINGTON

Well the Labor Party policy is that the Council be
reformed and not abolished. My own view is it should be reformed
and not abolished. I've always believed that we need a bicameral
system, that you need an upper house elected by a different
method. That you then organise it into good committees so it can
do the kind of committee work that's very difficult for a Lower
House to do.
So that my view of the Council is not coloured by
the fact that it has always been a conservative Council, I mean
politically conservative.
I believe once you [interruption for
phone call] reform the Council, that it can do useful work. That
you reorganise it, you turn it into committees, and then you do
all the things that the Lower House hasn't got time to do.
Furthermore I don't accept, which I think many members of the
Labor Party do, the conservative propaganda which suggests that
the only thing that you have to fear is a radical Lower House.
That is a radical left Lower House.
The original Legislative
Councils were put there as a bulwark of property owners against
left wing radicalism and democracy. I've got a lovely quote from
Sir Richard Graves McDonnell of South Australia that makes that
quite clear, where he said that if the British government didn't
accept an elected Upper House, on a propertied franchise, that
the spirit of democracy might grow in South Australia.
So they
did accept that franchise and the spirit of democracy took a long
time to grow in South Australia, and we haven't achieved a
democratic system in our Parliament yet.
I believe that what we now have to fear is that the Labor Party
is now very much in some ways a conservative party.
It's trying
to conserve the reforms and gains we've made over the past
hundred years, and our fear is from the radical right. When you
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hear some of the privatisers talking you're reminded, or I'm
certainly reminded of debates I've read in the nineteenth
century, from the property owners who believed that the working
class should be kept in its place.
I'm also reminded of perhaps
some of the statements of the supporters of the Fascists in the
1930s, and certainly economic recession breeds radical rightism.
So that I think perhaps an Upper House might be useful to contain
a radical right Lower House, as it's been used to contain left
wing Lower Houses, which have never been terribly radical.
One
of the interesting things of course, is that as far as I'm
concerned the system of industrial capitalism, post industrial
capitalism that we have, has been quite capable of looking after
itself, without needing a propertied Upper House by pressurising
and duchessing Labor governments in the past.
We'll do this and
I refer back to what I said about Aneurin Bevan.
There's some
truth in this.
1W

Be specific though.
Just what do you see as the
role of a reformed Legislative Council?

HETHERINGTON
The role of a reformed Legislative Council is to
look at the detail of legislation, to perhaps have select
committees, or standing committees, which sometimes call
witnesses and enquire to see if this intention of the government
will be best carried out in the way the legislation sets out to
do, and perhaps report back to the House that it could be done in
a better way.
I don't think it's the role of the reformed Upper
House to throw out the principle of legislation. It might indeed
do this in a second reading debate, and that's another argument.
But its most valuable work is going to be to look at the detail
having accepted the principle.
It can also do valuable work, as indeed valuable work has been
done, in standing committees like the Standing Committee on
Government Agencies.
I was a member of that from its
inauguration until last year.
Our reports, particularly the
report on accountability, were accepted by the government, and
many of the recommendations included in government legislation on
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financial auditing and accountability.

So that you've got the
time to throw ideas across a table, to examine witnesses and look
at things in greater depth than you can in Parliament.
So in
-

-

this way I believe that a Legislative Council can be useful as
long as it's a democratic Council, that reflects the will of the
people.
I might say that the corollary of this is (and this is not Labor
Party policy or anybody else's at present) is probably an
enlarged Parliament, so that you've got a better pool of people
to call on to do the work that I think could be done.
I don't
think that that's a politically viable thing at present. I think
ultimately we'll have to think about that.
I've always believed
that a larger Parliament, and larger State Parliaments are worth
the expense, if they're reformed Parliaments and well organised
Parliaments. But that's a personal view. It's certainly not the
view of my party and I don't think it's the view of the Liberal
Party at present. But that is something that anyway will or will
not make itself apparent once we've first reformed our electoral
system and second reformed our parliamentary system. Then we'll
see what that throws up.
RJ

What is the role of a non-reformed Legislative
Council at the moment?
HETHERINGTON

Well I can't see that it's really got one.
Its
role, since I've been there, is to pass most of the legislation.
I don't think many bills have been rejected: oh perhaps some in
six years or so.
They have dug their heels in here and there.
The role has been to make sure that the Labor Party doesn't carry
out its full policy, by rejecting or amending some of its useful
bills, such as on the 5Gb.
Although not many bills have been
rejected or amended out of sight, quite important bills have
been.
As far as industrial relations legislation is concerned,
it means that the government has not been able to carry out its
policies, and that the government's policies haven't been able to
be put to the test.
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Now many people on the opposition side of the Legislative Council
claim that Labor governments are grateful for Legislative
Councils, it allows them to take radical stances, and know their
bills will be knocked back.
I believe that in this Parliament,
the last Parliament, this has not been true, that the bills that
have been knocked back by the Council have been bills the
government wanted to pass.
Certainly they are bills that I
wanted to see passed, and bills which I supported. So that I
think that for a House elected on a minority of the vote, through
malapportionment, to have a control of government legislation is
fairly obscene.
The role of the House is to look after the
interests of the business world and property owners.

The only
thing is that I'm not always sure that when I listen to the
debates that the people voting against Labor legislation know
what they're doing.
Sometimes I feel sure that they don't, but
that's probably a biased and political view.
RJ
But specify.
they're doing?

In what way don't they know what

HETHERINGTON

Well I just believe that when they talk about
industrial relations that their own perceptions of what needs to
be done are so twisted by their own ideology, that they don't
really know what they're talking about.
They see things quite
differently. That is of course, because I believe, and I've said
so publicly many times, that they want to confront and beat down
the unionists and talk to the people who have to do the work:
the people at the bottom of the heap in our industrial society.
So that this is a matter of how you see the world.
I know how I
see it and it's not the way that the conservative members of the
Legislative Council see it.
RJ

You spoke of a reformed, enlarged Parliament, but
also a well organised Parliament.
What do you rate as a well
organised Parliament?
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HETHERINGTON
Well a well organised Parliament is a Parliament
organised with good committees, so that it can deal usefully with
legislation.
At present the committee stages of bills, are
committees of the whole House, and you may intervene or you may
not.
Occasionally governments accept measures.
To be on a
smaller committee is a way where you learn more, and you can
contribute more. So I want to see the Parliament organised to be
an efficient body.
I think we've got to stop pretending that Parliament is really
the legislative body. With the party system that's not true, and
I don't believe in continuing with myths, because the myth of the
independent representative is nonsense.
It always has been
nonsense.
It was pointed out by Charles James Fox when Burke
first put it forward, that it was nonsense.
In my opinion it
remains nonsense.
Parliament is there to pass legislation and
the legislation it passes is government and Cabinet legislation.
It is there to scrutinise the government, to scrutinise its
financial provisions, to make suggestions, and to suggest
amendments, to look at detail, and to give feedback to the
government.
That's what it's there for.
And occasionally to
overthrow government legislation I think.
That's not beyond the
realms of possibility.
Either through the party room, in either
party, or sometimes on the floor of the House, although that's
something I don't advocate as a member of the Labor Party.
So
that if you're realistic about where legislation is generated
which is in the public service, then you regard Parliament as
something that looks at the proposals put forward.
It
scrutinises them and scrutinises the administration and
activities of the government.
Therefore if you're realistic you
don't parrot what Bagehot said Parliament is, or what Burke said
Parliament is.
(I mean Edmund Burke, not Brian).
You have a
look at what a modern Parliament does and can do, and try and get
it organised to do that efficiently.
That's an efficient
committee system.
RJ
During your time in the Council Clive Griffiths
has been President. What do you feel about him as President?
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HETHERINGTON

I think in general, although I haven't agreed with
everything he's done, he's been quite a good President.
He was
elected the year I came into Parliament, so I've never known any
other President. I've got nothing to compare him against. I did
•

say in my maiden speech that I welcomed the fact that he was a
backbench member elevated, not a retired minister, and that
perhaps he would therefore be less likely to play the role of the
servant (at that stage) of the government.
I think in fact that
he has tried not to do that.
I think that like all of us he's
got some partisan biases, but I think in general he has been, in
the House, a good President, with some humour and a great deal of
tolerance. Certainly since we've been in government I think he's
behaved with great propriety. He did before I suppose. But when
you've got an Upper House that reflects the Lower House, and
there's a huge majority, well all he can do is hold the ring.
Certainly I remember my second speech, where I was so chewed up,
that he intervened to berate me in fact, and suggest that I keep
to the subject and talk to the chair.
But in fact he was
interrupting to just give me breathing space and call the dogs
off for a while, and I was duly grateful for that.
So that
overall I think that he hasn't been a bad President at all.
I
don't want to particularly criticise him.
Certainly he insists
on wearing the wig and all the trappings.
I've told him that
this archaic, anachronistic and stupid.
I think too, that he's
got a fairly conservative view of how you should behave,
insistent on coats and ties and things, and deciding on dress,
which I think is nonsense.
I believe that we should be slobs if
we want to, and the dignity of Parliament is not necessarily
maintained in forcing this external order, but I may be wrong.
But certainly he has done what he believes to be right, openly
and honestly and fairly impartially I think.
He's done what all
Presidents have to do: let the leaders of the House get away with
things you wouldn't let backbenchers get away with, because it's
very difficult to throw them out.
I've had the same experience
myself when I've been in the chair.
But also he has certainly
often taken the Leader of the Opposition to task, I think again
quite properly, when he has been behaving towards the government
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in a way that he shouldn't do.

I have found that overall he's
well he's been a pretty good President one way and another,

yes.
RJ

What was your second speech about?

HETHERINGTON

I've got no idea.

RJ
It gave you so much trouble you see, I thought you
wouldn't forget that one.
HETHERINGTON
No, the speech itself didn't matter.
I was
speaking on a bill I think. I don't remember any of the content,
I just remember the reaction and the fact that I had to talk.
I
don't remember what my third speech was about.
My fourth speech
was on unemployment and I felt very seriously about that one.
But all I remember is, you know, I'm aware of the newness of
being in Parliament, and the problems I was having. As for the
content of those speeches, I don't even know what I was talking
on. Sorry about that.
RJ

That's all right.
[Laughs.] There's been two Clerks
in your time: Ashley firstly, followed by Marquet.

-

HETHERINGTON

No, three.

RJ

Three, oh Hoft acting.

HETHERINGTON

No, no. When I first came John Roberts was Clerk.

RJ

Ah right.

HETHERINGTON

Yes.

Well then start with Roberts and tell
me, there will be differences in style in each.
[Pause.] Well I don't remember Roberts all
that well. I mean I do and I don't, but he didn't impinge a great
deal, because he was there when I first arrived.
He was very
proper.
Very conservative, very proper, and always behaved
impeccably, as far as a Clerk was concerned.

If one asked
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advice, and I did, he would give the advice. Sometimes you felt
that he didn't approve of what you were asking, but he still told
you what you could do, to do what you thought he probably didn't
approve of.
So that from that point of view I just remember him
as conservative, proper, aware of his place as Clerk of the
Parliaments, and easy to get along with.
Helpful. But I wasn't
as relaxed then as I am now, and I didn't know him as well as I
perhaps have known successive Clerks.
With John Ashley one always felt that he wasn't

that he more
or less knew what he was doing, and he was useful, and he'd talk,
but he wasn't as comfortable in the job as Roberts.
That
....

basically he didn't get on with the President terribly well,
that his politics were known, and they weren't conservative, and
that he didn't feel terribly happy in the job.
He wasn't really
there long enough I think to make a mark. Roberts has been there
you felt that by the time he got there he was an
institution, so you sort of accepted him as that.
Ashley you
felt might have become an institution, but he didn't have time
to. He knew what he was doing, but he didn't get round to making
much of a mark on the place before he left.
Les Hoft of course, as Acting Clerk, was always highly proper.
A very easy person to relate to, and talk to, and get along with.
From my point of view I always had the best of good service from
him. Whereas the present Clerk is quite bright.
In many ways I
find him conservative in the sense that he believes in the rights
and privileges of the Council, and I don't always agree with him.
But from that very remark you can see we often talk and argue. I
argue with him privately in a way that I haven't with anybody
else.
He was brought in to reform the place, and he's doing it.
There has been a revision of Standing Orders, which has largely
been for the best. He's changed the way the Notice Paper is. He
has already put his imprint upon the place.
This meant that in
many ways he's stirred up animosity I think, so that there have
been various tensions.
I haven't been aware of all of them, but
I know they've gone on.
He and Les Hoft I think, didn't get on.
You know they weren't terribly comfortable with each other. Some
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members haven't liked him. When he first came I thought he was a
bit of a smart arse young bastard, was how I described him to
somebody.
I've realised since his quality and I've found him
very useful.
He's a good Clerk in his advice.
He looks after
members properly, as a Clerk should, gives them the kind of
advice that he should give them.
He also gives the President
advice for rulings, that I think is strictly correct, but were I
President I would not accept.
lU

Such as?

HETHERINGTON

Oh such as whether a certain bill is a money bill
and the role of the Council. He's technically quite correct, but
I would see Parliament a bit differently and would be trying to
make changes myself were I there.
He would of course, accept
that, because he knows that his role is just to give advice and
not necessarily have it accepted. But he's been quite a positive
and dynamic force.
He's certainly gone for modern tables, which
I haven't always liked, and gone for word processors, which I
think have improved the place, and has done a great deal to
introduce modern technology into the House and into Parliament as
a whole.
Therefore in the time he's been here, he's been a very
positive influence for change.
Therefore as you'd expect, some
people think he's a nuisance who wants to change things,
changing the old ways. Some people think he's doing good jobs,
and almost everybody finds that he's done something to upset one
of their little pet things, but I think he's been quite a useful
and effective force, I think I could say.
So that the Clerks
have been quite different, and all different from Bruce Okely
down the other end, who has been there ever since I've been here.
In his own quiet way, he is quite a powerful and dominant
influence I think.
But you'd have to ask somebody down there.
I've always found him very useful when I've gone to ask him
advice, which I have on various occasions, for various reasons,
that I've wanted to ask him advice, particularly when it relates
to something that's been the procedure in the Parliament for a
long time.
But he's got his own ways, and I'm not really in a
position to talk about him in the way I am about our own Clerks.
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RJ
In the span of time you have been in Council, what
change have you noticed?
HETHERINGTON
[Sighs.] I've noticed two things.
A change in
quality of our members, and a change in quality of the Liberal
members. I think ours have improved and theirs have gone off.
RJ

In what way, in both cases?

HETHERINGTON

In our House 1977 got me, and I added an academic
quality to it, and then in the following period we got Howard
Olney, Joe Berinson, and Peter Dowding, whose intellectual
calibre was very high.
Berinson introduced a fairly high
intellectual content in his own gentle way, as did Olney.
They
were both fairly gentle debaters, but Olney just, in the Liberal
Party's .....Oh I've forgotten what they call it, we now call it
industrial relations. Oh.
RJ
HETHERINGTON

Arbitration?

Arbitration Bill yes.
I think there were about a
hundred and six amendments introduced by Olney and accepted.
Sometimes in the House you wondered who was in charge of the
bill, and you thought perhaps it was Howard Olney. Peter Dowding
introduced an abrasiveness in the Council that had not been there
before.
The Liberals hated him.
He was anything but a gentle
debater.
He introduced the habit of asking hard, vigorous, some
people might say vicious questions, without notice.
Until
Dowding we'd had very few questions without notice.
Questions
were asked on notice. They were read out next day. Occasionally
you had a question without notice, usually one which you'd given
some notice for.
Then Dowding and Berinson and Olney joined in,
started asking questions, genuine questions without notice, and
making a thorough nuisance of themselves.
This really did alter
the nature of the House, and I think you might ask Graham
MacKinnon about this some time, because he watched it happen. I
think he thinks it altered it for the worse.
I wouldn't say
that.
But it certainly altered it. I was quite interested that
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at one stage in the middle of a debate, Norman Baxter, the
Country Party member, got up and said, "We're introducing
politics to the House," at which the Labor members all fell
about.

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE TWO
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TAPE TWO SIDE ONE

HETHERINGTON

The thing I think that has changed since I've been
here is that the House has become more of a party House.
I
believe,
and I don't know when, that new members just sat
wherever there was a vacant seat, so you had Liberals sitting
against Labor people.
You were scattered through the House.
There was a myth that it was a nonparty House and a House of
review, even though the myth was never true. Now we sit in party
blocks, and we've been doing that ever since I've been there.
Our ragged little band of nine used to occupy nine seats all on
one side of the House.
Now we're in government, of course, we
occupy sixteen out of the seventeen seats on the government side
of the House, with Sandy Lewis occupying the seventeenth,
although we don't regard him as a government member.
The
National Party sit as a little block near the aisle, on seats
there, and then the Liberal Party sits together.
I think the
House is more obviously a party House than it was, and we're less
likely to make any fuss about that.
Of course Howard Olney
to go back to what I was saying before,
I'm diverting myself again
went to become a judge, which I
think was a brilliant political ploy by Ian Medcalf.
He got a
good judge.
He created a precedent in case he wanted to be a
-

-

judge himself, which apparently he didn't, and he removed from
our side our best legal advice that we had sitting on the
backbench. So that was a brilliant piece of politics.
When I first came in you had Medcalf and Graham MacKinnon.
Medcalf, a very gentle person, but with some intellectual
ability, a lawyer and cautious, what I would call
and I have
called to his face in the House I think
a cautious and
-

-

conservative reformer, who did introduce law reform, not as fast
as I thought he should, but he was reforming things.
Graham
MacKinnon,
who didn't have the same intellectual capacity but
was a born politician and knew how to deal with people, and at
the same time had a very strong view of how the House should be
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run.

I suppose he could afford to because he had this firm
majority, but in those days you didn't mention that another
member wasn't in the House, because you all have to leave at
various times.
He once, when people had been doing it, got up

and gave his own members a lecture. He waited till they'd been
doing it.
He once postponed a debate because he said, "I know
there are people want to hear this at half past seven on your
side," and so he postponed the debate so the protesters could be
there.
So that in this way and all ways he was completely a man
of his word in the conduct of the business of the House.
Dans
"Did
said
him,

Des
used to say, when I said, "Graham MacKinnon said so-and-so,"
he actually say that, or do you just think he did.
If he
it that'll be done, but if he just gave the impression watch
because he might do something else." And it was quite true.

Once he'd said it specifically, you could rely on it, but if he
hadn't, well he hadn't said it, and so he might do anything, and
quite often did.
Since they've gone I don't believe the people, that Gordon
Masters or Norman Moore, although he's got some abilities, or
Pendal, are in the same calibre.
It does seem to me that the
Liberal Party's moderately leaderless.

On the other hand,
although we have tended to have lost our intellectual heavies,
except for Berinson, we have got Tom Helm, who is a trade
unionist, from Britain, from Liverpool, and seems to me to be one
of those intelligent working class people that the British

working class threw up, who I think is going to be a great asset
to the House.
Tom Butler, who has been president of the Labor
Party and a union leader for many years, who brings a great lot
of practical knowledge.
But we are I think, getting a bit weak
on our parliamentary performers, but perhaps that will come. But
it's interesting, I would think that at present we've got the
better team in the House, but a Liberal mightn't agree with that.
RJ

Be more specific about the less capacity of the
new Liberal member, as compared with the old.

Hetherington 25

HETHERINGTON

Well I think there is nobody with the experience
of MacKinnon, and the feeling for politics.
He was a totally
political animal, as they say about some people.
He just had a
feeling for what you could get away with.
He had a feeling for
when to strike. He had a feeling for how to attack you, and when
to be kind, and when not to be kind.
He just had a feeling for
playing the political game of the House, and he'd sat and studied
the House and he knew how to use it.
Medcalf was a good lawyer,
with a lawyer's intellect, who could understand argument. If you
debated with MacKinnon in the House, you were scoring points and
watching before he gave a low blow which would knock you out of
the debate.
When you debated with Medcalf, you debated on the
issues, and he listened to you and he went away and he got the
information.
He would adjourn a debate to go away and get more
information and come back and give it to you. He didn't have the
killer instinct that MacKinnon had.
Well nobody matches either
of them in either of those fields.
They're not as good as
speakers, they don't get through to the nitty-gritty, they're
just not.... I think just don't compare.
That's just my view.
I don't see anybody that's sort of coming on that's going to do
that.
I might say more about that later.
I might just talk to you about some of the queries I've got about
the nature of Parliament House because the present Parliament
House, or the bulk of it, was not here until 1904, and it lasted
until 1964, when the front bit was built on.
In 1974 under the
Tonkin Government we got electorate offices, so that by the time
I got into Parliament, members spent most of their time, except
in sitting times, out of the House in their electorate and in
their electorate offices, so they don't see as much of each
other.
Now people tell me that the electorate work was not heavy in the
past, that members would come into the House and perhaps play
billiards with each other, and in fact have a much more leisurely
time than we have now.
I don't know if that's true.
It's
something I'd like to find out about.
And because they were all
in the House together, they got to know each other better. There
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was a greater friendship and spirit of camaraderie about, so that
they didn't hate each other quite as much perhaps as we do now.
There was more social intermingling and therefore more of a
feeling of oneness between professional politicians than perhaps
there is now.
I'm not sure whether that's true or not.
Of
course I'm not sure what the Parliament looked like in those
days, because the front wasn't there, the two chambers stuck out,
the Hansard was in a tin shed.
At one stage the dining room was
the library, and I don't know where the dining room was. So I'm
not sure what sort of life politicians had.
Since then we've had the electorate offices, and as I said
earlier, politicians now in the House don't fraternise as much as
they used to. There is a certain amount of it, but I think there
is less. I wonder how much this is due to the physical nature of
the way Parliament is built and with the electorate offices, how
much it's due to the fact that members have more and more
electoral problems that keep them very occupied, how much it's
due to the growth of ideological differences.
Sometimes I think
that although people say that the parties get more and more
alike, that ideologically they've got further and further apart,
but I'm not sure about that.
So that I just don't know whether
the physical nature of the Parliament, what effect that has on
parliamentarians, and therefore on their behaviour, and therefore
on governments. I just don't know, and I'd like to find out.
RJ

Well hopefully this history will show some of
that. What facilities are available to the member of today?
HETHERINGTON

Well at present a member of Parliament has the
right to an electorate office, which doesn't have to be in his
electorate oddly enough.
Some northern members have electorate
offices in Harvest Terrace, or some members still have electorate
offices in Parliament House.
If they have an electorate office
in Parliament House, then they have a secretary, who perhaps
shares with another secretary, or perhaps not, and a room to
themselves. Electorate office has
well it depends on how lucky
-

you are, but it has a minimum of a room for the member and a room
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for his electorate secretary, a phone with an extension, or
perhaps a phone with two extensions, and a number of members in
fact install a second phone, as I have.
With mine I've got one
silent line, one non-silent line.
Some members do it
differently. So you have an office, a fully furnished office and
a secretary, with electronic typewriter, I think probably a
Canon, I'm not sure what it is, but I think it's a Canon, and now
a photocopying machine.
Your phone calls, eighty-five per cent
are paid for you, you get a refund. Oh, I'll restate that. Your
rent and eighty-five per cent of your calls are refunded to you
by the government.
In addition each member shares an office in
Parliament House, with one or two more members.
Most of the
Labor Party have only two members to an office.
There are two
offices I think with three members in it.
The party secretary:
each party has a secretary, or administrative assistant as I now
call mine.
In the Liberal secretary's case, because his
electorate office is in Parliament House, he's got his room and
his secretary somewhere else. In my case my office is in with my
secretary, or I share my secretary's office I think is the right
way to put it.
There is a photocopying service here. Telephone
calls are free throughout Australia, so if you want to make lots
of phone calls, it's cheaper to come into Parliament House.
We
get
it's just been increased, a stationery allowance of a
thousand dollars a year for stationery, letterheads, bits and
pieces for typewriters, and general office equipment. The first
few years mine was not fully expended.
Last year I spent the
lot.
This year I'm looking to see what happens.
Some members
-

spend all of it and more, some members don't. I think basically
that's it.
We have a dining room of course where meals are four
dollars each. This isn't as much of a perk as you might imagine,
because personally I don't eat in the dining room very much
except when I have guests.
If you have guests from your
electorate, which you often do, then you're allowed up to five
guests and that means that you are paying twenty-four dollars
plus wine for lunch.
If you do that too often..., some members
bills are very large.
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RJ
you have?

That's regardless of the number of courses that

HETHERINGTON

Yes.

RJ

It would still be four dollars.

HETHERINGTON

It's just the flat rate.

The reason that can
happen of course is that we don't have to pay overheads.
Parliament House is here.
The stewards are employed by
Parliament House and do other work during the day, so their
salaries don't have to be counted in. So all we pay for is food.
So that in this way, I suppose it's subsidised in one way, but in
another way it isn't, because most of the stewards have to be
here if we didn't have a dining room, to keep the place clean and
tidy.
So that it doesn't matter how many courses, it's four
dollars.
If you have guests money is never mentioned, so a lot
of guests think that they're eating free at the taxpayers'
expense, and don't realise that they're really eating at their
politician's expense.
But then of course we get an electorate
allowance to cover that, so I suppose we can't complain.
RJ

With your stationery allowance, if you don't use
it all, what happens? Do you return it, or does it .....?
HETHERINGTON

Well with the stationery allowance you are allowed
to get stationery from the stationery store in Parliament House,
and you're allowed to
RJ

Right, so it's not cash in hand?

HETHERINGTON

It's not cash in hand, no. It's stationery up to
the value of.... And if you don't use it, you don't use it.
RJ
Can you carry it forward into the next year, if
you don't use it?
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HETHERINGTON

No, no. It's gone. If you don't use it the House
Committee is grateful because it means that there's a bit more
money for other things.
RJ

What about other things, like you've spoken of
members playing billiards together.
What facilities like that
exist?

HETHERINGTON
That's about it.
We've got a billiard room, that
I've passed through. I don't play billiards myself. We've got a
bar of course, where the beer is remarkably cheap, and a
strangers' bar where you can take guests in and sit them down and
entertain them.
That's it.
Oh there are tennis courts out on
the side of the House.
RJ

I thought there was a squash court here.

HETHERINGTON

Well if there is I haven't found out about it yet.

RJ

And no swimming pool or any of these things?

HETHERINGTON
No, no.
I think you're allowed.... We're free
members of the Celtic Club I think.
Some members go down and go
to the gym at lunch times.
I know nothing about that, you'll
have to ask the athletic ones.
RJ

And in the bar, you spoke of cheap beer.
wines etc., subsidised?
HETHERINGTON

The

Well again they're not subsidised.
They charge
enough to make a moderate profit, but again they haven't got the
overheads, so that if that's subsidy, they're subsidised. But
they can afford to be cheaper because they just charge cost price
plus enough to make a reasonable profit, usually to cover the
losses on the dining room and to try and run out even at the end
of the year, because it's not a profit making association.
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RJ

You spoke of the electoral secretary.
member wanted typing done in the House?

What if a

HETHERINGTON

p

Well a country member during sitting time, each
of the major parties (we haven't extended it to the National
Party yet but probably will) has a secretary who comes on sitting
weeks, who types for country members, and a bit of typing for
city members.
If you're a Liberal because they've got a number
of electorate secretaries in the House, well then you try the
party secretary's secretary, or one of the electorate
secretaries.
If you're in the Labor Party you try the country
typist, or normally my secretary.
This seems to do.
It works
alright.
Members normally don't abuse this. Otherwise of course
the whole thing would run down.

END OF INTERVIEW

