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APOLOGY TO VIETNAM VETERANS 
Amendments to Motion 

Resumed from 12 December on the following motion moved by Hon Frank Hough - 

That this House - 

(1) Records that Australia’s military involvement in the Vietnam War is a matter of regret in 
regard to the treatment of Australian troops on their return home from duty in Vietnam. 

(2) Supports the continuation of policies and programs that assist Vietnam Veterans and their 
families to recover from trauma associated with service in Vietnam and its aftermath. 

(3) Acknowledges their hurt resulting from the negative treatment they received, or still receive, 
from all those opposed to Australian involvement in Vietnam. 

(4) As part of the process of healing and rehabilitation, extends its apology to Vietnam Veterans 
for the loss and hurt they have suffered and may still suffer as a result of the Vietnam War, to 
say we are truly sorry. 

To which the following amendments were moved by Hon Kim Chance - 

Paragraph (1) - To delete all words following the word “regret”. 

Paragraph (3) - To delete all words following “receive,” and insert instead “as a result of their service 
during the Vietnam conflict”. 

The PRESIDENT:  I remind members that although the debate is on both aspects of the motion, I will be putting 
each aspect separately. 

HON SIMON O’BRIEN (South Metropolitan) [10.22 am]:  I wish to bring my contribution to a close on the 
matter of what the House, and in particular the Government, might do to provide action in support of the spirit of 
this motion.  In doing so, I turn specifically to the two-part amendment moved by the Leader of the House.  First, 
he has proposed that the motion be amended by deleting in paragraph (1) all the words following “regret”.  There 
was an interchange between Hon Peter Foss and the Leader of the House after that amendment was moved.  The 
Leader of the House sought the leave of the House to withdraw that part of the amendment.  Leave was not 
granted by the House; however, the Opposition most clearly supports the withdrawal of that part of the 
amendment and thanks the Leader of the House for taking that reasonable point of view.  Leave having been 
denied to withdraw that proposed part of the amendment, it will now have to be put to the vote.  We have heard 
that the reason for denying leave was to allow members to debate that part of the amendment. 

I urge all members in the House to follow the lead given by the Leader of the House not to pursue that part of the 
amendment.  That action is supported by the Opposition and I hope it will be supported by all members for the 
following reason.  Paragraph (1) of the substantive motion reads - 

That this House - 

(1) Records that Australia’s military involvement in the Vietnam War is a matter of regret in 
regard to the treatment of Australian troops on their return home from duty in Vietnam. 

I have commented on that paragraph, as have other speakers, and I am sure a few more comments will be made.  
However, generally, the House has already exhibited, and continues to exhibit, an acquiescence in adopting that 
general statement of principle.  If the amendment were to be sustained, that paragraph of the motion would read - 

That this House - 

(1) Records that Australia’s military involvement in the Vietnam War is a matter of regret. 

There is an interesting aspect to concluding one’s remarks on a motion the day after one commenced speaking 
on the motion.  This debate has been resumed from yesterday.  I was approached by a colleague of the mover of 
the motion who sought clarification from me about my views on how veterans felt about the treatment they 
received or the standing in which they perceived they were held by the people of Australia since their return 
from Vietnam.  I want to make it absolutely clear, if I failed to do so yesterday, that very many veterans continue 
to feel a great deal of hurt, even 30 years down the track, at the way in which they were treated, at some of the 
insults that were hurled at them, at the way they were disregarded and shuffled off by the establishment, and all 
the rest of it.  That does hurt, and it still hurts.  The key point is that when these matters are raised yet again from 
time to time, especially if they are reinforced, they hurt all over again.  Let there be no doubt about my 
understanding of that: there is still a strong amount of hurt felt by veterans, and that hurt can be revived and 
become fresh and painful if it is raised again. 
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Another point I made was that, having recognised that hurt has been suffered, and continues to be suffered from 
time to time, there are more practical things that veterans’ organisations want 30 years down the track.  They 
want help to help themselves and to move on and do things to address some of the problems they have.  There is 
a clear dichotomy there. 

I am glad that Hon Dee Margetts is in the Chamber to listen to my remarks, as I know she is interested in this 
matter.  Different points of view can be debated for the sake of debate if the House amends the first part of the 
motion to say that it records that Australia’s military involvement in the Vietnam War is a matter of regret, full 
stop.  However, if the House were to adopt that wording, without agreeing to the rest of the words in that 
paragraph of the motion, it would inflict a very great deal of hurt upon Vietnam veterans.  It would send a signal 
to them that the war was all for nothing.  It would be extremely hurtful and extremely counterproductive at this 
time to revive those sorts of sentiment, and there would be no point in doing so.  We all know that there are 
casualties in every war and participants in every theatre of active service who subsequently say that, with 
hindsight, no matter how keenly they marched off to war in the first place, they realised that the bloodshed, the 
violence and destruction of war is a terrible thing that achieves nothing.  However, our country did call on our 
service personnel to give service.  It would be a terrible thing if we were to pass a motion which said that it was 
all a waste of time and we should have done nothing.  Members should recognise at least that it is an arguable 
matter and that support for that amendment would be counterproductive.   

The other half of the amendment that has been proposed by the Leader of the House is in paragraph (3) to delete 
some words and insert some others.  This also recognises that some highly arguable and emotional aspects of this 
debate endure to today.  We will not advance the cause of veterans who require assistance by debating whether 
the words in the substantive motion be included or whether we accept the words proposed in the amendment.  I 
agree with Hon Peter Foss, who indicated that it would not harm the intent of the original motion to accept the 
second part of the amendment of the Leader of the House.  It shows that in order to accept the view about the 
first part of the amendment, which I have just discussed, it is also necessary to recognise that the Leader of the 
House, and presumably other members, would have trouble adopting the current words of paragraph (3).  
However, they could be changed to what he has proposed without defeating the intent of the motion, so the 
Opposition will support that as well.   

There has also been a foreshadowed motion from Hon Dee Margetts, so that the words “and family” be inserted 
in the appropriate part of paragraph (4) of the motion.  In the spirit that is offered, the Opposition will have no 
problem accepting that amendment when it is moved in due course.   

I will conclude by indicating some practical measures that can now be taken by the Government to give form and 
substance to the words that are being discussed during this debate.  In my opening remarks yesterday I noted that 
this House should focus on advancing matters which are within its jurisdiction rather than considering matters of 
national and international policy as though they are the sorts of issues to which we should give our time.  We can 
advance the practical situation of Vietnam veterans as well as offer the very important gestures of reconciliation 
that are contained within the original motion.  I am glad that the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for 
Health is following this debate with great interest, because this needs to be relayed to the Minister for Health.  I 
offer this comment in a constructive and bipartisan way.   

On other occasions I have mentioned an association in Rockingham that is doing a lot for the cause and the 
health of totally and partially disabled veterans.  In the course of bringing that to the attention of the House I 
pointed out that the Rockingham district contains a hugely disproportionate number of clients of the federal 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs.  It is one of those demographic quirks.  Therefore, the Rockingham district is 
probably a pretty good example to use in considering these matters.  The Rockingham Veterans’ Association, 
which was formed in the past couple of years and of which I now have the honour of being patron, is working 
towards getting its own property and premises in a rural area and delivering some programs.  A number of 
members, particularly on the government side, when they became acquainted with that project, expressed an 
interest to me afterwards and indicated support for making it happen.  I now have the opportunity to thank them 
for that and I report to the House that substantial progress is being made.  That is one way that we can show 
practical support for the sentiments in the motion.   

I would like to introduce one other initiative into the debate.  The State has no direct role in the portfolio of 
veterans affairs.  However, it can have a huge role in service delivery, particularly in health matters.  In the past 
80 to 90 years it has been the practice that a lot of health services provided to veterans are provided through 
repatriation hospitals.  

Hon Ken Travers:  It has always been a commonwealth responsibility to provide health services to veterans.   

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN:  It has.  The pattern of that service provision has changed dramatically from time to 
time under the stimuli of world wars and a range of other things.  At the moment we have a disproportionately 
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large concentration of the current clients of the Department of Veterans’ Affairs in the Rockingham district, 
south of Perth.  When members look at a map and compare the distance from south of Rockingham to 
Hollywood Private Hospital they will see that it is not exactly down the road.  A lot of people think that 
Rockingham people can go up to Perth to get services; however, in the case of veterans, this is getting difficult.  
Vietnam veterans are now at least in their fifties and many are in their sixties.  By definition, as clients of the 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs, they suffer from infirmities of one type or another.  As the years go by there is 
a greater requirement to deal with a number of very difficult to treat conditions.  We are finding that, on the one 
hand, it is becoming difficult to commute from south of Rockingham to north of the river to access day services.  
On the other hand, in-patient treatment is extremely difficult, because families are far removed from the hospital.  
We have our former servicemen and women being removed from their families for perhaps days and weeks at a 
time to undergo courses of in-patient treatment.  That is tough on them.  It was tough when they went overseas 
and were separated from their families in the 1960s and now it is tough when they have to be separated from 
their families to get medical treatment.  I propose to the House that the Government look seriously at entering 
into arrangements to enable it to be a service provider for the federal Department of Veterans’ Affairs so that 
service can be delivered to veterans by the regional hospitals.  I suggest that a good place to start is the area in 
which the need is greatest - that is the Rockingham area - and we can see whether we can provide those services 
at the hospital around the corner from where people live.  I am not ignoring the fact that veterans are dotted all 
over the place. 

Hon Ken Travers:  I do not disagree with your argument, but I suspect that the federal Government will be the 
problem.  If you are happy to assist in talking to the federal Government, I do not believe anyone would be 
opposed to it. 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN:  I thank Hon Ken Travers for his interjection, because he has raised my next point.  Of 
course, it takes two to tango, and we must get the federal Government on board as well.  However, if the 
Government of this State can provide the first partner in that arrangement, the answer to Hon Ken Travers’ 
question is that I would promote that idea vigorously in an absolutely bipartisan way.  I hope that the federal 
Government will be able to come to the party as well.  We need to encourage a vigorous determination on both 
sides to make it happen and to provide some services, rather than haggle over the bureaucracy or areas of 
jurisdiction and all the other things.  We must focus on the people who need the assistance.  That is what this 
motion is all about.  It is all very well to say nice words about doing the right thing by people, but let us provide 
the proof of that with a practical demonstration.  Then something really worthwhile will come out of this 
motion - not just the sentiments that people may wish to agree or disagree with, with whatever level of 
enthusiasm, but a determination to do something.  Therefore, I look forward to the motion, in its slightly 
amended form, being passed in due course, and to all of us adding flesh to the bones of the motion by providing 
real assistance to veterans and their families who still need that assistance. 

HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [10.41 am]:  I certainly support Hon Dee Margetts’ amendment, which 
would include families.  Families are an integral part of this; there is no question of that.  However, I believe that 
the question of Maralinga is a separate issue, and it would possibly be appropriate to raise that as a separate 
issue.  That matter occurred on home shores and is not really part of what Hon Frank Hough had in mind.  I have 
discussed this matter with Hon Frank Hough - let us remember that it is his motion - and he is quite happy for 
just the word “all” to be removed from the third paragraph.  The second half of paragraph (1) is really what his 
motion is about.  Therefore, it would be ridiculous to take out the second half of paragraph (1). 

The Vietnam conflict brought about a first in Australia’s history; that is, conscription for overseas service.  That 
is why for Australians it was a different war and a different confrontation from any other.  In previous conflicts, 
Australians were conscripted into the services, but they did not go overseas - I am now talking about the 
equivalent of national servicemen - unless they volunteered to do so.  There was a huge division, and that is a 
real part of the problem.  In the Second World War, there was tremendous division among Australians between 
those - I will use the Royal Australian Air Force as an example - who served in the European theatre and those 
who did not.  There was horrific division.  I remember very well stories of fighting that went on in the pub in 
Boyup Brook on this issue. 

The situation was so bad in the Royal Australian Air Force that a few years after the conclusion of the Second 
World War, the Australian Government approached my father and asked him to resign from the British Royal 
Air Force and come to Australia to be the chief of air staff in Australia to try to overcome the problem of the 
division in that service between those who had been involved in the European theatre and those who had not. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson interjected. 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  That is right.  The Government must have realised it was a serious concern if it 
suggested that a Pom should be the person to sort out the problem.  One Western Australian, Curly Davis, retired 
to Arthur River.  He was the head man for the RAAF at Pearce for some years.  I remember a conversation with 
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him in which he said that that division was still alive, and that was in the early 1960s.  That was a long time after 
the conclusion of the Second World War.  Such a division in those circumstances has a great effect on the morale 
of any fighting service, and morale is probably the greatest weapon of all. 

When young people were conscripted, the services were always very good at motivating people.  I have a good 
friend from Boyup Brook whose birthday came up in the ballot.  He was absolutely petrified.  Later, he had not 
been in Victoria undergoing training for very long when he volunteered to go to Vietnam.  Fortunately, he was 
not injured in any way, and returned to a full life.  However, people vary.   

Hon Simon O’Brien has raised clearly the second point; that is, that these people need help.  There is no doubt 
about that.  I know a number of veterans who are still badly hurt as a result of the way they were treated on their 
return from Vietnam.  Therefore, in addition to what Hon Simon O’Brien discussed in great detail, many 
veterans still feel hurt about what happened. 

My brother-in-law, for example, was in the regular Army.  He had two tours in Vietnam.  He has told me several 
times that the situation was the same on both occasions - at the completion of his first and second tours.  Those 
people were clearly told to wear civvies back home.  That meant that they should not wear a uniform.  That is 
almost equivalent to telling those people that they should be ashamed of their uniform.  What a terrible thing.  
However, they were told to wear civvies because of the treatment they ran the risk of receiving if they wore their 
uniform.  They were also told that, whatever they did, they should not tell anyone that they were servicemen in 
the Army. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Who gave them that advice? 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  He was in the Australian Army.  I can check that, of course, but I guess it would have 
been his commanding officer at the time.  He was in a signals regiment.  That shows how bad the feeling and the 
situation were, and how great was the division.  It is dreadful to think that people who undertook, on our behalf, 
that way of life were told that they should not let anybody see them wearing their uniform, and that they should 
not mention to anyone that they were in the Army.  That was really saying to them that they should be ashamed 
of what they had been doing, and what they might do in the future.  In my brother-in-law’s case, that is a very 
good reason for an official and public apology for the absolutely disloyal attitude that was displayed at that time.  
It is traditional for people in the armed services not to get involved in politics.  The rule in most officers’ messes 
is that they never discuss politics, religion or sex, because they believe they are the three hot topics that could 
cause the most trouble among a group of people who are living together.  I used to ask my dad what else can we 
talk about if we cannot talk about those things.  However, the point is that these people were serving the interests 
of their country and obeying the rules of the Government of the day; they were not getting involved in the 
politics of it.   

Touching on the word “families”, I will tell members a story about something that happened to my mother and 
me.  As members well know, the main memorial for our soldiers who lost their lives in Gallipoli is at the top of 
Mt Clarence in Albany, overlooking the harbour.  My mother and I had bought some fish and chips for lunch and 
had driven up Apex Drive to the memorial, at which there is a stone arrangement and a parking area.  We could 
see a plaque on the other side of the memorial, and my mother said she wondered what was on that plaque, 
because we were too far away to read it, so I said we would have a look at it when we had finished our lunch.  I 
am sure that the intention of the people who erected that plaque was very good, but it just shows what harm can 
be caused when people are ignorant of a situation.  That plaque was erected to honour the then President of 
Turkey, the country on whose soil these people spilt their blood.  My mother had a brother who was killed at 
Gallipoli, and when she saw that plaque she went as white as a sheet and said, “So much for my brother’s life.”  

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Perhaps if she read the words of Atatürk about the Australian troops that are on the war 
memorial at Gallipoli she would have a more balanced view.   

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  It is difficult.  She told me a little about the Turkish President.  He was a well-respected 
and honourable man.  However, the point I am getting at is that to have near that memorial a plaque honouring 
the leader of the enemy of the day is a thoughtless and tactless thing to do at a time when some of the relatives of 
those who lost their lives are still alive.  It was done with a view to improving international relations, of course, 
and the intentions are good, but the timing is bad.   

I turn now to the medical treatment and other advantages that Australian servicemen have traditionally received 
and I will add to what was said by Hon Simon O’Brien.  The servicemen of New Zealand and Australia have 
been the envy of other commonwealth countries, because we have always been particularly generous in how we 
look after those who have served in conflict on our behalf.  However, some of that has changed, and I will give 
members an example.  A person who was conscripted during the Vietnam War but did not go overseas received 
the same housing benefits and loans as a person who did go overseas.  However, a person who was in the regular 
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Army but did not go overseas did not receive those benefits.  That was another silly and hurtful division that 
need not have been made.  These sorts of decisions are made by accountants and bureaucrats who look at a piece 
of paper or a chart on a wall but do not have first-hand experience or understand the problems.  I concur with 
what Hon Simon O’Brien said about ex-servicemen who cannot receive treatment in their local hospital.  I am 
happy to report that, from memory, that rule was changed about two years ago, and returned servicemen in 
country areas can now receive treatment at their local hospital.  I know of a Second World War veteran who 
continually had to go to the then Hollywood General Repatriation Hospital and could not even get his fare paid 
from Albany.  There was huge discrimination between those who lived in the country and those who lived in the 
city.  I do not want to get involved in yesterday, because this is not yesterday’s debate.  I also appreciate that we 
are talking about what is traditionally a commonwealth matter.  However, this is not the time for the State to play 
the role of Pontius Pilate and wash its hands of the matter.  This is not the time for us to let Western Australians 
down.  We need to make the strongest representation to the federal Government to lift its game on this matter.   

One of the most dramatic and terrible changes that was made that involved Australian servicemen who had 
served in Vietnam was that, previously, if they claimed they had a problem because of whatever had happened to 
them in Vietnam, the onus was on the Department of Veterans’ Affairs to prove that their case was incorrect.  
However, the federal Government changed the onus so that our returned servicemen now have to prove their 
case; in other words, they are presumed guilty and have to prove their innocence.  It is often very difficult for 
people to prove their case.  One factor that seems to have affected servicemen who served in that theatre of war 
possibly more than others is that they have suffered a degree of mental anguish.  A lot of that anguish has been 
brought on because of the treatment that they received when they returned home.  It is very difficult for people 
with mental anguish to prove their case, particularly when they are not experienced in representing themselves in 
legal matters and have to come up against people whose job it is to be experienced in legal matters.  It is most 
unfair, and it is most unfortunate that once again it affects those veterans who served in Vietnam.  I urge 
members to remember the words that were used by the then Prime Minister, Harold Holt: “All the way with 
L.B.J.”.  In saying “All the way”, he was speaking for Australia.  However, the treatment that these people 
received when they returned home was not in any way related to Prime Minister Holt’s comment of “All the 
way”, because all they received was division and hatred, and everything that went with that.  That was a very sad 
period for Australia and is a blight on our history.  

HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [11.00 am]:  I indicate that, firstly, the Government will not 
support the original amendment moved by Hon Kim Chance, as he probably realised when he sought to 
withdraw it yesterday, following the comments made by Hon Peter Foss.  It is important that we seek to come up 
with wording that is unanimously accepted by the Chamber owing to the significance and importance of this 
motion.  I accept the argument by many in this House that Australia’s involvement in Vietnam is a matter of 
regret and would cause animosity for me personally.  I do see it as a matter of regret, but I accept that will not be 
the view of everybody in this House.  I make it clear that I do not in any way detract from the contribution the 
diggers made in Vietnam as a result of the decision of the Government at the time to be involved in Vietnam.  
They made an outstanding effort on behalf of their country when they served overseas, either as conscripts or 
regular servicemen.  This motion is about acknowledging the contributions made by those people.  Whether 
Australia’s involvement was right or wrong, those people nonetheless went off and did what they thought was 
service on behalf of their country, and we should acknowledge that, whether we agree or disagree that the 
Government of the day should have been involved. 

At the time I was too young to be involved in the political process, but as a young person I remember 
moratorium marches and the campaign for Australia to withdraw from the Vietnam War.  It is important that the 
Government accept that we have unanimous agreement on this motion.  We will be happy to see this motion go 
through, as amended by the mover to restrict it to dealing only with the treatment of Australian troops on their 
return home from duty in Vietnam, and to remove any of the potentially contentious issues about revisiting the 
question of Australia’s involvement in the war. 

I have a confession to make to the House, and that is that in a small way I feel I helped Hon Frank Hough to put 
this motion before the House.  It is not my normal practice to refer to private conversations that I have with 
members outside the House, but I am sure Hon Frank Hough will acknowledge that I asked him whether it was 
all right if I referred to a conversation that we had some time ago outside the Chamber when the issue of an 
apology to Vietnam veterans was raised.  This conversation took place following an apology by this House to 
Aboriginal people, which we debated on approximately 14 June.  Members will remember that that apology was 
to indigenous children who were removed from their families, and it was a contentious debate at the time.  A 
range of views were expressed, and I note some members from the other side supported members on this side in 
making that apology.  Following that debate and that vote I had a conversation with Hon Frank Hough.  If Hon 
Frank Hough thinks I am straying from our conversation in any way, he can point that out to me. 
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The PRESIDENT:  The parliamentary secretary will not invite interjections to support his speech. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS:  Only if I get it wrong, Mr President.  Following the debate on the apology, we had a 
conversation and one issue raised was whether a Government should apologise for the actions of previous 
Governments.  I said that from my point of view it was appropriate for a Parliament to apologise for the actions 
of previous Governments.  Although we in this place may come and go, the institution remains, and it is the 
institution of which we are custodians that should provide that apology.  I acknowledge that Hon Frank Hough 
had been considering the idea of an apology to Vietnam veterans along these lines prior to this conversation, but 
a day or two later I read in the paper that it was his intention to move for an apology to Vietnam veterans.  It is 
appropriate that this Parliament apologise to Vietnam veterans, as it did to the Aboriginal people for being 
removed from their homes.  It was unfortunate on the previous occasion that there was not unanimity in the 
House.  However, I am pleased that on this occasion, there seems to be broad support for apologising to Vietnam 
veterans, and I hope that next time we can seek similar unanimity on these issues. 

Another issue sticks in my mind from the conversation I had with Hon Frank Hough.  I have taken a number of 
plane trips in my life but one that I took back in 1987 stands out more than any other.  I sat in the middle seat on 
a plane, between the window and the aisle, which members can imagine does not fit well for me.  I was next 
door to a bloke who was almost as big as I was, and it was not a particularly comfortable ride.  He had his young 
daughter on his lap.  I have had many uncomfortable trips and I am not sure that is the real reason I remember 
this trip.  I remember this trip because he was returning home after attending a coming-home parade in Sydney.  
We had a long conversation about what it had meant to him to participate and finally have the Australian 
Government acknowledge the return of the Vietnam veterans.  He was a builder’s labourer, a fairly solid bloke 
and not one I would expect to see cry regularly, but during that conversation he cried.  Even thinking about the 
conversation makes me quite emotional, to be honest.  It came home to me at that time, just watching this grown 
man in tears sitting on a plane, talking to someone he had never met before and has never seen since.  He was 
talking about how important it was to finally have that formal recognition, and the fact that repeated Australian 
Governments had taken some 15 years to formally acknowledge the contribution of those men and women who 
had served in Vietnam.  Remembering that trip, it was a very moving moment.  It is important that we 
acknowledge the shabby treatment of Vietnam veterans when they returned from their duty overseas.  I am 
trying to think of the appropriate words to describe it - it is a dark mark against the Australian people.  I would 
never have condoned the protests by some people against the war or their attacks on Vietnam veterans returning 
home to Australian soil.  Those people had gone to Vietnam in good faith to serve their country.  Whether it was 
right for us to be there is a separate issue.  By not accepting the amendment to the first part of the motion we are 
saying that we will not get into that debate in this Chamber today.  However, it is important to acknowledge that 
the people who were opposed to the war and took it out on those servicemen were wrong.  The point is that the 
Australian Government failed to stand by those people when they returned.  That is the real disgrace in all of 
this.  It was an absolute disgrace that it took 15 years to deal with the issue.  The importance of accepting these 
veterans for what they did was rammed home to me during that five-hour plane trip from Sydney to Perth with a 
Vietnam veteran in tears beside me.   

Like all things, when people are faced with adversity, they come together as a community.  While debating this 
motion, we should clearly place on the record our congratulations to those Vietnam veterans for rallying and 
supporting their own.  I recently heard about a reasonably close friend who was a tunnel rat in Vietnam.  He had 
suffered for many years but had not acknowledged what was causing that suffering.  When he finally reached the 
point at which he wanted to discuss the situation and deal with it, Vietnam veterans were at his house in 30 
minutes.  Those people have developed their own support networks; they have not waited for Governments to 
help them.  As a group, they have supported their own and continue to do so.  We should congratulate them for 
that.  I am sure members are well aware of the many support groups that exist.  

I will support the amendment relating to families.  These debates cause many memories to come flooding back.  
Hon Simon O’Brien talked about Rockingham and the need for services, given the number of Vietnam veterans 
in that area.  I was reminded of a former friend who lived in Rockingham.  I met and got to know him through 
our work during Australian Labor Party election campaigns.  Unfortunately he is no longer with us.  I am sure 
that his children are still suffering as a result of his involvement in that war.  I do not know whether the war 
caused his death, but it is possible that it contributed to his ill health.  As a society, we should acknowledge that 
his family is still affected by his participation in that war.  I am happy to support the amendment to extend this 
motion to refer to the families of Vietnam veterans.  They should be supported by Governments of all 
persuasions.  

I congratulate Hon Frank Hough for moving this motion.  Members have stated that this is a federal issue, but it 
is one on which a State Parliament can hold a view.  It is important that, as a Parliament, we try to reach 
consensus on wording that conveys the message that we formally acknowledge what has happened.  We should 
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acknowledge the hurt suffered by many Vietnam veterans and their families.  I accept the points made by Hon 
Simon O’Brien.  We should do what we can to pressure the federal Government to accept its traditional 
responsibility to support veterans.   

In some respects, this motion is a symbolic gesture.  However, like other apologies that have been offered by this 
House, it is an important gesture to those who have suffered as a result of government decisions.  I commend the 
motion.  I will always remember that plane trip in 1987.  It brought home to me how badly we treated Vietnam 
veterans.  I hope that that situation is remedied and that this motion goes some way to achieving that.   

HON DERRICK TOMLINSON (East Metropolitan) [11.15 am]:  It is a matter of regret that two or three 
voices prevented the Leader of the House from withdrawing his amendment to delete the words after “regret”.  
Without those words, the motion asks this House to say that Australia’s military involvement in the Vietnam 
conflict is a matter of regret.  For many Australians it is a matter of regret; for many it is not; and for many it is 
something about which they have no opinion whatever, because Australia’s military involvement in Vietnam is a 
matter of history.  Indeed, Australia’s involvement in the military conflict in Vietnam is a matter of history.  

Australia’s military involvement in Vietnam was equally important in the 1966 federal election campaign as the 
Tampa episode was in the 2001 federal election.  In fact, I venture to say that it was far more important than the 
Tampa episode.  That campaign resulted in the Liberal-Country Party’s securing the largest majority achieved by 
any previous Government in the history of our federal Parliament.  That result was interpreted as an endorsement 
of Australia’s military involvement in that conflict.  Although the result could be interpreted that way, it would 
be wrong to say that that involvement was wholeheartedly endorsed in 1966.  I was involved in that campaign, 
albeit as a member of the Liberal Party handing out how-to-vote cards on election day at a polling booth in my 
local community.  I remember the hostility that was expressed at the polling booths by the opposing party 
workers.  That is not frequently experienced at polling booths.  We have different political positions and we 
represent different political parties, but polling booth workers usually are very amiable.  We have our game play 
and so on, but it is generally a friendly experience.  In 1966, it was not; there was open hostility.  History records 
the 1966 election result as an endorsement of Australia’s military involvement in Vietnam.   

By 1968, that had changed significantly.  We experienced the so-called Vietnam spring of 1968 in the United 
States of America.  By 1969, the growing moratorium or antiwar movement in Australia was very significant.  It 
split the Australian community.  By 1970, Australia’s military involvement in Vietnam was no longer endorsed, 
by the community or the Government of the day.  In 1970, the withdrawal of troops from Vietnam was initiated 
by the then Prime Minister, Hon John Gorton.  After 2 December 1972 the decision was made by the then Prime 
Minister, Gough Whitlam, that the final Australian troops in Vietnam would be withdrawn.  I think the last 
returned about March 1973.  In 1975, following the evacuation of the remaining American personnel and some 
of the South Vietnamese personnel from the American Embassy in Saigon, the collapse of the South Vietnamese 
Government and the victory in the Vietnam conflict by the North Vietnamese, Australian military involvement 
in Vietnam became a matter of embarrassment.  What we saw during that period was a movement from a 
political endorsement in 1966 - not a wholehearted endorsement but a political endorsement - to in 1975 a 
political embarrassment about our military involvement in Vietnam.  Even now, were we to talk about 
Australia’s involvement in Vietnam, there would be conflict.  Some regard it as a matter of regret; some do not; 
many have no opinion whatsoever. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


