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PAMELA ANN BUCHANAN 
 
 

 
 
 
 
MLA Pilbara 19 February 1983–4 February 1989; Ashburton 4 February 1989–3 March 1992 

(ALP; Ind from 1 February 1991). Government Whip 1986–1990.  
Minister of State 19 February 1990–5 February 1991. Member several select committees. 

 
 
Pam Buchanan was the first woman to defy the conventional wisdom of the day that a woman 
could not win and hold a parliamentary seat in the harsh environment of the mining and pastoral 
Pilbara region of Western Australia. She first entered Parliament as one of the ‘wave’ of Labor 
women elected when the Labor Party swept to office in 1983 and on a swing in Pilbara estimated 
at 18 per cent. During the two years prior to her election she had been an electorate assistant based 
at Karratha for future Premier Peter Dowding, when the latter was an MLC. After three years as a 
backbencher in which she served on several select committees she was appointed as the 
Government whip and held the position throughout her second parliamentary term from 1986 to 
1989. In February 1990 Pam became a Minister (for works, services and regional development) 
when Carmen Lawrence succeeded Peter Dowding as Labor Premier, but just under a year later 
she lost her cabinet post in a ministerial reshuffle leading to her resignation from the ALP. As an 
Independent, however, she did not seek to bring down what became the Lawrence ‘minority 
government’. Tragically, ill health forced her to resign from Parliament and within less than a 
month she died on 31 March 1992, survived by her husband, George, whom she had married in 
1957, and two daughters. 
 
Prior to her election to Parliament, Pam was very active in community affairs including working 
with parents and citizens groups, with single parents, with Aborigines and with trade unionists. 
She had first joined the Labor Party in 1976 holding the office of both president and secretary of 
the Wickham branch and at one stage was president of the Pilbara electorate council, as well as 
serving for five years as a delegate to the state executive of the Labor Party. Born in Perth on 
6 February 1937, daughter of musician Walter Slocombe, Pam’s early education was in the 
metropolitan area at Scarborough Primary School and Perth Girls High School, and she rapidly 
developed an interest in politics listening to her father’s views on civic matters while fishing with 
him at Trigg Beach. Later she attended the Perth Technical College. Ironically, when living in 

 
136 



Women in the Western Australian Parliament 1921–2012 
 _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Roebourne she was forced to relinquish the administration of two Aboriginal preschool centres 
because she did not have the formal qualifications. Pam had both a commitment to preschool 
education and a strong empathy for Aboriginal people as part of a broad commitment to equal 
opportunity, and near the end of her parliamentary career she argued strongly for the retention of 
the Swan Brewery as she believed the site was of special significance to Aborigines. 
 
In her Inaugural Speech delivered on 22 March 1983, Pam gave an indication that hers would be a 
quietly determined and unwavering voice for ‘the average battler’. Speaking during debate on the 
Prevention of Excessive Prices Bill, and at a time when a wages freeze had been imposed because 
of high inflation throughout the nation, she told the House: 
 

I commence my first speech in this place conscious of my great responsibility to the people in my 
electorate, many of whom have approached me recently indicating that something needs to be 
done about the cost of living. The people of the Pilbara have accepted for a long time that their 
weekly grocery basket costs much more than in the metropolitan area. They are not a bunch of 
whingers; but in recent times they have become increasingly worried about the spiralling prices, 
which appear to be heading for an all-time high, at a time when they can least afford them. If the 
trend is allowed to continue … it will be absolutely disastrous for the people in the north.1 

 
In the course of her speech she was able to demonstrate, on the basis of excellent private surveys 
and Australian Bureau of Statistics figures, how food costs in the north were, on average, 21 per 
cent higher than they were in Perth. The high costs and other increases in Government charges 
such as airfares and rentals, she contended, made it abundantly clear that drastic action was 
required to curb ‘the vicious spiral of inflation which had occurred in the North under the Liberal 
Government’2 and, in this context, a prices commissioner, she contended, with the backing of a 
prices advisory committee, would provide necessary protection for households in the north. Such 
was her persistence over the years in raising the issue of prices in the northern mining region that 
over the years one-time opposition leader, Barry MacKinnon, continually interjected and mocked 
his rival for her repeated references on the subject. 
 
Being subject to frequent interjections, it should be noted, was a constant feature of Pam’s 
parliamentary experience, as she was always prepared to criticise her party opponents and draw 
comment. Nevertheless, despite this her preparedness to engage in lively parliamentary exchanges, 
Pam is remembered as a very quietly spoken and dignified woman. In speaking to her condolence 
motion in the Legislative Council her colleague the experienced Fred McKenzie, reminded 
members how Pam had experienced the ‘mixed bag’ of political life. As he said: 
 

… she experienced the joy of reaching the ultimate, I believe; that is, being appointed a Minister 
in a Labor Government. Politics can also be very cruel, which is the other end of the mixed bag. 
Pam was removed from office as a result of a vote by her colleagues. I do not think that vote was 
justified. I certainly was very unhappy about it, and that unhappiness has remained with me.3 

 
Other speakers to the condolence motions spoke of her gentle nature, great kindness and lack of 
political malice. All of her colleagues emphasised her concern for the ordinary person, including, 
especially, women in the remote parts of the state. 

1  WAPD(LA), 22 March 1983, p. 35. 
2  Ibid, p. 36. 
3  WAPD(LC), 1 April 1992, p. 557. 
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Reflections on the Member’s Parliamentary Career 
 
During her speech on the Equal Opportunity Bill in 1984, Pam strongly supported the Bill and 
gave examples of discrimination against women. She also used the occasion to document some of 
the disadvantages encountered by women living in the remote northern areas of the state: 
 

I have much pleasure in taking part in this debate and addressing myself to this Bill which I feel is 
of some considerable importance, not only to the women of Western Australia but to many other 
groups in our society.  Despite assumptions by some that this Bill is not really necessary, many 
forms of discrimination occur. It is high time this Parliament became involved in trying to reduce 
the incidence of those many sort of discrimination. A major area of concern in which I have had 
experience is where people run into a considerable amount of bias in the field of employment. 
Social research shows that for some reason women are far more likely to experience discrimination 
in this area than are men. In employment, women in fulltime jobs earn approximately 86 per cent of 
the fulltime male earnings. There are, of course, many other forms of discrimination as well which 
we should be redressing here. I have experienced difficulties of discrimination at times during my 
life. One of the worst examples was when I worked for one of the major companies in the Pilbara. 
While employed there I happened to take on a lot more responsibilities than those which are 
normally associated with the position of secretary, which is the position for which I had been hired. 
As a result of all that, my superintendent at the time recommended that I be promoted to the 
position of employee relations officer, but the senior management in that company directed that this 
be rejected on the grounds, firstly I was a female, and secondly because of my political affiliations.  
My case involved double discrimination and it was something I really could not do anything about; 
there was no-one to whom I could go to have some action taken to redress the discrimination.4 

 
Several years later towards the end of her career she returned to the problems of the Pilbara while 
speaking on the Address-in-Reply: 
 

[Another] issue I want to bring to the attention of the House is the so-called fly in, fly out 
arrangement for employees with particular reference to its being used in the resource industries. 
The matter is of considerable concern to those people who live in the north of this State and who 
are interested in developing that part of Western Australia. The fly in, fly out system really does 
nothing for regional development. In fact, it concentrates the benefits of the resources which come 
out of the Pilbara into the south of the State. If the fly in, fly out arrangement is to be used the 
workers involved should be based within the region. In other words, if the mine is so small and is 
located in a remote part of the State and it is not practical to build a town on the spot, the workers 
should be located as close as possible to it and not in the south of the State. 

 
Recently I met people from the town of Onslow who have had to bear the effects of the fly in, fly 
out arrangements for many years and they are angry and fed up with a situation in which they 
receive very little benefit from the resource projects which are located offshore and not far from 
their town. In most cases the residents of that town do not even have the opportunity to apply for 
vacant positions because most of the hiring is carried out in Perth and almost the entire work force 
reside in the metropolitan area and fly to and from the project. 

 
I take this opportunity to comment on the fortitude of the people of Onslow. Instead of sitting back 
and taking what is dished out to them they have formed a group which is looking at establishing a 
labour exchange to try to link local residents to opportunities for jobs in the resource industries. 

4  WAPD(LA), 9 October 1984, pp. 2101–2102. 
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Onslow is a typical example of the lack of benefit to regions under a fly in, fly out arrangement. If 
we are really serious about saving the small towns in Western Australia and boosting their economy 
we should look very closely at the fly in, fly out arrangement. I am pleased to note that the 
Government has agreed to review the fly in, fly out arrangement and I look forward to changes 
being made as a result of that review. 

 
On the question of the fly in, fly out arrangement I recommend to the Government that it consult 
the Canadian Federal Government. I have undertaken some study on this subject and my 
understanding is that Canada is somewhat further down the track than is Australia. It has already 
recognised the need to ensure that long distance commuting, as it is called in Canada, does not 
deprive local people of job and business opportunities. In some parts of Canada provincial 
Governments have legislated to achieve this aim. Canada has a similar situation to that which 
applies in this State; that is, a large amount of its mining projects are located in the remote north of 
the country and in many cases are close to its indigenous communities. The Canadians have also 
done some work on employment among their Indian and Eskimo populations. I understand that 
currently a Canadian Federal Committee is sitting to investigate the problems to which I have 
referred. I have written to the committee and have asked it to put my name on the mailing list so 
that I will receive a copy of its report. I am sure its findings will be interesting and of great help to 
the situation which prevails in Western Australia … 

 
The Pilbara, with its very rich resources, has enormous potential for future development and a great 
deal of publicity has been given to this subject recently. I hope the government will ensure that 
such development is not impeded by allowing the continuation of the fly in, fly out arrangement for 
workers employed on major projects. A great need exists for planning for the future development of 
the Pilbara and Ashburton regions, hence my recent call for a strategic plan to be prepared to 
promote the growth of area. A plan is required and anyone who has observed what has happened in 
that area in the past few years would understand that development has been undertaken in an ad 
hoc manner and has been largely dependent on mining projects which happen to come along. A 
need exists to ensure orderly and sustainable development in the area. Also, the areas in which 
development can take place must be identified to ascertain where mining can or cannot take place. 
Consideration should also be given to setting aside areas for conservation and recreational purposes 
… 
 
I have raised these matters with the Government and I hope action will be taken to ensure that the 
Pilbara and Ashburton regions are not used as a quarry for the rest of the world and that proper 
planning is commenced immediately so the people in the area can look forward to a better future.5 

5  WAPD(LA), 26 March 1991, pp. 508–509. 
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