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

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON ADELE FARINA (South West) [5.13 pm]: Any acknowledgement of traditional ownership of this land 
by Aboriginal people must, by necessity, recognise that dispossession. It is the formalised recognition of that 
dispossession that will truly set us on the path of genuine reconciliation that this amendment aspires to. 
Historically, this Parliament has had a less-than-auspicious track record of providing leadership and legislation to 
support equity in Western Australia and to promote the inclusion of Aboriginal people in a way that would have 
allowed them to walk in lock step with the broader community in reaping the rewards and benefits that flowed 
from the development of Western Australia. At this moment in time we have the opportunity to close that book 
and pass a just and forward-looking amendment to our Constitution. It is my hope that this amendment becomes 
the defining act of the Western Australian Parliament in terms of legislation that encapsulates the place of 
Aboriginal people in our society, and that it replaces the notorious Aborigines Act 1905 that has previously been, 
to our shame, the most-referred-to Aboriginal legislation in this state. 

The Aborigines Act 1905 and its successor, the Native Administration Act 1936, were not only discriminatory in 
the extreme, cruel and unjust, but also they were based on the false premise that Aboriginal people were a dying 
race that needed looking after. The resilience of Aboriginal people has demonstrated that the foundation of that 
act was patently untrue. The provisions of the 1905 act that related to the removal of children and the 
consequences they had for those children and their families are well known, but other lesser-known provisions 
have had lasting and detrimental impacts on Aboriginal people in this state. I make comment on the provisions of 
the 1905 act not for the purpose of condemning our past deeds, but to recognise the truth of our history and to 
pay respect to the resilience of the Aboriginal people who survived this harsh legal regime with their 
commitment to their cultural and traditional values undiminished. Although it is true that the impact of that act 
was to cause a great loss of cultural knowledge, the act failed in its aim to dispense with Aboriginal identity; 
generations later, Aboriginal culture remains. What we witness today amongst Aboriginal people is a fierce 
commitment to the values that underpin that culture, to the maintenance of language and cultural knowledge that 
has survived, and an amazing willingness to share that culture with others. 

Even a cursory reading of the 1905 act explains so much about the evolution of the relationship between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities, and about the gap that exists between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal Western Australia. It demonstrates that without reconciliation and recognition, that gap will be 
perpetuated and become so much more difficult to close. The provisions of the 1905 act set out to create social 
and physical apartheid; they devastated families and gave rise to hurt and confusion that would last for 
generations. Most significantly, the act allowed children to be taken from their parents, raised in missions and 
denied the opportunity to know their families, learn their language and understand their culture. It set out to 
make Aboriginal culture and people relics consigned to the past. Roelands Mission in the south west became 
home to not only hundreds of Noongar children, but also children from the north west—children who were taken 
so far from home that many never had the opportunity to truly know who they were. There are heartbreaking 
human stories from Roelands of parents who camped on the other side of the river from the mission just so they 
could occasionally catch a glimpse of their children. They would hide lollies and small treats in the bushes along 
the riverbanks in the hope that the children would sneak across the river to find them and know they had not 
been forgotten. The 1905 act failed to recognise the parental rights of Aboriginal people. It failed to recognise 
that we share universal fundamental human emotions, and failed to understand the damage wrought on 
communities when grief, guilt and sorrow are all-pervading. 

The act also made it an offence for non-Aboriginal people to live with Aboriginal people or even visit the 
reserves that became the enforced homes of Aboriginal people. It forbade marriage between non-Aboriginal and 
Aboriginal people, and, based solely on race, it prevented the natural evolution of friendships and relationships; 
it denied us the opportunity to know one another. It sought to ensure that Aboriginal people were dependent, 
denying them the right to work unless they had obtained a permit. It also afforded the Chief Protector of 
Aborigines, in respect to the property of Aboriginal people, the right to — 

(1.) Take possession of, retain, sell, or dispose of any such property, whether real or personal; 
It forced Aboriginal people to leave their ancestral lands, to live on reserves and to be denied the right to enter 
towns. It removed basic rights from Aboriginal people, allowing them to be arrested without a warrant. Clothes 
and blankets were purchased for Aboriginal people, but remained the property of the Crown. Every aspect of the 
life of an Aboriginal person was dictated by the government and recorded, with Aboriginal people being the 
subject of files sometimes as thick as phone books. 
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Under the Natives (Citizenship Rights) Act 1944, Aboriginal people could apply for citizenship to escape some 
of the limitations imposed on their day-to-day lives. All they had to do was sever all ties with their extended 
family and friends, effectively deny their Aboriginality, and prove they were free from disease and were civilised 
in their behaviour. Once granted citizenship, they then lived with the knowledge that it could be revoked at any 
time for such offences as rejecting a “civilised life”, being drunk or contracting designated diseases. Citizenship 
was not automatically conferred on their children. What an appalling choice to ask people to make: their family 
or the right to be acknowledged by their country! 

Despite all of this, Aboriginal people refused to be cowed. They are resilient. Through all the sorrow, the 
Aboriginal commitment to family and the sense of obligation to those they belong to remain. Many languages, 
traditions and histories have survived. It was, however, inevitable that the consequences of the 1905 act and its 
successors would be a complete absence of trust on the part of Aboriginal people, almost no understanding of 
Aboriginal people by non-Aboriginal people, and few opportunities for Aboriginal people to seek advancement 
in education or employment. These are the challenges of reconciliation as we seek to acknowledge past actions 
and unpick the consequences. 

However, it was in this environment that Aboriginal men enlisted, left their home and went to risk their lives 
fighting for Australia. They had to deny their Aboriginality to go to fight for a country that denied them. It is 
estimated that more than 1 000 Aboriginal soldiers fought in the First World War, four of whom were Noongar 
brothers from Katanning: Kenneth, Augustus, Larry and Louis Farmer. Augustus became the first Aboriginal 
soldier to be awarded the Military Medal for bravery under fire, but only Kenneth made it home. That family 
sacrificed three of its sons for a nation that did not recognise their basic human rights. When Aboriginal soldiers 
made it home, they saw their traditional lands given to their comrades in the form of land grants for returned 
soldiers, but were denied such grants for themselves; they went back to the reserves. In the face of such 
discrimination, when World War Two broke out, Aboriginal people again enlisted—this time an estimated 
5 000 enlisted. This time they came home to be denied the right to have a beer with their mates, were allowed in 
RSL clubs only on ANZAC day, and were confronted with the red line around Perth, the artificial boundary that 
prevented Aboriginal people from entering the centre of the city. 
Since that time, the resilience of Aboriginal people has been proudly on display for anyone who cared to look. 
Despite the obstacles, they have carved out a place in contemporary Australia. They have become leaders for not 
only Aboriginal people, but also all Australians in many fields from education to the law, health, the arts, sport 
and indeed politics; and along the way non-Aboriginal Australia has changed. Since the 1967 referendum, we 
have sought to change the old laws to acknowledge the injustices and to recognise the unique contribution that 
Aboriginal people have made to Australian society and culture, but sometimes we have moved too slowly. This 
amendment gives us the opportunity to draw a line in the sand, to say that the days of an Aboriginal past and 
a non-Aboriginal past are behind us, and to say that we acknowledge the past but choose to walk forward 
together to forge a new history that is collective and distinctly Western Australian for all. 

We came to this state and claimed it as our own, in total ignorance of the Aboriginal people already residing as one 
with this country. Today we seek to formally recognise that prior ownership, but one look at any map of WA tells 
us that the marks of that prior ownership have never been wiped away. Throughout the state, many places have 
always borne the names provided by those original custodians and are testament to the exchanges between 
Aboriginal people and our European forefathers. In the south west, where the place names change from those 
ending in “up” to those ending in “in”, the ancient lines defining changes in territory, custom and language remain. 
Our history has obscured the position of Aboriginal people in Western Australia, but today we have the opportunity 
to formalise the recognition of a historical fact that should have always been clear: that Aboriginal people are the 
original owners of this place, and in doing so we will open the door to a genuine path of reconciliation. 

It is a difficult task we have set ourselves. We have spoken for years of reconciliation, and although 
significant progress has been made, we must now stand committed, no matter the challenges or the obstacles, 
to a steady and unwavering course towards comprehensive reconciliation and all that entails. Today I have 
spoken of the three Rs—recognition, resilience and reconciliation—but there is a fourth “R”. In his poem 
The Dark Warrior, about Australian Aboriginal servicemen, Victor Churchill Dale says, “Respect is the finest 
adornment of mankind”. 

This amendment we are considering today is about stating a historical fact and making a commitment to our 
future. It is about recognition, but ultimately it is about respect, the finest adornment, and perhaps that is one of 
the reasons why our colleague Josie Farrer in the other place has said that in passing this amendment we can be 
magnificent. 

HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [5.25 pm]: I firstly acknowledge the traditional owners and 
custodians of the land on which we meet today, the Whadjuk–Noongar people, and pay respects to their elders 
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past and present. I want to join the many members who have already made a contribution to this very important 
piece of legislation that we are passing, the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) 
Bill 2015. 

In paying my respects to the Noongar elders, I pay respect in particular to Doolann Leisha Eatts and her husband, 
Walter, the two elders whom I have probably had the most to do with. One of the great privileges about being 
a member of Parliament is that we get to spend a lot of time with people such as the elders of the Aboriginal 
community, not just the Noongar elders, but also the many elders right across Western Australia. I have always 
found them to be very generous with their time, their consideration and their wisdom, and I give them my 
appreciation for that. 

This bill, as it says, is very much about ensuring that our state’s Constitution makes reference to Aboriginal 
people in an appropriate way, both by inserting a new section and by deleting some existing sections and 
references to Aboriginal people. As many members have said, it is a long overdue measure. It is yet another but 
very important step in the many steps we need to take in the walk to reconciliation that many of us have 
committed to for some considerable time. As the new section points out, by passing this bill we, as a Parliament, 
will make it clear that we seek to effect a reconciliation with the Aboriginal people of Western Australia—and 
we obviously do that on behalf of the Western Australian non-Aboriginal community. 

I am probably one of the longest serving members of Parliament in this chamber—I understand that there is 
bipartisan support for the bill in this place; certainly, there was in the other place—and it has given me cause to 
reflect on the changes that have occurred in the way both this Parliament and our community seek to relate to 
and interact with the Aboriginal members of our community. This bill would never have passed this chamber if it 
had been introduced when I first arrived in this place. It is a compliment to every member who now sits in this 
chamber that this bill will pass through this chamber. 

It has been a long walk. Some of us have been ahead in that walk; others have joined along the way. When I first 
arrived here, I remember some of the acrimonious debates around native title and the views on whether or not we 
should accept the decision that came about through the Mabo case, which finally recognised that terra nullius 
never existed in Australia. They were acrimonious debates; I am very pleased that we no longer have those 
debates. I congratulate the Premier for his position of seeking to effect a final native title settlement with the 
Noongar people. I take this opportunity to congratulate all the people who have been involved in that process, 
but in particular I congratulate former chief executive officer of the South West Aboriginal Land and 
Sea Council, whom I know, Glen Kelly, for his work. I know of the efforts and energy that were put in by all 
sides to effect a final settlement. Those are positive things of which we as a chamber can be proud, because they 
would not have occurred when I first arrived in this place. In fact, just before I arrived in this place members 
were still making quite outrageous racist remarks; remarks that would be howled down by all members from 
both sides of the chamber if they were said in the chamber today. Not only is that a positive for our community, 
but also it is something that members in this place can be proud of. As I say, this is another step—it is not the 
first step—and an important step in the path to reconciliation, but we will need to take many more. 

In my inaugural speech, I committed to the process of reconciliation. I made those comments almost 18 and 
a half years ago. I said that I hoped to be seen as someone with an enlightened view. I realised along the path that 
my view has not always been enlightened. In fact, I pay tribute to the mover of the Constitution Amendment 
(Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill in the other place, Josie Farrer, because she constantly challenges my 
views about whether I am as enlightened as I should be both in terms of her preselection and her contribution 
since being elected to Parliament. She has made me realise that I need to constantly rethink how I look to and 
respect Aboriginal people and the contribution they can make. One thing that I am in absolute awe of is this: I do 
not think I have ever sat at lunch with Josie Farrer in this building without her imparting a new piece of wisdom 
and without me being a better person for having spent some time with her. She is a remarkable woman. It is 
a true tribute that this legislation will be passed and it will be a tribute hopefully to the contribution that I think 
she continually makes in assisting people such as me to also walk that path to reconciliation. I absolutely 
congratulate her for that. 
There are many more things we need to do. For many years I have sat on the Aboriginal Education, Employment 
and Training Committee of the West Coast Institute. That is not something that I publicise greatly; rather, I do it 
as a member of Parliament and diligently make my contribution. I sit on that committee with 
Doolann Leisha Eatts and her husband, Walter. As a result of sitting on that committee, I want us to achieve 
a greater number of police officers who identify as Aboriginal. At the moment there are not enough. To achieve 
that will require us all to rethink how we do it. I am not asking for the standards to be lowered, but I am looking 
at the pathway for someone who identifies as Aboriginal and who wants to become a police officer. We need to 
change and we need to work and find ways to assist that. I hope that will be another step we can take on the path 
of reconciliation. When we look at the many issues and challenges that face us as we seek true reconciliation, the 
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relationship between the police and the Aboriginal community will be so important. The number of police 
officers should at least reflect, on a population basis, the number of Aboriginal people in our community. There 
should be at least as many Aboriginal police officers in our community on a population basis as there are non-
Aboriginal police officers. That will be a challenge for all of us and for those in the police force and Parliament. 
The West Coast Institute is certainly seeking to work with the Western Australia Police Academy because they 
are co-located to do that. I hope we will all take that path. 
We also need to be honest about the real history of Western Australia. A number of members talked about that. 
The history I was taught as a student at school was not the true, full and complete history. In fact, it covered up 
many past injustices. We cannot avoid the fact that there has been bloodshed between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal Western Australian communities. We need to be honest about that. We need to teach the true history 
of Western Australia to our students, because it is only through understanding the past that we can forge 
a pathway to the future. 
We do not want to drop the very positive outcomes that this bill has created within the Parliament and within the 
community. One of the areas I hope we will all commit to as a result of the passage of this bill is the way we 
address the issue of Wadjemup, or Rottnest as it is known to European Australians. Along with my colleagues, 
I went to Wadjemup earlier this year and was given a full briefing of its history. The site is relevant to not only 
the Noongar people, but also to all Aboriginal people because Aboriginal people from all over Western Australia 
were imprisoned in, and died at, that facility. It is time that we as a community work with Aboriginal 
communities across WA to find full and complete acknowledgement—we will never be able to reach 
a resolution—and treatment of the importance of that site and a better way of treating it than it has been treated 
for many years, which is as a camping ground. 
One of the things I noticed during my time as a member of Parliament was that it was often controversial to have 
a welcome to country at functions. Today it is now almost an official part of normal proceedings. I think we need 
to go further in acknowledging Aboriginal cultures. As members mentioned earlier, Aboriginal culture is the 
oldest living continuous culture in the world and there are many elements to that culture. It is not a single 
culture. In the Kimberley alone there are many different language and cultural groups. The elements of that 
culture can be shared with us and we should be proud of that. We need to be sharing that and rejoicing in that 
culture. That is part of how we will reach full and true reconciliation. I hope, through the passage of this bill, we 
are committing ourselves and the Parliament to that. 
Finally, I want to talk about the six degrees of separation and a little bit of family history. When I spoke about 
Aboriginal reconciliation in my inaugural speech, I talked about some of my predecessors—my great-great-
grandfather and my cousin. My brother has researched the family history and recently travelled to northern 
New South Wales where my great-grandparents first settled. I am sure what he has discovered about our family 
history is no different from the family history of many Western Australian families. He discovered that my gran 
had a half-sister of Aboriginal descent. He was able to identify and locate her descendants, who are my cousins. 
I was not aware of them until my brother did his research. I am very proud of the fact that he sought at a personal 
level to seek reconciliation for what my great-grandparents did in the local Aboriginal community in northern 
New South Wales and, as a result of doing that, he found a whole new chapter and a family group of whom we 
were not aware. Although they will not be covered by this bill, because it refers to Western Australia, I am sure 
that there are many other stories in Western Australia of a similar nature. If we dig deep enough we will find that 
there is only one or two degrees of separation between us and the Aboriginal people of Australia. In terms of my 
contribution today, I want to pay tribute and mark my respect to my cousins in northern New South Wales, who 
identify as Aboriginal people. They are members of the Bundjalung community. 

I conclude by saying that the ultimate challenge for all of us is to ensure that each and every one of us has 
opportunities. We have always argued for the fair go and equal opportunity in Australia; it is important that we 
ensure that that goes to everybody, regardless of where we come from. There is no doubt in my mind that, at the 
moment, we still do not have that equality of opportunity for Aboriginal people, and I hope that the Constitution 
Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015 will be an important and significant step towards 
reaching that goal; I know that the Leader of the House would join with me in calling for that. I hope that we will 
see as a result of the passage of this bill many further steps taken along the journey to reconciliation. I think this 
Parliament can be very proud that we have a member like Josie Farrer to help us walk down that path. 
I commend the bill to the house. 

HON LYNN MacLAREN (South Metropolitan) [5.40 pm]: I rise to make my contribution to the Constitution 
Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. This will be a brief contribution as Hon Robin Chapple 
has already spoken on behalf of the Greens and given a fulsome response to the bill before us. 

I too acknowledge the Whadjuk–Noongar people on whose land we stand and pay my respects to their elders, 
past, present and future. Of late the Greens have taken to acknowledging future elders at our official gatherings 
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because it is important that we look to the future and how young Aboriginal people will rise to those positions of 
authority, respect and recognition. It is also important that we consider what sort of society we will leave to those 
future elders so they can lead us all into a post-reconciliation future, if members can imagine that. In 
acknowledging those future Aboriginal elders, I also want to pay my respects to some of the Noongar people in 
the South Metropolitan Region who have, from time to time, shared their wisdom with me and helped the Greens 
in the South Metropolitan Region to respond to the various challenges we have in Western Australian politics. 

Before I do that I want to acknowledge, as every other member thus far has acknowledged, the tremendous 
contribution made to this Parliament by Josie Farrer in bringing this bill to us. It is not inconsequential for 
a private member’s bill to be supported by all side of politics. It shows the tenacity of a woman who has stood 
for her people, won a seat in the lower house, and has obviously been an effective negotiator in being able to 
move this bill from an idea, through the powerful work of the Joint Select Committee on 
Aboriginal Constitutional Recognition, to its now final stages; we are now perhaps in the final half-hour of 
debate on this legislation. As a member who has a few private members’ bills on the agenda, I know it is no 
mean feat to get to this stage, and I commend her and everyone who has worked with her, to get to this point of 
passing a private member’s bill, especially on such an important and critical issue. I think each of us feels a little 
bit of spine-tingling significance at this important moment. 

As I mentioned, Hon Robin Chapple has already put on the parliamentary record the Greens’ position on 
Aboriginal reconciliation and recognition, and how we have got to this point today. He also pointed to some of 
the work we have done in the Senate. Looking more closely at my own South Metropolitan Region, I wish to 
acknowledge the leadership and wisdom that has been shared with the Greens over time by individuals like 
Trevor and Richard Walley, Dr Noel Nannup, Rev Sealin Garlett and Len Collard. I have personally been 
inspired by Ingrid Cumming, who is a young, up-and-coming Aboriginal elder; Della Rae Morrison; and 
Karla Hart. These last three women have demonstrated optimism and joy in celebrating their Aboriginal culture, 
and that has been inspirational to me in my approach to this legislation. 

I came from the United States of America to a country that has such challenges with racism; the US also has 
challenges, but in a different way. I have seen the challenges of inclusion of Aboriginal people, and it is not 
a small challenge. It is incredible that, in 2015, we are only now at the stage in Western Australia of making 
these amendments to our Constitution. Many members have given very fulsome accounts of our history in 
Western Australia and why it is important and significant. I do not want to dwell on that; I merely want to say 
that although we have come a long way, there is a long way to go, and I truly hope that the 
Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015 will be a watershed moment and a step 
towards a more inclusive society. 

When I did some consultation with people I know in the South Metropolitan Region, they were not really 
completely across what is going on here; much less so than for the Recognise movement, which is a movement 
for federal constitutional change. This state constitutional change was not so well understood, and the 
significance of it was difficult for people to comprehend. It is not really surprising that there was some concern 
about how it might affect the rights of Aboriginal people and their inclusion in government policies. I cannot 
really reflect upon or quote for members what any of the individuals I have mentioned feel about this legislation 
at this time. That is partly because I do not have responsibility for the Greens’ Aboriginal affairs portfolio; 
Hon Robin Chapple has been more closely associated with this bill as it has progressed through the house. To be 
quite honest, I have been spending much of my time working on including Aboriginal people in the decision-
making processes of the other issues that are going on. I know that they have also been completely engaged in 
such things as ensuring that their heritage is protected, preserved and respected. 

Hon Ken Travers just mentioned Rottnest Island. I have spent quite a bit of my time working with people who are 
concerned about recognising and protecting Rottnest Island’s heritage. I spent most of my time for the last several 
months working with the people who are trying to protect the Beeliar wetlands, which is a very precious place to 
Aboriginal people in the South Metropolitan Region, as members will well know. People are very concerned about 
the impact on their heritage of current government policies, and are perhaps distracted by these more immediate 
concerns and cannot see the symbolic significance of the amendments that we are now putting forward. 

It is our challenge to communicate with those communities and articulate the significance of this legislation. 
I wonder whether we could have an educational or promotional campaign that would go to the heart of this 
legislation and teach our communities that this is a significant step that we have made, in much the same way as 
we see promotion of Roe 8, which I perceive to be the other side of the equation. Today I asked a question about 
Roe 8 and the advertising campaign that is going to explain why that is important. Why are we not putting that 
kind of money into explaining to people why this issue is important? It may well be that part of the change that 
we are passing today will result in considerable recognition. I really appreciated it when the Minister for 
Education gave us all little books explaining the contribution made by Aboriginal soldiers. Things like that make 
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our reconciliation real; they put rubber on the road. We need to see that in order to speak to our communities 
about the significance of this constitutional amendment we are passing today. 

I do not want members to infer that I am in any way being negative about this. I am incredibly optimistic about 
this measure; I know it is a good move in the right direction. However, as in any debate there is light and 
shadow. Some members have alluded to that shadow. It is important that we do not forget that that shadow is 
there, and it drives me. Words alone will have very little impact on the daily lives of Aboriginal people. Today, 
across the state of Western Australia, Aboriginal people are faced with significant challenges, disproportionate to 
non-Aboriginal people. In three weeks’ time, on 28 September, I will join Aboriginal elders to mark the death of 
John Pat, and all those who have died in police or prison custody since his death on 28 September 1983 at the 
Roebourne Police Station. He was beaten to death by five off-duty police officers. The outcry over his death led 
to the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. The majority of the 339 recommendations of that 
commission remain unimplemented or were abandoned. Since the royal commission, there have been more 
deaths in custody than recommendations implemented. Although we are firmly focused today on the opportunity 
for reconciliation afforded by this constitutional change, I have committed myself to never remaining silent 
about what is yet to be done. 
There is significant opposition from traditional owners to the proposal to build Roe Highway stage 8 through 
a place of archaeological and spiritual Aboriginal heritage. It is difficult to see how deaths in custody or the 
destruction of heritage places will stop when this constitutional amendment bill is passed, but that is our 
challenge. As the member for the South Metropolitan Region representing the Greens in this Parliament, it is 
incumbent upon me to raise that in this debate. This debate is not fulsome. Many members have not raised the 
shadow, and have stayed in the light, and I respect that, but it is not a detailed truth about Aboriginality in 
Western Australia today. I want to draw the attention of members to some of the positive things that we can do. 
Today I am supporting a program to teach the Noongar language in schools, and a young man who is starting to 
offer that teaching through music in schools. If we look at things that we can do in a real and positive sense 
today, I encourage members to support that program, so that young people can learn the original language of this 
country. That original language will also teach respect and understanding across cultures in a way that nothing 
else will. Many leadership programs exist, and the Halo Leadership Development Agency is one that has had 
really good success in the South Metropolitan Region. I draw the attention of members to that program. 

I commend the bill to the house and pay my respects to all the people who have worked on this constitutional 
amendment. It is outstanding that we have been able to achieve this. It took us a little longer than the other states 
of Australia, but we are there, and we should be proud. Most members have said that they are proud and I want 
to particularly express my appreciation to Josie Farrer. I do not know why we cannot just call her honourable 
Josie. To the member for Kimberley, thank you very much for bringing this bill to us, and to the government and 
the opposition for supporting it so generously. 
HON DAVE GRILLS (Mining and Pastoral) [5.55 pm]: I rise to contribute to the significant debate on the 
Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015, and acknowledge all the comments 
made by members who have contributed to this debate. I thank the Joint Select Committee on 
Aboriginal Constitutional Recognition for its work on this bill. Altering the Constitution in such a way, and in 
a bipartisan manner, is not an easy feat and I am glad that, at least on this occasion, we have demonstrated that 
members of Parliament can work together in a productive and cooperative manner. The committee is to be 
commended for the final wording, which I believe is relatively non-contentious. The joint select committee’s 
report notes, on page 55 — 

Relative to other proposals, this is a modest, uncomplicated, but nonetheless symbolically significant 
statement. It is unlikely to generate substantial controversy and is arguably, the most widely consulted 
and supported proposal for constitutional recognition undertaken in Western Australia to date. 

This is an important statement because it is vital that all Western Australians, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, are 
involved in this process. It has been stated on numerous occasions during the process of formulating this bill that 
it is an important step in the reconciliation process, specifically reconciliation between the Aboriginal peoples 
who have inhabited this land for thousands of years and European Australians, whose forebears began arriving 
here with the start of British settlement in 1826. In recognising this state’s original peoples, it is important that 
we do not alienate parts of the Western Australian population by giving greater acknowledgement to one cultural 
group over others. As the joint select committee chair, Hon Michael Mischin, noted in the report’s foreword, 
acknowledging one segment of the Western Australian community over others could possibly work to aggravate, 
rather than to heal, relationships between the descendants of our state’s pre-colonial inhabitants and their fellow 
citizens. The joint select committee was cognisant of these concerns and I believe it has addressed them through 
the careful and thoughtful final wording put forward in this bill. 
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It is clear that we all want to see real reconciliation in this state and it is my firm view that reconciliation is 
a two-way street. It requires mutual cultural understanding and acceptance. It means recognising that we have an 
Aboriginal and a European history in this state and that the cultures and peoples that make up contemporary 
Western Australia must learn to live together in a harmonious and mutually respectful manner. Most importantly, 
real reconciliation must be built on a joint belief that we have a shared common future in which all Western 
Australians can feel at home and share in the prosperity and quality of life that Western Australia has to offer. 
Across my Mining and Pastoral Region electorate, I see potential and evidence that we are making progress in 
building a better joint shared future. As other members have noted during this debate, it is important that we see 
tangible action on the ground in improving Aboriginal living standards and socioeconomic outcomes. I believe 
economic empowerment is the key to achieving a better outcome for Western Australia’s Aboriginal peoples. 
Providing opportunity and allowing everybody to be a full participant in our modern economy and society is the 
only real way that we will be able to close the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians. I look 
forward to working with members over the coming months and years to see these changes happen. 

HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [5.58 pm]: I am very 
pleased to be able to participate in debate on the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) 
Bill 2015 today. It is very rare in this place to have such strong bipartisan support for a significant piece of 
legislation such as this. I know that this bill has been a long time coming, and I want to follow Hon Sally Talbot 
in acknowledging the work done by Hon John Cowdell many years ago in trying to get a bill similar to this 
passed. I also want to acknowledge the significant contribution by the member for Kimberley, Josie Farrer, who 
in her short period as a member has achieved something that many people in this place will not achieve—that is, 
to see the passage of a private member’s bill of significant importance to people right across the state. When 
Josie Farrer eventually leaves this place, this is one piece of legislation that she can hold up and be extremely 
proud of. I also want to commend and thank the parliamentary committee that looked into the language used in 
this legislation. Given the short period the committee had, it has done very good work, and the report we have 
before us is very significant, given the detail of the bill before the house, which is very good in the way simple 
language is used to amend the Constitution of our state. 

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm 

Hon KATE DOUST: I am very pleased to be able to continue my remarks, albeit briefly, about this very 
important Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015. The only disappointing thing 
about this bill is the fact that we are dealing with it in 2015 and not 50 or 100 or more years ago when it probably 
should have been dealt with. I say that because it has taken us a long time in Western Australia to acknowledge 
the Aboriginal people of this state and I think that is why this bill is so important: it will acknowledge them as 
the first people of our state. Over our history, Aboriginal people in this state have been treated appallingly and 
the advancement of our settlement has come at the direct expense of Aboriginal people in Western Australia. 
I say that because from 1829, the first period of our colonisation of this state, through to today, we have seen 
significant issues around dispossession, physical ill treatment, social disruption, population decline, economic 
exploitation, organised discrimination and cultural devastation for those groups of people throughout our state, 
and we still see aspects of that today in varying forms. This piece of legislation will not be the panacea to those 
problems and it will not be a silver bullet, but it is certainly the start to demonstrating recognition and respect for 
Aboriginal people in our state.  

Having grown up in Coolgardie and Kalgoorlie, like the Leader of the House, I am fully aware of the problems 
that Aboriginal people in those towns experienced back in the 1960s and 1970s. The way people had to live was 
quite appalling, particularly in Coolgardie, where people were forced out to the fringes of the town to live on 
reserves—things we would now find utterly offensive, if you like, and should never have happened, but, sadly, 
that is a situation a lot of people were put in. Some significantly draconian laws were put in place around the 
management of Aboriginal people in our state. Thankfully, we have become a lot more mature and that is why 
we have a piece of legislation such as this in front of us. I think we need to recognise that over the last couple of 
decades there has been a growing awareness of the significance of Aboriginal culture and language in our 
community. Even over the last 15 years of my having been in this place, just the fact that we acknowledge the 
traditional owners of the land on which we stand, not just in this place but in a range of venues and forums as we 
move around the state, is a significant change. There is also the fact that we are now talking about the 
opportunity to teach Aboriginal language in our schools. I spent last week in Dublin, and noting the growth of 
the Irish language in Ireland again and its significance there, I hope that one day we are at a similar point with 
Aboriginal language being used alongside English in normal everyday activity, on government documents or 
taught throughout schools. As we grow and mature as a state, these significant changes add to that respect and 
value that should apply to the first people of our state. 
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I do not have much more to say about this particular piece of legislation, because I think my colleagues have 
canvassed a broad range of matters. Noting the importance of this bill, I want to congratulate Josie Farrer, the 
member for Kimberley, on being able to stand up and persevere to have this legislation introduced, to take it 
through a committee and now have it passed in a bipartisan way through both houses of Parliament. I want to 
acknowledge that the government has stepped up on this occasion and supported this legislation. These types of 
symbolic changes will hopefully open up other opportunities in our communities that lead to improvements on 
a range of issues for Aboriginal people. With that, I support this bill and hope we see it passed in this place very 
fast. 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral) [7.36 pm] — in reply: I thank all members who have 
made a contribution to the debate on the Constitution Amendment (Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill 2015 
this afternoon, particularly the Leader of the House, Hon Peter Collier, who spoke on behalf of the Liberal Party, 
all members on this side and other members such as Hon Robin Chapple, Hon Lynn MacLaren, 
Hon Martin Aldridge, Hon Dave Grills and Hon Jacqui Boydell. This is an important debate and I am very 
pleased that all members were generous in their words and commentary about Josie Farrer, the member for 
Kimberley, who instigated this bill in the other place. As the Leader of the House said, the significance of this 
bill cannot be understated. It is a huge bill, and although we are dealing with simple words—as many members 
said, this bill will not change the lives of many Aboriginal people in any great way—it is a very symbolic piece 
of legislation and it will go some way towards a path of reconciliation. I am pleased too that members in their 
contributions also acknowledged the work of the Joint Select Committee on Aboriginal Constitutional 
Recognition, and many members pointed to the fact that the committee met over the summer period when many 
of us were in our electorates or away from Parliament on urgent parliamentary business. Those members deserve 
to be congratulated for the way they worked together in such a speedy way to come to a resolution that has 
meant that this bill is before us today. Many others, and indeed the Leader of the House, acknowledged that this 
bill is long overdue, and I think Hon Sally Talbot and Hon Ken Travers spoke about the fact that 11 or 12 years 
ago when a similar bill was introduced in this place, there was not unanimous support and the bill did not in fact 
proceed. So, it is pleasing to them, as it is to me, that we have been able to agree unanimously that the time for 
this legislation is now. We can all be very proud of this legislation and what it will mean to many people in this 
state in the future. 

The Leader of the House also said that this bill will not create new rights and it will not fix all the problems 
faced by Aboriginal people. That is correct, and other members echoed that point in their contributions. These 
are words and they are simple words, but, as Hon Sally Talbot said, we are telling Aboriginal people that from 
this day on they will count and they will count in this state’s Constitution.  

A number of members pointed out that we are the last mainland state to recognise Aboriginal people in our 
Constitution. Others have been able to move on that over the last 10, 15 or 20 years and it has taken us a bit 
longer, but we should certainly be proud of the fact that we are finally here and this legislation will pass this 
place in the next few days. That is more than symbolism; it is a very important feat and we should all be proud of 
that fact.  

A number of members touched on the fact that successive governments have been deciding what has been best 
for Aboriginal people. Although we have been deciding what is best for Aboriginal people, we have not been 
listening to what Aboriginal people want. Only in recent times have Aboriginal people been at the table and been 
part of the solution. It is no longer simply well-to-do or good-intentioned non-Aboriginal people deciding what is 
best; we are taking into consideration people’s culture and we are ensuring that Aboriginal people are at the table 
and making decisions about themselves and their futures. 

I think it was Hon Sally Talbot who mentioned in her contribution Josie Farrer’s grandfather, who had been 
shackled and used as bait in days gone by. It is not that long ago that we treated the Aboriginal people in this 
state as second-class citizens. Although there is absolutely more work to do, this Constitution Amendment 
(Recognition of Aboriginal People) Bill will certainly contribute towards that reconciliation in the future. There 
is no doubt that some Aboriginal people are concerned that this bill does not go far enough. Some Aboriginal 
people have said that they see this bill as a sell-out. I certainly do not believe that that is the case. Josie Farrer, 
the member for Kimberley, certainly does not see it that way. She sees this as a momentous occasion and she 
asked us all to be “magnificent”, and I believe members have recognised that in their contributions today. 

A number of other members of this place spoke about why they support the legislation and about the journey 
they took in coming to this decision. I thank Hon Jacqui Boydell, who, as a member of the Joint Select 
Committee on Aboriginal Constitutional Recognition, also raised a number of issues about why she and 
members of the National Party initially had some concerns with the original bill. I think Hon Martin Aldridge 
also indicated this evening that some of that concern came from a briefing from senior bureaucrats in the 
Department of the Premier and Cabinet and the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. I am pleased that having 
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raised those concerns, the opportunity was provided for the bill to be examined by the select committee, and that 
committee was able to look at those concerns and knock them out of the park, essentially. I am pleased for 
Hon Jacqui Boydell and her constituents, and my constituents, particularly in the pastoral region of the Mining 
and Pastoral electorate, who may have feared that this bill would affect them negatively in some way. I am 
pleased that through the select committee’s deliberations, the committee could advise us and give us the 
confidence and comfort that that will not be the case. 
I think Hon Sue Ellery said in her contributions that people had said to her that if this is just a set of words, why 
do it? The amendments to this bill will spell out to Aboriginal people where they came from and that words and 
symbols do matter, Leader of the Opposition, and that is why we are going forward with this bill. 

I will not go through all members’ contributions but I want to touch on the contribution made by 
Hon Lynn MacLaren, who spoke about some of the advertising that the government spends money on in this 
state. She raised an interesting point: will there be an advertising campaign as a result of this bill; will we tell the 
people of Western Australia about the passage of the bill and what it will mean? I certainly think that is a good 
suggestion by Hon Lynn MacLaren and I hope the government takes it on board. We should all be proud that this 
legislation is before us and we should all be happy that this legislation will be passed by this place later this 
week. It is a good suggestion and I hope the suggestion is taken on board. I think Hon Lynn MacLaren spoke 
also about light and shadow. She said that words alone will not help the lives of Aboriginal people. That point 
was echoed by a number of people in this place. Words alone will not solve all the ills and issues that Aboriginal 
people face in this state. Let us not be under any illusion; this is a first step in many respects, but a very 
important step. It is about us in this place saying to Aboriginal people, “Yes, we recognise you have been here 
from the start; yes, the contribution you have made has been a valuable and powerful one; yes, you will now be 
in the state’s founding document; and yes, that is a good thing to have before us.” 
There has been strong bipartisan support. Hon Kate Doust talked about that in her contribution, and that is 
important. We are not always on the same side in this place and we do not always agree with each other, but I am 
very pleased that today we are all of similar opinion. We have all said that it is time for this change and we have 
been able to work together. It is amazing what we can do when we work together in this place: we can make 
legislation that will have lasting benefits for the state. 
With those comments, I commend the bill to the house. 
Question put and passed. 
Bill read a second time. 
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