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ELIZABETH CLAPHAM 
Statement 

HON AARON STONEHOUSE (South Metropolitan) [9.54 pm]: I would like to take a moment this evening to 
recall and to celebrate the life of a quite remarkable woman, Mrs Elizabeth Clapham. I would hope that members are 
already aware of that name, certainly members on the government benches should be, but let me refresh our collective 
memories just in case. We all know that Edith Cowan was the first woman to be elected to an Australian Parliament. 
She has a university named after her and her face is on the $50 note. We have a bust of her in the library here at 
Parliament House. She is very well known. Less well known perhaps is the fact that she was not the first woman 
to hold elected public office in Western Australia. That accolade sits in the field of local government, just one year 
before Edith Cowan’s election to this Parliament in 1921. It belongs in fact to Elizabeth Clapham, the first female 
councillor elected in this state. Elizabeth Clapham won election to the Cottesloe town council in 1920, just months 
after this Parliament amended the Municipal Corporations Act to remove the words “no female” from the list of 
persons excluded from becoming councillors. Council terms were shorter back then, of course, and Clapham served 
for just two years from 1920 until 1922. 

But she was certainly no one-hit wonder. She was a key player in the formation of the Labor Women’s Organisation, 
founded in 1905. For that reason alone, I would hope that her name is known and remembered on at least one side 
of this house. She also worked alongside the nationalist Edith Cowan to establish the Women’s Service Guilds 
four years later in 1909. Indeed, she was elected to the executive of that body in 1917 and remained an active 
member through the 1920s and 1930s. It was with the support of the Women’s Service Guilds that she was elected 
to council in Cottesloe. She went on to become the first female inspector of factories and was in many ways 
a predecessor to and an example for modern-day inspectors, whose powers we spend so much time debating here 
in this chamber. As though that were not enough, Elizabeth Clapham was one of the Western Australian delegates 
to the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance Congress in Rome in 1923. 

As the first woman to hold elected public office in Western Australia, Elizabeth Clapham led the way. She was 
perhaps a beacon for the hundreds of women who followed in her footsteps. She enjoyed a local and national, and 
arguably even an international, reputation in her own lifetime as a pioneer for women’s rights, and she rightly remains 
an inspiration for us all today. Her role is commemorated in the collection of the National Library in Canberra. 
Just this year, the Australian Local Government Women’s Association inducted her into the WA Women’s Hall 
of Fame. Its Western Australian state president, Karen Wheatland, is in the process of writing a book about 
Elizabeth Clapham. I am told that His Excellency the Governor has agreed to host a reception in Elizabeth Clapham’s 
honour once the COVID-19 restrictions have been lifted. I am pleased to see prominent Western Australians making 
an effort to celebrate and commemorate the life and accomplishments of Elizabeth Clapham. 

I am just sorry that the same cannot be said of the modern Labor Party. It seems that it is abandoning 
Elizabeth Clapham. Not content with ignoring her legacy, it has shown an act of disrespect for her memory. To borrow 
a modern term, she has been “cancelled”. Elizabeth Clapham’s memorial stone was located in Congregational BA 
at Karrakatta Cemetery. She has no children, so when the renewal notices went out for that portion of the cemetery, 
the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board had no-one whom it could easily contact, so it contacted no-one. It took me 
five minutes of research and a few phone calls to learn about Elizabeth Clapham’s historic contributions to this 
state, and to women’s suffrage. If, as the Minister for Local Government; Culture and the Arts is so keen to assure 
us, the MCB conducts meticulous research prior to any renewal, it must have surely had a large folder of material 
evidence that it would have consulted and considered when debating whether to retain in situ the headstone 
commemorating her full and active life. However, even if the MCB did have that evidence, it was not enough. The 
headstone was removed, and Elizabeth Clapham now lies in an unmarked grave. That makes me think, as I have 
said before, that the MCB addresses these issues only when other people bring them to it. It acts only when it is 
shamed into it. That is yet more reason for us to insist upon an urgent inquiry into exactly what is going on with 
renewal at Karrakatta and what it is costing us as a society.  

We have had reviews into the Dog and Cat Acts, so important to the minister that they took precedence over the 
graves of our diggers, our beloved relatives and people such as Elizabeth Clapham. We saw the minister introduce 
legislation in this place on puppy farming—another priority used to excuse his busy department from overseeing 
a review of renewal. It is simply not good enough that even with those people behind him, he has continued to put 
off a full and frank review of the Cemeteries Act, a piece of legislation that has not been open for public consultation 
since it was implemented in 1986. Only a public review can hope to cast light on this ongoing situation. Only a review 
can hope to tackle the questions around perpetual leaseholds, exemptions for those with war service graves and 
just what it means when the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board says it undertakes research before it acts. The case of 
Elizabeth Clapham certainly says otherwise. That is why I am pleading once again for the government to show 
some compassion. Bring on a public review and bring it on now. What is there to hide? What is there to lose by 
conducting a public review? Elizabeth Clapham deserves to be remembered, as do all our dead—all those who 
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helped build this great state. If the Labor Party has forgotten her and forgotten those people, shame on them. Shame 
on previous governments that have done the same. The memories of our departed loved ones deserve better. The 
people of this city and this state deserve and demand answers, which can only come from an open and transparent 
public review. It is time for the government to set a date and it is time to get this done. 
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