
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 10 March 2009] 

 p1367b-1371a 
Hon Norman Moore; Hon Sue Ellery; Hon Peter Collier; Hon Barry House; Hon Wendy Duncan; President 

 [1] 

HON NEIL McNEILL 

Condolence Motion 
HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral — Leader of the House) [3.30 pm] — without notice: I 
move — 

That this house expresses its deep regret at the death of Hon Neil McNeill, a former Member of the 
Legislative Council for the Lower West Province; places on record its appreciation for his long public 
service; and tenders its profound sympathy to his wife and members of his family in their bereavement.  

Hon Neil McNeill was a man of great integrity and decency who served his local community, the farming 
industry and the commonwealth and state Parliaments with dedication and distinction. His overriding motive for 
entering Parliament was to advance the interests of his constituents and the state of Western Australia. He was 
born in Yarloop to a family with farming and hotel interests, and was educated at the Pithara and Waroona 
primary schools. He then followed his three elder brothers to secondary schooling at Scotch College. His 
aptitude and interest in scientific farming led him to undertake a Bachelor of Science degree in agriculture at the 
University of Western Australia, which he completed in 1947.  

Hon Neil McNeill deferred his studies in 1941 to enlist in the Army and subsequently in the Royal Australian 
Naval Reserve, where he trained as a beachmaster for amphibious landings and served in minesweepers before 
returning to his studies in March 1945. He worked as an adviser for the Department of Agriculture before 
returning to the family property at Hamel near Waroona in 1948.  

His commitment to agriculture was further displayed when he was awarded a Nuffield Foundation farming 
scholarship to Britain in 1951 and by his membership of the policy committee of the artificial breeding scheme 
for 1952 to 1957. Over the next four years he served as a district officer for the Department of Agriculture, and 
then as senior extension officer for the Junior Farmers’ Movement. Alongside his professional approach to 
farming, Neil always maintained a wholehearted community involvement. He was president of the Agricultural 
Faculty Club at the University of Western Australia, and represented the university in football and cricket. 
Subsequently he captained the Waroona Cricket Club, and, as the father of four daughters, he strongly supported 
Girl Guides and netball. He served as president of the Waroona branch of the Farmers Union of WA from 1952 
to 1959, and was a local charter member of Lions International. From 1956 to 1961 he was a member of the 
Drakesbrook Roads Board, the predecessor to the Waroona Shire Council, and was elected chairman in 1960.  

Having joined the Liberal Party in 1949, Neil McNeill was selected as the Liberal candidate for the seat of 
Canning in the 1961 federal election. In that era, Canning was a large rural seat that covered the great southern 
region, the Peel region, Armadale and Rockingham. Since its creation in 1949, it had been held for the National 
Country Party of Australia by the retiring Member of the House of Representatives, Mr Leonard Hamilton, and 
had not even been contested by the Liberal Party for the previous 12 years. In a three-way contest between the 
National Party and the Australian Labor Party, Neil McNeill led the primary vote count by more than 3 000 
votes, and was elected with a large final majority of 11 400 votes. As MHR for Canning, he was a part of a 
federal government led by Sir Robert Menzies that had a one-seat majority. He was later to say that this fostered 
a much disciplined attitude in the parliamentary team. 

At the federal election in 1963, Neil increased his primary vote by five per cent to a lead of over 6 000—a tribute 
to his performance as the member for Canning. It was his misfortune that on that occasion the Labor candidate 
finished third, and the preferences of the Australian Labor Party then elected the Country Party candidate, the 
late Jack Hallett. It is a particular disappointment for a member to lose his seat when his party is re-elected with 
an increased majority, but Neil’s commitment to parliamentary service remained strong. The following year he 
was selected as the Liberal candidate for the newly created Legislative Council seat of Lower West Province. 
This comprised the Legislative Assembly districts of Bunbury, Wellington and Murray.  

The 1965 election was the first to elect the Legislative Council on a full adult franchise, conjointly with the 
Legislative Assembly, and with 15 two-member provinces replacing 10 three-member provinces. Neil McNeill 
was comfortably elected by a majority of 3 000 votes and was one of six new members of the Legislative 
Council. As a member of this house, his unrivalled knowledge of the milk industry and his previous 
parliamentary experience won him the respect of his colleagues. Moreover, between 1969 and 1973 the Liberal 
Party chose him to serve on its federal rural committee. In 1971 the coalition was defeated, with some adverse 
results in country electorates. Three rural provinces were retained by the narrowest of margins, including Lower 
West, when Neil was re-elected by 175 votes after preferences.  

His capability and teamwork in Parliament was carried further in opposition, and after the 1974 state election he 
was persuaded to stand for the position of Leader of the Liberal Party in the Legislative Council, the successor to 
Sir Arthur Griffith, who had served 16 years in this role. Elected by his colleagues, he entered Sir Charles 
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Court’s first cabinet as Leader of the Government and Minister for Justice. For the first half of his ministerial 
term, Neil McNeill, as Minister for Justice, also held the responsibilities of the Attorney General’s portfolio. 
This was an obvious challenge for any minister who does not possess legal qualifications, but Neil was respected 
by senior lawyers for his careful assessment of Crown Law advice and his considered answers to legal questions. 

Hon Ian Medcalf joined the cabinet as Attorney General from December 1975, and those two ministers worked 
together most effectively. Neil is remembered as a supportive leader of the coalition team, whose cooperative 
approach encouraged the involvement of backbench members in debating legislation. From June 1975 he also 
held the portfolio of Chief Secretary.  

Lower West Province was radically changed by redistribution, moving northward and consisting of Murray, 
Rockingham and Dale. It was as much an outer suburban as a rural seat, and Neil McNeill campaigned hard for 
his own re-election, as well as that of the government, at the 1977 election. He was returned with a margin of 
2 500 votes, but was not re-elected as Leader of the Government and did not continue in cabinet. He continued 
as a loyal and effective member of the parliamentary team, serving in 1981-82 as chairman of a joint select 
committee on offices of profit and members’ contracts with the Crown. Neil also represented the Parliament of 
Western Australia at constitutional conventions, and in 1982 was a member of the honorary royal commission on 
the dairy industry. At the same time he served his electors in chairing the Waroona Frail Aged Committee in 
1981 to 1983 and planning the establishment of the Quambie Park Retirement Centre. After leaving Parliament, 
Neil farmed at Serpentine until he retired to Perth in 2000.  

We convey both our sympathy and our deep appreciation of his unselfish service to Mrs Ronda McNeill, to his 
daughters, Deirdre, Gillian, Meredith and Helen, and to his 13 grandchildren and six great-grandchildren. I 
served with Hon Neil McNeill for six years and I remember him as being a very decent and honourable 
gentleman, and I am very saddened at his passing. 

HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [3.38 pm]: I rise to support the 
condolence motion. As we heard from the Leader of the House, Hon Neil McNeill had a lengthy parliamentary 
career, starting as the member for Canning in the federal Parliament, a role that, even now, is taxing of members 
who get on a plane every Sunday for a four-hour or five-hour trip. I think it would have been an even more 
taxing exercise for the person and the family in the early 1960s. As we heard, he transitioned into the Legislative 
Council in 1965.  

We also heard that Hon Neil McNeill was born in Yarloop and was educated in Perth, but he returned to the farm 
in Waroona. Like many of his generation, his studies were interrupted by service in the armed forces during the 
war, and he served with distinction. Following his discharge, he became an officer with the Department of 
Agriculture. He was highly regarded as a strong advocate of the farming community, which in part was reflected 
in his studies in the science of farming. He ensured that modern farming was just that, and that modern farming 
practices took advantage of all that science had to offer. He was an active advocate on behalf of the industry 
through membership and leadership positions in a number of organisations, both statewide and locally, including 
the Pastoralists and Graziers Association, the Waroona Agricultural Society and the Peel-Harvey Farmers’ 
Committee.  

As we have heard, Hon Neil McNeill’s interests were not just in farming. He was also an active community 
member and a strong supporter of many of the community and sporting groups within his electorate. He was a 
strong parliamentarian and a member of a number of parliamentary delegations. As we have heard, he was a 
minister in Sir Charles Court’s government and held the role of the Minister for Justice and Chief Secretary from 
5 June 1975 and was Leader of the Government in the Legislative Council from April 1974 to March 1977.  

On behalf of the members of the state Parliamentary Labor Party, I add my support to the motion and pass on our 
condolences to Hon Neil McNeill’s wife, his daughters, his grandchildren and friends on his passing earlier this 
year.  

HON PETER COLLIER (North Metropolitan — Minister for Energy) [3.41 pm]: I also support the 
condolence motion for Hon Neil McNeill. Although I had the opportunity to meet Hon Neil McNeill on several 
occasions, I cannot attest to knowing him that well. However, his daughter Helen McNeill is a valued friend and 
is also currently my policy adviser for training. On behalf of Neil’s family, I am privileged to provide some 
insight into Neil’s life.  

Hon Neil McNeill was born in Yarloop on 21 June 1921, the fourth of five sons born to Hugh and Kathleen 
McNeill. The record will show that he attended Scotch College and gained a Bachelor of Science, majoring in 
agriculture, at the University of Western Australia, and was one of the first two Australian farmers awarded a 
Nuffield Foundation scholarship to the United Kingdom in 1951. He worked as a district officer with the 
Department of Agriculture and a senior extension officer of the Junior Farmers’ Movement, and was also a 
member of the Returned and Services League of Australia, having served at sea during the war in the Royal 
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Australian Navy. He met Ronda Kelm at Waroona. They were married in 1946 at St John’s Lutheran Church in 
Perth and began farming at Hamel.  

Neil began his public life in Waroona where he served on the Drakesbrook Roads Board, was president of the 
Waroona branch of the Farmers Union and was the commercial dairy farmers’ representative on the policy 
committee that inaugurated the artificial breeding scheme in this state. He was also an active sportsman, with a 
love of cricket and football carried over from his school days. He became president of the Waroona Greater 
Sports Council and supported many sporting clubs and associations in the district. He was encouraged to 
nominate for the seat of Canning in the federal election of 1961 in which the government of Sir Robert Menzies 
was elected with a majority of one. This was also the year of the Dwellingup fires, at which Neil was controller 
of the civil defence and voluntary emergency services in the Shire of Waroona that worked with others in 
contributing to the firefight effort. Neil’s maiden speech in the House of Representatives in 1962 epitomised the 
values and beliefs that he held dear. He sought to represent the interests of the people in his diverse electorate, 
which extended from Hopetoun and Ravensthorpe in the south, across to Lake Grace in the east and north to 
Kelmscott. Those interests he represented included the importance of agricultural production and export, the 
emerging opportunities in mineral production and downstream industries and the importance of education, and, 
in particular, agricultural education, for young people. He drew attention in his speech to the lack of 
opportunities in regional Western Australia for the next generation of farmers so that “they are given the 
encouragement and the opportunity to be better farmers than their parents, can achieve a higher efficiency and 
utilise the good earth on more advanced principles of husbandry” and “that our secondary industries should also 
receive the benefit of enlightened technical training as it is in these that we can provide for the absorption of that 
desirably large population which can contribute so greatly to the social and economic security of this nation”. 

Neil’s primary vote rose by 5.3 per cent in the federal election of 1963, although, regrettably, the harsh reality of 
politics saw him lose his seat in that election on the distribution of preferences. In 1965 Neil became the Liberal 
member for the Legislative Council Lower West Province and was elected Leader of the Government in the 
Legislative Council in 6 June 1974 and was appointed Minister for Justice, to which the responsibilities of Chief 
Secretary were added on 6 June 1975. 

Reflecting on his political life, Neil considered it was his good fortune to have served under Sir Robert Menzies 
in the federal Parliament, and under Sir David Brand and then Sir Charles Court in the state Parliament. He was 
a great believer in the Westminster system of government and a loyal monarchist. However, for a man from and 
of the land, the cut and thrust of politics never came easily to Neil. His focus was on service to his community, 
and people in his electorate gave him enormous support. In the words of Ian Warner, state president of the 
Liberal Party at the time, Neil McNeill never wavered in his role as a strong and well-informed advocate of the 
farming industries, especially for the south west dairying industry. I am told of a meeting of dairy farmers 
organised at Brunswick Junction, where contentious issues were being hotly debated. Neil was normally a quiet 
man, certainly not prone to histrionics. On this occasion Neil was on his feet and got pretty worked up. He 
finished his speech, ripped up a document that was the bone of contention and was given thunderous applause 
and cheers from the audience, not often given to members of Parliament, and it certainly surprised Neil. 

It was said at the time of his retirement in 1983 that his service to the state over 20 years had been without fuss 
and bother, and that his decision to retire had perpetuated the gentlemanly manner and calm commonsense that 
had been his trademark as MLC for the Lower West Province. The headline at the time read “A gentleman 
retires”. Even though Neil had retired to Cottesloe to be close to his family, his heart was always with the people 
and places where he was born and grew up. Memories of going to school at Pithara and the McNeill’s family dog 
Pip were often recalled. Neil’s love of animals was well known. In Cottesloe, Neil knew the names of dogs 
passing by on their walks but the names of the owners were not always recalled.  

It was Neil’s association with the district of Waroona that was so important to him. It is without a doubt that the 
support and loyalty given to Neil by the people of Waroona was the most valued aspect of his political career 
and personal satisfaction. Neil’s affinity with the people of his electorate, especially the agricultural industry, 
was a great advantage that enabled him to represent their interests. He made a point of going into the township of 
Waroona on a Saturday, which inevitably meant meeting up with people spontaneously as they went about their 
Saturday morning shopping, trips to the hardware store for farm materials, the newsagency, the post office 
et cetera, and this was no accident. In the normal course of people’s daily activities, he was there to listen to 
what the people had to say. It was typically a low key, unobtrusive and totally natural activity but it meant a 
great deal that he could talk or, more importantly, listen to them as one of the farmers of the town, and so he 
could keep in touch with people of the district. It defines him as a man who was genuinely a part of his 
community and not just a member of Parliament who would turn up at meetings and fundraisers. 

Not being included in the ministry after the 1977 election was a big disappointment of course. Driving home to 
Waroona afterwards, Ronda McNeill recalled that when Neil received a cheery wave from a good friend who 
was manning the school crosswalk he said, “That’s what’s really important” and “It was good to be home.” 
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Those who knew Neil McNeill say he was a good man, living his life guided simply by what was the right thing 
to do. He had a long and distinguished record of service to his community. He could be trusted completely and, 
as Bill Hassell has said, he never let the side down. He never did anything for reasons of reward or recognition 
and was always surprised and enormously chuffed when someone would say thank you or “Well done, Neil.” 
Neil made a difference to the community in government and to the lives of many people in his electorate. I offer 
my sincere condolences to Neil’s wife, Ronda, daughters Deirdre, Gillian and Meredith and their families, and to 
his youngest daughter, my good friend Helen.  

HON BARRY HOUSE (South West — Parliamentary Secretary) [3.49 pm]: I also want to add some 
remarks to the condolence motion for Hon Neil McNeill whom I came to greatly respect and to know reasonably 
well, together with some members of his family. Neil was one of the people from country Western Australia who 
worked very hard in a very dedicated and committed way to make this state what it is today. He had very strong 
links with the agricultural sector and the farming industry. He experienced schooling away from home, having 
attended Scotch College and the University of Western Australia. He saw distinguished military service in the 
navy during World War II and he actually interrupted his tertiary studies to join up because he thought it was his 
duty to do so.  

He was very heavily involved in sport in the country, particularly football and Country Week Cricket. He joined 
the Liberal Party in 1949 and out of that he enjoyed distinguished parliamentary service in both the federal arena 
for the seat of Canning, as we have heard, and then the state legislature of this house from 1967 to 1983.  

Lower West, the area he represented, now forms part of the greater south west region, which is represented by 
seven of us in this house today. Neil was very active in the Liberal Party even in my time. He would turn up to 
Waroona branch meetings and very forcefully and coherently put his point of view. He always argued 
vigorously, and from a factual point of view because he did his homework.  

His funeral in Waroona was held a few days after the Victorian bushfires on Black Saturday. It was very 
appropriate and symbolic that a moment’s silence was held for people who lost their lives, properties and many 
other things in the Victorian bushfires because Neil was fire control officer in his area for many, many years. He 
represented his community superbly over a long period, especially the Waroona and Yarloop areas. He gave 
everything in his commitment. He had a very proud record in both his parliamentary service, his career in the 
navy and in his contribution during his community involvement.  

I extend my condolences to his family and friends, particularly his wife Ronda, his brother Bill, and his 
daughters Deirdre, Gillian, Meredith, Helen and their families.  

Hon Neil McNeill carried the lifelong title of “honourable”, and that title fitted Neil McNeill particularly well 
until the day of his death.  

HON WENDY DUNCAN (Agricultural — Parliamentary Secretary) [3.52 pm]: I add the condolences of the 
Nationals on the passing of Hon Neil McNeill. His achievements and commitment to regional Western Australia 
in the Liberal Party have been well documented by his colleagues. I draw members’ attention also to a comment 
in his valedictory speech—that is — 

Members are not remembered for their performance in this chamber; they are remembered for what 
they have done as members of the Parliament and what they have done for Parliament.  

I draw members’ attention to the fact that, in addition to achievements for his community and government, Hon 
Neil McNeill represented the WA branch of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association at its General 
Conference in Ottawa in 1977. He was deputy leader of the Australian delegation to the Fifth United Nations 
Crime Congress. He was a state parliamentary delegate to the United States-Australia State Legislative 
Symposium in 1980 and a member of the WA delegation at the Constitutions Convention in Hobart and Perth.  

He was made an honorary life member of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association for his work in 
Parliament and Parliaments around the world. I would like to add the condolences of the Nationals to honour the 
work that Hon Neil McNeill has done for the state, the regions and for this Parliament and pass on our 
condolences to his wife and family. 

THE PRESIDENT (Hon Nick Griffiths): I thank members who have spoken to this motion. As members have 
mentioned, Hon Neil McNeill had a long and distinguished career as a member of both the House of 
Representatives and the Legislative Council. He achieved high office and he had a reputation as a very sound 
Minister for Justice. He was considered by all who met him, and those whom I have met who knew him, to be a 
great gentleman who served his state, his community and this Parliament with distinction.  

In accordance with our custom, I will cause copies of the Hansard to be sent to members of the late Hon Neil 
McNeill’s family and ask you to stand in your places in support of the motion. 
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Question passed, members standing. 
 


