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SECOND WORLD WAR — COMMENCEMENT — EIGHTIETH ANNIVERSARY 
Statement by Minister for Veterans Issues 

MR P.C. TINLEY (Willagee — Minister for Veterans Issues) [2.10 pm]: Today marks the eightieth anniversary 
of the outbreak of the Second World War. Sunday, 3 September 1939 was Father’s Day; however, Australians 
were instead focused on the ultimatum that Great Britain and France had given Germany for its withdrawal from 
Poland. That night, at 6.15 Australian Western Standard Time, Western Australians heard Neville Chamberlain 
announce on the radio that Britain and Germany were at war. The West Australian reported that meals were forgotten 
as families clustered around family radios. Restaurants turned up their radios and people gathered in the doorways 
to hear the news. An hour later, broadcast on every station, the then Australian Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, 
announced that Australia was also at war. It was a war that Australia and its allies did not want and had sought to 
avoid. They were haunted by the casualties and cost of the First World War, which had ended only 21 years earlier. 
However, they recognised, almost too late, that only war would stop Nazi Germany. 

Nearly one million Australian men and women enlisted for service in the Second World War, and nearly half 
a million served overseas in Europe, the Middle East, the South West Pacific and on almost every ocean. Nearly 
61 500 Western Australians enlisted for service—the highest rate of enlistment from any state. The war claimed fewer 
Australians than the Great War, with 40 000 killed, including 4 000 Western Australians. On top of this, nearly 
30 000 Australians were taken prisoner, and of the 22 000 captured by the Japanese, one in three would die in captivity. 
When Japan entered into the war, Australia found itself, for the first time, in a theatre of war. The Japanese 
occupied the Australian Territory of New Guinea and bombed the mainland nearly 100 times, prompting fear of 
a Japanese invasion. The war transformed Australia. Mobilised for total war, the Australian economy underwent rapid 
industrialisation, building munitions, aeroplanes, tanks and ships. Labour shortages gave women the opportunity 
to enter the workforce, most notably into industries with little prior female participation, and they joined the armed 
forces in their thousands. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people also served in all three services. The war 
took tens of thousands of Australians out of the main cities in the south and into Australia’s north. For many, this 
meant meeting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people for the first time, and this experience caused many to 
question the discrimination inflicted upon First Australians. 
The Second World War was the most costly war in human history. This month, we recognise the eightieth anniversary 
of its commencement. We pay tribute to the men and women who served, and the role Australia played in fighting 
fascism and aggression, and we remember those who paid the ultimate price.  
Lest we forget. 
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