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CITIZENSHIP TEST - FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 

762. Mr M.P. WHITELY to the Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests: 
Will Western Australia be a better place if the federal government introduces a more formal citizenship test? 
Mr A.D. McRAE replied:   
I thank the member for the question.  I attended a forum on citizenship conducted by the Parliamentary Secretary 
to the Prime Minister.  As members may be aware through recent media reports, on behalf of the federal 
government the parliamentary secretary has proposed that a number of criteria be established for new entrants 
and migrants who enter Australia to become Australian citizens.  Unfortunately, there has not been a great deal 
of discussion on those propositions and they have caused a lot of disquiet.  In the course of attending the 
parliamentary secretary’s round table discussions, I presented the federal government with three issues of 
concern from the state government’s perspective.  After more than 20 years of running the adult migrant 
education program, fewer than 20 per cent of participants have achieved a greater than level 2 competency in 
English language training in a five-level system.  It is bizarre to contemplate the establishment of English 
competency as a criterion for obtaining citizenship when the federal government’s service delivery is 
demonstrably a failure, as evidenced by the poor achievement rates in its English training program.  It makes no 
sense whatsoever.   
The second element that I raised with the parliamentary secretary was that the whole discussion around the very 
idea of values as criteria for citizenship is very problematic and more likely to cause division within 
communities rather than integration and inclusion.  For example, the federal government has suggested that it 
will establish an entry test to come into the country and a citizenship test.  Members can imagine for a moment 
what might have occurred in 1998 if such a test had existed.  A migration officer at Perth airport might have 
been on duty when a Mr bin Laden fronted up to the desk and said that he had a valid visa to come into the state.  
If the criterion that the government now proposes had applied in 1998, the migration officer might have asked 
Mr bin Laden if he subscribed to all Australian values.  Mr bin Laden would have said that of course he did.  It is 
a nonsense to ask people to subscribe, on the basis of some signed declaration, to a set of abstract ideals and 
expect that people who would seriously threaten our society and what the value of Australian citizenship is about 
would tell the truth.  It is an absolute nonsense.   
The next element that I put to the parliamentary secretary during that same discussion was that if the federal 
government were serious about proposing a set of criteria that would express Australian values, the criteria 
needed to be succinct, sharp and express something that we aspire to and some vision of how we regard 
ourselves as a people and our possibilities as a civilised and inclusive nation.  Indeed, I suggested to the 
parliamentary secretary that the expression “fair, fair dinkum and free” could be the basis on which we express 
our aspirations and what we seriously value.  The parliamentary secretary was, of course, quite surprised to hear 
the origins of the word “dinkum”.  He was unclear about and, I must say, uneducated in the history of the 
incorporation of the expression “fair dinkum” into the Australian iconic language.  “Dinkum” is of course a 
Cantonese word that was brought to Australia by Chinese goldminers.  It effectively means a correct grade of 
gold at a correct weight.  When people were heading off to the assay office, “dinkum” was an expression that 
Cantonese goldminers knew was absolutely vital to ensuring that they got a fair price for their good gold.  It 
reflects greatly upon Australian society that the expression “fair dinkum” is owned by us all and is an expression 
of the migration of people from all parts of the world who have contributed to who we are as Australians today.  
It absolutely confirms our claim that this is one of the great migrant societies on the planet.   
The final point I made to the parliamentary secretary was on the visas that I mentioned before.  The federal 
government is now issuing subclass 457 visas to people who are being sponsored into this country on work 
conditions that are substandard.  The federal government will not be able to administer a proper citizenship test 
or establish a true value of what it is to be Australian until it acknowledges and recognises, and indeed rejects, its 
own crazy, radical laws on industrial relations.  Industrial relations laws in this country have provided security 
for migrants that they would not be ripped off and security for people in Australia that their wages would not be 
undercut by migrant workers.  This is one of the crucial tenets of Australian society and is critical to anything 
that we discuss in the future about Australian citizenship. 
 


