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MEMBERS OF PARLIAMENT — LABOR WOMEN — MERIT TEST 
Motion 

HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [10.16 am] — without notice: 
I move — 

That this house notes that the number of women members in the Western Australian Parliament does 
not reflect community expectations and expresses its concern that the Premier’s comment that some 
women have been elected as Labor members of Parliament who would not have got there on merit will 
do nothing to encourage women to consider a parliamentary career. 

The numbers always tell a story: 24 per cent of Western Australian Legislative Assembly members are women; 
36 per cent of Western Australian Legislative Council members are women. That does not come near to 
reflecting what the community expects, when the proportion of women in the general population is just over 
50 per cent. I note that people on both sides of politics now recognise that the electorate wants to see itself 
reflected in the Parliament, and that means we need to do better, and not just on the issue of gender, although 
that is what today’s motion is about. 

The context of today’s motion is the events of last weekend. To step through how the Premier came to express 
a view on the matter at all, the Liberal Party was holding its national women’s conference in South Australia. It 
was attended by several Western Australian women, including Hon Liz Behjat. I know this because she put it on 
her Facebook page. I will talk about her Facebook page in a minute. The Menzies Research Centre had released 
a paper on gender in politics—Hon Liz Behjat has a copy of it—and the Prime Minister came out and endorsed 
the report at its launch and said that the Liberal Party should set a target for female representation to increase the 
number of women in our Parliaments. Good one, I thought; it does not really bother me what changes it makes to 
its internal systems, but it is a good thing that it is doing it. I saw absolutely no need for me to make any 
comment on it whatsoever. Indeed, I was at home on Sunday morning when I got a call from a journalist, but 
I will come back to that in a moment. 

Nearly 20 years ago, the Labor Party tackled the issue of putting in place some kind of system to address the 
number of women preselected, in not just any seat—that is historically what has happened: put them in the 
unwinnable seats—but winnable seats. After the national conference in 1995—I think it was that year, but it 
might have been 1994—the party endorsed a plan to introduce affirmative action. Since that first rule change 
nearly 20 years ago, we have tweaked our affirmative action rules to gradually increase the percentage of seats, 
including winnable seats, in which we need to preselect women candidates. 

In the lead-up to the national conference on the weekend, women and men in the Liberal Party were putting their 
minds to how they might tackle the issue. Indeed, I was directed to an article in The Age by Hon Liz Behjat’s 
Facebook page. When the honourable member was directing people to read the article on her Facebook, she 
wrote the following — 

The Liberal Party can’t hide the fact that our representation in Parliament and in senior positions within 
the Party organisation is inequitable between the genders but we still have very good records regarding 
ethnic diversity and a wide ranging diversity of careers held by people prior to entering Parliament. It’s 
not all bad but we must strive hard to achieve better outcomes when it comes to electing women. I am 
sure that there will be some very positive actions taking place in the future we can’t keep talking about 
it. The time for action is now. 

That was the purpose of the conversation that occurred at the Liberal Party conference over the weekend. I want 
to go to the article that was written by Georgina Downer, who is a member of the Victorian Liberal Party’s 
administrative committee. She wrote a number of things, including the following — 

Both major parties struggle, however, to attract and retain women in Parliament. 

Labor has set quotas, and its rules require it to preselect 40 per cent women. But this doesn’t mean it 
always meets these quotas.  

I am not sure of the situation in Victoria; that might be her observation of Victoria. But in Western Australia we 
have always met the targets; we have never not met them. The sanction if the target is not met is that the whole 
preselection process has to be started again. Think about that. I call the preselection process the silly season 
because everyone gets a bit crazy and gets very precious, and also things are set down in the lead-up to 
preselection. In Western Australia, the thought of going through that again is sanction enough to make sure we 
get it right. We do not want two silly seasons back to back; I could not think of anything worse, frankly. So, 
anyway, Georgina Downer makes her point and maybe that is the case in Victoria; I do not know. Maybe there 
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has been a circumstance there when the quota has not been met, but in Western Australia we have always met it. 
Georgina Downer goes on to make the following points — 

Quotas are an anathema for most members of the Liberal Party.  
However, the reason I want to quote the article is that she notes the following — 

… anathema or not, the Liberal Party has always had quotas, at least for its organisational wing.  
I do not know whether this is the case in Western Australia, so maybe she is just talking about Victoria. 
Hon Liz Behjat: No, Victoria only. 
Hon SUE ELLERY: Okay; when people talk in the eastern states, of course, they generally assume that they are 
talking for the whole of the country, when, of course, we know they are not. The article continues — 

For example, the position I hold as a member of the Victorian Liberal Party’s administrative committee 
is reserved specifically for a woman. This commitment to equality is the legacy of Liberal Party 
founders Sir Robert Menzies and Dame Elizabeth Couchman. 

She asks why there is a struggle to get women interested in running for Parliament. She writes — 

From my experience in the Liberal Party, the problem is often not that women don’t win pre-selections 
… women don’t put their hands up in the first place. So the deeper question is, why are women less 
attracted than men to a career in politics? It seems the answer at least partly comes down to the 
difficulty in reconciling family and political life. For a start, a female politician with a family will need 
a partner who will carry an unusually high proportion of the burden of family life. As Fairfax columnist 
Annabel Crabb has identified, she will need a “wife”! Not many men want to do that and sacrifice their 
own careers. 

She then goes on to make this point — 
Then there is the character of politics. The competition for power is fierce and often brutal. The truth is, 
women are not as inclined to put themselves forward in that combative environment as men. 

I agree with some of the things she has written in her article. I do not necessary agree with all of them, but it is 
an interesting article to read and I think it goes to the two key characteristics that women I talk to about entering 
Parliament raise. The first thing is how family responsibilities are juggled with the demands of being a politician 
and the second is what Georgina Downer describes as the combative, brutal nature of politics. That is the context 
of what the Liberal Party was thinking about.  

On Sunday morning here in Western Australia, the Premier was out doing a media event. It might have been 
when he was announcing that the name for Perth Stadium will be Perth Stadium! He was asked about 
Tony Abbott’s support for setting targets and we can tell that he was not prepared for the question. He had not 
thought about what he was going to say and the fatal flaw when that happens is that a person says what they 
really think. When he said that he was opposed to quotas, he said — 

… some women have been elected as Labor members of Parliament who would not have got there on 
merit … 

He then invited the journalist to have a look and do a comparison. He was playing directly to the combative, 
brutal environment that Georgina Downer noted and that I know puts off many women seriously considering 
politics. There is a bunch of other stuff that arises out of the Premier’s comment, not the least of which is for him 
to put his money where his mouth is and tell us which women he thinks are not up to scratch.  

Those comments resonated internally within the party and I got lots of texts later that day. When I was asked to 
comment about this, I said that we do not encourage women to consider entering politics by denigrating or 
having a go at the women who are already there. I am not precious and I am not a shrinking violet; I do not think 
any of the women in this place are. We will take up the arguments and have the fights we need to have. The 
notion that no women will engage in hard politics is a furphy; it is just a nonsense. There are tribal women on 
both sides of every single chamber. However, when we ask women, and I frequently do, to think about running 
for Parliament, inadvertently one of the issues they raise is that politics is ugly, brutal and personal, and they ask 
why they would want to put themselves in the position of being in that kind of environment. What does the 
Premier do to take the argument forward? He has a go at women already in Parliament—the ones who have 
already been elected; the ones who have already gone through the preselection process, the silly season; the ones 
who in many cases have already beaten male candidates either in preselection battles or out on the hustings 
winning their seats in their electorates; the ones who work hard every day in their electorates; the ones who hold 
the government to account in Parliament; and the ones who juggle a heavier load of family responsibilities.  
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Let us not kid ourselves that there are all these saints juggling and looking after their share of family 
responsibilities. I am not looking at anyone in particular, Mr President, or anybody else, Hon Simon O’Brien! 
These are the women who work the ridiculous hours that Parliament sits and who attend community event after 
community event. What caught me by surprise when I responded by saying that we do not encourage more 
women to Parliament by denigrating the ones already there was the amazing positive response I got to that 
comment. I got a sense from the text messages and emails I was receiving after the Sunday night news that this 
was bigger than I had thought it was. On the Sunday night, I think it was, I put a summary of my response on my 
Facebook page and it just went crazy. For people who do not use Facebook, there is this thing called “reach”, 
which is basically the number of unique—that is, single, so not people repeating—times that a Facebook post 
appears in other people’s newsfeeds, so when people scroll through their Facebook pages, it will pop up and 
independent people will go to it. On the Facebook page, the way that happens is that people who follow my page 
will then share the post with people I do not know. In the first 36 or 48 hours, the organic reach of that post was 
7 500. That to me is extraordinary—I certainly do not have 7 500 people who like my Facebook page. 

Hon Ken Travers: Only because they haven’t met you! 

Hon SUE ELLERY: Of course! 

It means that post was shared often enough by those people who follow my page, which, as I said, are 
significantly fewer than 7 500 people, that it appeared in the news feed of 7 500 unique people on Facebook over 
that 36-hour period. I had phone calls and emails, and people contacting me directly on my Twitter account 
et cetera. On Monday night the story was still running and I went with some other members of Parliament to the 
celebration at the Indian consulate of the Indian national day—celebrating 69 years of Indian nationhood. 
I worked the room, I went around and talked to people and I introduced myself to people I had not met before. 
I did not raise the issue with anybody, but I was amazed at the people who said to me that they saw me on the 
telly and they could not believe that was the way the Premier chose to respond to that issue.  

The comment I found most interesting at that function came from a man who holds a senior position in a major 
multinational company operating in Western Australia. It is broadly described as a consulting-type company, but 
well known to everybody. He said to me, “In the corporate world these days, if the CEO or the chair of the board 
had made a public comment like that, they would have been called to account immediately.” It is just not seen as 
the appropriate way to talk about improving the representation of women, be it on boards, in business or, indeed, 
in politics. People continue to contact me, including people from the Labor Party who have asked me to record 
a video. They asked whether they could use it to generate donations. Guess what? They did! It has amazed me 
the reach that this issue has had and how it resonates with people. It does not encourage more women into 
politics by having a go at the ones who are already there!  
We are used to the Premier from time to time making comments that cause offence to various stakeholder 
groups. Sometimes, unfortunately, he is known to engage his mouth before he engages his brain. He has 
offended loads and loads of voters with a single comment. There are still ministers in his cabinet who are busily 
working hard to try to repair the relationships that he broke with his commentary about closing down Indigenous 
communities. He has done it again. It appears to me that he was immediately put into shutdown. He was invited 
on several occasions over the 24 hours following his remarks to elaborate on his comments, or to back down 
from his comments, or to identify which Labor women MPs he thinks are not up to scratch. He very deliberately 
chose not to engage, and I think that was a smart thing to do. But the damage had already been done in the 
perception that many women have about where the Premier stands on the issue of encouraging more women to 
take up positions in Parliament. He is seen as out of touch. The Premier was reflecting a view that indicated he 
did not understand what it was that motivated women to either get into politics or make the decision that they did 
not want to get into politics. If the government does not understand that is what over 50 per cent of the electorate 
thinks, it is seriously out of touch and it needs to get in touch because that is a very big proportion of the 
population to put offside.  
The word the Premier used of course, which gets people excited, is “merit”. The context in which that word was 
used by the Premier suggests that there is some universally agreed and understood notion of what constitutes 
“merit” and that there is only one definition of it. The Premier basically said that the women on this side do not 
reflect that. Merit is not objective; it is subjective. Much has been written about the glib line that merit alone 
somehow has some universal meaning that everybody agrees on. Many articles have been written on this. I am 
sure other members who will speak on this will refer to them, but I want to refer to one that was published at the 
end of July in The Sydney Morning Herald. It was written by Judith Ireland. She refers to the underwhelming 
figures of women making up only 20 per cent of ASX 200 board directors, five per cent of the CEOs of said 
boards, 30 per cent of top-level federal public servants, and only 10 per cent of the federal cabinet. She wrote — 
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But when it comes to talk about the lack of women in positions of power and influence, the infamous 
m-word is never far away. 
As Prime Minister Tony Abbott observed last year when he doubled the number of women in cabinet 
from one to two: “in the end, all our appointments are on merit”. 
This week, when attention yet again turned to the lack of ladies in the Coalition line-up, 
Foreign Minister Julie Bishop argued against quotas with an emphatic, “I believe people should be 
elected on merit.’ 

Other frontbenchers joined in as well. The article continues — 
Is there a more patronising or misleading word in gender equality debates than “merit?” 
On the face of it, who could argue against the idea that people—whatever their gender—are appointed, 
promoted and remunerated on the basic of merit? It is not only code for ability and qualifications, but 
the fact that a recipient inherently, indisputably deserves the job. 
But putting aside the assumption that all men are promoted purely on merit — 

Look around you, sisters! — 
(I invite you to look at the Coalition frontbench and make your own mind up on that one), — 

That is what Judith Ireland says; I would not say that. 
Hon Simon O’Brien: Because that would be sexist.  
Hon SUE ELLERY: The member may hold that view. She says — 

But putting aside the assumption that all men are promoted purely on merit … the truly offensive thing 
about merit-based manoeuvrings is the idea that merit is impartial. 
… 
Even though study after study has proven that the meritocracy is as mythical — 

She goes on to be political — 
as that committee contact Bronwyn Bishop was supposed to meet in Albury on the weekend of 
Sophie Mirabella’s wedding. 
In May, the UN Women National Committee Australia released a paper on the need to rethink merit.  
“We all hide behind this idea that we have this objective process called ‘merit’ that makes decisions for 
us,” executive director Julie McKay explains. 
“But who defines merit, who decides?” 

She also said — 
… studies in Australia and overseas show there is a relationship between height and leadership 
positions.  

She makes the point, tongue in cheek, that —  
A 2012 survey of ASX top 50 companies found that the average height of CEOs is about 
seven centimetres taller than the average Australian man. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: There is hope for you yet, Ken! 
Hon SUE ELLERY: Ken will be fine; I will not be! 
The article continues — 

As business professor Richard Hall noted of the results, we expect leaders to be big and dominant, 
“there is an unconscious bias operating”. 

I am going to run out of time. I will end it here. I do not care what mechanism the Liberal Party puts in place; it 
needs to seriously address the issue.  

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [10.37 am]: Here we are again on a Thursday morning—I have said 
it before—when we get to have some really interesting debates in this house. Today is another one of those days. 
I must say from the outset that I thank the Leader of the Opposition for quoting so much of my Facebook page. 
I did not realise she was such an avid follower of mine. I can honestly say that I have never looked at her 
Facebook page. From now on, perhaps I shall. There you go—that is one of the great things about Facebook; 
I love it. Anyone visiting my Facebook page today will see what is trending. It is something I will be talking 
about in my contribution.  
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I am not going to stand here today and pretend that representation of women within the ranks of the Liberal Party 
is ideal—it is not. We know it is not and the general public knows that it is not, but the Liberal Party is working 
to improve that. We will set out to achieve it. It will be done in a way that does not consist of quotas or 
affirmative action because the Liberal Party will work as a team to achieve the goals and targets that it sets. It 
seems to me, from comments made over the weekend, that some people sitting on the opposition benches must 
somehow feel a little unsure about their positions. They are a little vulnerable and a little sensitive about remarks 
that were made by the Premier. They must be now questioning their ability and that is what has caused such 
outrage. The Premier said, according to my notes — 

Can I suggest—why don’t you do the exercise and compare Liberal women with Labor women. I think 
the quota system that the Labor Party has introduced has meant that some women have been elected as 
Labor members of Parliament who would not have got there on merit.  

He went on to say — 

And just compare them, have a look for yourself.  

Those words obviously struck a very raw nerve with some people who sit in the Labor Party caucus. The only 
thing I can think of is that they know the Premier is speaking the truth. They will never know —  

Hon Sue Ellery interjected. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Mr President, we sat here in silence listening to the Leader of the Opposition. I think this is 
a great debate that we are having this morning and I think we can do this in a mature, sensible way. 

They will never know because they have never won a preselection fair and square and it has never been put to 
the test. Do not for one minute misconstrue any of my words. I am not saying that any one of the women who sit 
on the benches opposite is anything but a good, hardworking member of Parliament who contributes to this great 
institution to which we all belong. I am saying that although there may be only six women sitting on the 
government benches in this chamber and another seven in the other place, each one of us fought hard for our 
preselection not just on the day of the meeting, but also in the lead-up to it. That was when we had to go through 
the process of meeting with our preselectors, outline our strengths and capabilities to those in our party who 
vote, and give them reason to vote for us on that day. Similarly, those of us who have been preselected more than 
once have to go back to our preselectors and ensure that they are still satisfied with our performance on their 
behalf, because we are not there due to a gender quota or a factional deal. 

If members want to say that Parliament should be more representative because 50 per cent of the population is 
female, in all fairness we need to have this conversation about other matters. Let us talk about female 
representation in schoolteaching, for instance—that is one profession we can grab out of the air. Only 13 per cent 
of schoolteachers in primary schools in WA are male; the rest are female. Should we now be saying to female 
schoolteachers out there in the community, “Move aside because there should be more men in teaching and we 
have to get more men into it”? 

We have to look at these matters from a holistic approach when we talk about 50 per cent of the population being 
female, but another statistic refers to 51.7 per cent of our population. What is any party doing to address that 
imbalance? I hear members ask what that 51.7 per cent refers to. It is a figure from the 2011 census and is 
probably a little out of date now. Fifty-one per cent of the people of Western Australia were either born overseas 
or have a parent who was born overseas. Is that group fairly represented in Parliament? That is the next question 
we have to ask ourselves. Let us look at the numbers in that group. There are 48 members of Parliament sitting in 
our party room. Out of that group, 14 of us fit into that 51.7 per cent category and we represent 11 different 
ethnicities, including British, Italian, Greek, French, German, Croatian, Eastern European, South African, 
Lebanese and American. 

Let us move over and do a comparison with the Labor Party caucus. Of the 33 members who sit in that party 
room, I have been able to identify nine who have those ethnic ties that I have discussed, representing two or at 
best three ethnicities—depending on whether we classify British and Irish as one or two—let us say it is two. 
Several members interjected. 
Hon Ken Travers: You can tell which ones have an Irish background on our side! 
Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Okay, I will give the member that one—it is two. 
Several members interjected. 
The PRESIDENT: Order! We do not want to start any civil wars! 

Hon Kate Doust: The Welsh have their own problems! 
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Hon LIZ BEHJAT: And that is the Welsh in me coming out; so there you go. 

The other ethnicity is Italian. So the Labor Party represents two ethnic identities; whereas we represent 11. 
Should the Labor Party be addressing that? Should there be another quota system to address that shortfall? We 
would have to use another quota system for representation by those who we regard as the best to sit on the 
benches in this place. 

Let us look at post-university life experience. In fact, before I get on to that one, I will talk about another myth 
that people seem to have out there in the big, wide world. It is that the Liberal Party room is full of men in grey 
suits who are lawyers. In our party room, yes, it is true that we have four lawyers. I think both are in the chamber 
today wearing a grey suit! There is no doubt about it that four out of 48 members identify themselves as lawyers. 
There are 33 people in the Labor Party caucus room, remember, six with legal qualifications. That is something 
we need to think about, too. We need to let the people in the community know that more lawyers sit in the 
Labor Party room than sit in the Liberal Party room. 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! I think it is a common flaw in any argument to open up too many fronts! 
Hon Liz Behjat has the call. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Mr President, never let it be said that I do not like to open myself up on lots of fronts! 

There are members with post-university experience in our party who are definitely lawyers. However, we also 
have teachers, farmers, pastoralists, a baker, a couple of doctors, small business proprietors, an architect, 
a banking executive, health executives, tax officers and some Army, Navy and Air Force personnel—just to 
throw that in—all sitting in our party room representing the people of Western Australia, because they are the 
sorts of jobs done by people in the community. It is great representation of a cross-section of those various 
professions and businesses out in the real world—the people we represent. 

Again, let us take ourselves back into the Labor caucus room. What do we see, apart from six lawyers, out of the 
33 people who sit there? There are a couple of servicemen no doubt—we know them well and we pay tribute to 
the hardworking service men and women of this country—but overwhelmingly we see party apparatchiks and 
unionist after unionist after unionist. It is a room made up of people who represent less than 20 per cent of the — 
Several members interjected. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Mr President! 

The PRESIDENT: Order!  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Less than 20 per cent of the population today identify as a member of a union, which is 
what we have representing us on those benches over there—unionists, unionists, unionists. How dare the 
Labor Party come into this place and accuse us of not being representative when it is the least representative 
party of all when it comes to the general population. 

Sometimes quotas have a very negative effect. A campaign I was very closely involved in at the last state 
election was a great telling thing about the quota and factional systems in other parties. One election campaign in 
particular we were all involved in had a very good possible candidate for the Labor Party who had fabulous 
credentials and would have made a wonderful member of Parliament. I hope one day he gets there because 
I think he has something to contribute. Guess what? He could not be the candidate because he was a “he” and 
was from the wrong faction. The Labor Party therefore had to endorse a “she” who was from the right faction. 
And guess what? She was beaten and that person was unable to take a seat in Parliament. There we have a prime 
example of quotas and factionalism. 

Let us not come into this place and talk about misrepresentation of women in Parliament in the Liberal Party. Let 
us all get together and make sure that there is general representation in this place of all groups in 
Western Australia. We represent the people of Western Australia, and I am proud to be a part of this 
Liberal Party and proud to be a woman who fought very hard for her preselection. 

HON LYNN MacLAREN (South Metropolitan) [10.47 am]: I welcome the debate about women in 
Parliament, and I am also very happy to offer a contribution to the motion on behalf of the Greens. I was 
appalled by the statements made by the Premier against his colleagues here in Parliament, as it was not just about 
representation; it had something to do with merit. I feel that many women in the Liberal Party may have been 
slighted by his comments, and we need to hear their voices in this Parliament as well. The Premier’s comments 
were unhelpful for women working on all sides of Parliament, but they do give us this opportunity to discuss 
them, which is welcome. 
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The Premier’s comments made me wonder why he made them. Sometimes the Premier drops a comment offhand 
without thinking about it very much, and sometimes his comment is crafted for a particular reason. Looking at 
the political landscape, I am wondering what the big deal is nowadays that we want to be talking about this 
comment. The Leader of the House gave us an indication yesterday in his answer to the Leader of the 
Opposition’s question by saying, “We’ll do everything we can to kind of put you off balance.” That is part of the 
government’s job. I think in this regard we need to not be put off balance because of these comments. We need 
to stick with the matters that are before us—and there are some very serious matters. The Premier, of course, has 
been at odds with his Minister for Transport on comments made about the Perth Freight Link. There have been 
other controversies regarding Fiona Stanley Hospital that the Minister for Health has been defending. There are 
therefore issues that lend themselves to the useful distraction of everybody getting up in arms on a gender basis. 
Fair enough; the Premier might have actually intended that! However, there is also the announcement of the 
Canning by-election. It made me wonder: is this Canning by-election some kind of indication about the gender 
of the candidates who are going to run in that Canning by-election? Maybe that is an issue. Maybe the 
Liberal Party is a bit shy about the candidate that it is about to announce on the weekend when the 
Prime Minister will be here in Western Australia. Or maybe it is the other point; it has found a very strong and 
capable woman to run for the Liberal Party in the seat of Canning. I do not know. That remains to be seen on the 
weekend. Let us not forget that we do not operate in a vacuum here; we operate in a political landscape, and in 
that landscape there are active campaigns, active stresses and active controversies out there. I do not know the 
reason the Premier raised this to our attention, but I welcome it because, at a federal level, fewer than one-third 
of parliamentarians are women. Less than one-fifth of all current ministers are women. We have had only one 
female Prime Minister in the history of Australia and there has never been a woman Leader of the Opposition. 

I commend to members—because there is not time in the 10 minutes allowed to really go into detail about the 
complexities of the barriers for women entering politics and being ministers in Parliament—a Parliament of 
Australia research paper dated 9 July 2014 titled “Representation of women in Australian parliaments”. It tells 
us about the under-representation in Parliaments. I, like Hon Liz Behjat, looked at the current census to find the 
population of women in Western Australia. It is about—the member would know—49.7 per cent. So, we would 
expect, if we had a representative Parliament, that 49.7 per cent of us here would be women, representing 
women in Western Australia. But, yes, we are falling short on that and it is something like 30 per cent, which is 
the minimum we would expect. We are kind of at the minimum and we need to bump that up. The report 
states — 

• Internationally, Australia’s ranking for women in national government continues to decline when 
compared with other countries. 

We know that from this chamber here. The Legislative Council representation was fifty–fifty—it was a beautiful 
moment; we all took a photo. Now, nationally, the figures for the number of women being active have slipped 
behind. Hon Sue Ellery mentioned what I suspect the reasons might be: the culture in politics can be not so 
attractive to get women engaged. This quite lengthy paper continues — 

• There is no consensus amongst researchers in the field as to why women continue to be under-
represented in Australia’s system of parliamentary democracy, although a number of factors 
contribute to the gender imbalance. This paper includes discussion of some of the structural, social 
and cultural factors influencing women’s representation including the type of electoral system, the 
culture of political parties, and the nature of politics and the parliamentary environment in Australia. 

Is it important to have women in Parliament? Does it actually make a difference? Yes, it is important to have 
women in Parliament for the simple reason that they are needed to influence and affect not only decision-making, 
but how we do it. The culture is impacted by women being in the room. The United Nations agrees that women and 
men should participate equally in decision-making processes of Parliament. We all have rich experiences to bring to 
the Parliament and women’s experiences are unique and different from those of men. The Leader of the Opposition 
mentioned parenting. We need to look at that from a man’s perspective as well. Are men also taking up their 
parenting roles as members of Parliament? Are they able to juggle that? Perhaps that is something that can also be 
looked at in the future when we try to address this from an affirmative action viewpoint. 

What barriers exist and what can be done? Why is there a limited representation of women? I completely 
disagree that it is about merit. There are plenty of women of merit; we could take over this entire 
Legislative Council if we felt like it, but why do we not? There is very hard work to be done to identify the 
effective solutions. A number of policies support working women, not just in politics, but also in society, and 
they are not new to us. It is about child care being available when there are political meetings. It is about family-
friendly hours, which, to our credit, we are moving towards here in this chamber. We no longer have as many 
really late nights. I actually see my family much more now and it is kind of frightening. What do we do with all 
that time together? We have to find ways to chat with each other instead of looking at our phones. Solutions need 
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to exist throughout each phase of a career in politics. It is not a quick-fix solution. I commend the Labor Party 
for really achieving good things and getting more women in good positions in politics, but the problem lies with 
identifying the barriers and addressing effective actions for them. I agree with Hon Liz Behjat; it is not only 
about a gender imbalance in Parliament. There is limited representation of cultural diversity and diversity in 
languages. We lost a very important contributor when Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich retired, because she has a different 
language as her original language. 

I feel privileged to be part of the Greens—members were expecting this, I am sure. We have a proud tradition of 
supporting women through our policies and in our party. I feel that the Greens are walking the talk. As an equal 
rights and justice-oriented party, the Greens have prioritised full participation by women. Our strategies strive to 
encourage and support women to stand and to be effective candidates, and to share that internal leadership 
equally. Those roles are shared between men and women; we have co-conveners who are often one of each 
gender. Perhaps the two major parties can learn some lessons from the Greens. For example, looking at the 
percentage of female candidates in the Senate by party, since 1987 the Greens have had 50 per cent, then 
56.3 per cent, 55 per cent and 64 per cent, and in 2010 we hit the high note of 71.4 per cent of people across 
Australia running for the Greens for the Senate being women, not men. Obviously, 29 per cent were men. In 
2013, we dropped to 46.2 per cent of women running, but even in that year, across the parties, we still had the 
highest percentage of women candidates for the Senate. If anybody wants to talk about the way that we try to 
make our meetings female friendly and encourage women’s participation in our party and in politics, I invite 
them to have a chat with me because it is important for the Western Australian government to have enough 
women here actively participating in decision-making. 

HON JACQUI BOYDELL (Mining and Pastoral) [10.57 am]: Before I start, I will make very clear to 
Hon Liz Behjat that there are definitely two. I am standing up for my Irish heritage; we are not to be considered 
as one with the British; that is for sure. 

I thank Hon Sue Ellery, who is not in the house at the moment—she is absent on urgent parliamentary 
business—for bringing this motion to the house because it gives the house the opportunity to discuss an 
important issue that is topical not only in our political systems in Australia, but also in the corporate sector. Part 
of how we work through how we get more women into Parliament and into the corporate sector is through 
awareness, and it is through awareness that we create a sense of value of having women around the decision-
making table. To me, that is what today is about. It is about creating that awareness and education for people and 
leaders in our political parties and in our cabinets to understand the value of having women in senior positions 
within our Parliament, and also within the corporate sector outside our Parliament. I am on the record in the 
house previously as saying that I do not believe in quotas. I applaud any step taken by any organisation to have 
a process that seeks to heighten awareness of why it would have women in its organisation, but I do not believe 
that quotas are the way to go. The reason I do not believe that, and I have said this before, is that the quota itself 
undermines a person’s position as a woman in that organisation. It allows a scenario in which comments such as 
those of the Premier can be made. Unfortunately, the larger community’s perception of a quota is that a person 
has only got there because of that process. I think as a woman it is hard enough to justify one’s position in any 
organisation in the first place, including Parliament, and having a quota system undermines women in that 
process. 

I applaud the history of introducing a way forward to try to get more female representation, but at some point 
there has to be confidence in an organisation that it understands after—was it 20 years, Hon Sue Ellery said this 
process has been in place? 

Hon Sue Ellery: Yes. 

Hon JACQUI BOYDELL: After 20 years, the people within an organisation will have enough awareness and 
education around having women there that the organisation is comfortable enough to withdraw the need for 
a quota within the organisation. The idea of introducing a quota in the first place is so that members of an 
organisation can create equity within the organisation by having women around the table. The next step from 
that is that there is enough awareness and value within the organisation that it does not need the quota anymore; 
the members of the organisation understand the equity and balance required for good decision-making. I think 
that the National Party is the only party in the Western Australian Parliament that has a female in a leadership 
role, and I am very proud of that—that is, the Deputy Leader of the National Party. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon JACQUI BOYDELL: That is a woman in a senior parliamentary role, and I am very proud of that. In the 
National Party’s history, female representation has increased and we are looking at ways to continue to increase 
that. 
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I have said enough on quotas. I think setting targets is a bit of a lazy option, because it allows parties to continue 
to cover their backsides. Parties can continually say that they have a target and they are working towards it. The 
only way to create real change is in our internal processes of executive government and for our leaders—the 
Premier in the Western Australian government and the Prime Minister in the federal government—to change 
representation and add value for women in their cabinets. That in itself attracts other women to Parliament, 
because for women outside Parliament there is a visible career progression. They can see that their role as 
a member of Parliament is valued and recognised by their colleagues, because they are in leadership positions in 
our cabinets. I think that is the way to go. I agree with Hon Liz Behjat that we could have this conversation about 
any culturally diverse group, but today we are talking about women and I think the only way to change their 
representation in Parliament is to continue to have discussions such as the one we are having today and create 
awareness in the general public that the Western Australian Parliament takes this issue seriously. We need to 
find ways to move forward without quotas, because quotas undermine people and allow the environment for 
those unfortunate comments to be made. We can progress by changing our behaviour and the actions of our 
leaders, so that their party rooms and cabinets understand the value of diversity and having women involved in 
senior government decision-making processes. 

Hon Sue Ellery is right; Parliament and the political system can be brutal. Some women do not like that 
environment, but some women thrive in it. It is actually no different from the corporate sector, which is quite 
a brutal environment as well. Some women want to be mechanics, but I do not want to be a mechanic; there are 
attributes of some industries that will attract certain people and there are attributes that attract different people to 
Parliament. We need to continue to encourage women to be involved in the parliamentary process, but through 
real determined action. I would like to see us move away from feeling that we have to quarantine certain 
positions within parties. Obviously, the opposition has the quota system because it values women being there, 
but it needs to move away from having to quarantine it. It is about creating awareness of the value of women in 
the decision-making process within an organisation. As with anything else, it is about awareness and education. 
It is about not taking our eyes off the ball. 

When parties assess candidates for preselection, they assess the skills that the candidates bring to the table, and 
gender might be assessed as an attribute that a person brings to the table along with their previous experience and 
history, such as whether they are from a particular industry. Sometimes gender can be considered an attribute, 
but it needs to be in a party’s decision-making process, not as a quarantined selection of candidates. Gender 
needs to have value in the party’s decision-making process. For sure, the National Party still has work to do on 
that, and I would like to see a move towards not feeling the need for the backup of a quota system in political 
organisations. Organisations need to get to the level that they have confidence that they have done enough work 
in the past to create a good decision-making skill set. 

HON AMBER-JADE SANDERSON (East Metropolitan) [11.07 am]: I thank Hon Sue Ellery for bringing 
this motion to the attention of the house. It is an important topic and clearly one that many members want to 
speak on. As Hon Sue Ellery mentioned, on this side of the house, we do not care what mechanisms are in place 
in other political parties. We get that government members do not like quotas, but I have not heard about a plan 
from any government members. I have not heard any plans yet; we have heard discussion and encouragement, 
and a lot of criticism of WA Labor’s plan to increase female representation. That is fine, it is perfectly 
government members’ right to have those criticisms, but I have not heard from them about a legitimate plan.  

That is what was so disappointing about the Premier’s comments on the weekend, rather than coming out 
positively and saying, “Our representation is low. It is an issue, as many senior Liberal Party men and women 
have acknowledged, and this is our plan to tackle it. It will not involve quotas, but it will involve X, Y and Z.” 
I am sorry, but conversations do not cut it. Not only did the Premier offend many women in Parliament, but, 
I think, if people genuinely believe in the merit argument, then they believe that there are only 10 women of 
merit in the entire WA state division of the Liberal Party, because there are only 10 Liberal women in 
Parliament. If merit is the only way that people get into Parliament, I think that is offensive to a lot of women in 
the Liberal Party as well. 
It is very hard to attract women to Parliament, and I, like Hon Sue Ellery, regularly have conversations with 
women about entering Parliament, because I want to see more great women in Parliament to broaden our 
representation. But most sensible women, frankly, do not want a bar of it. They do not want a bar of it for the 
reasons outlined by the previous speaker. It is the combative nature of Parliament, the lack of support for 
working women or even men with young families, the hours are archaic and arcane and frankly outside 
community expectations, as are many of the working practices and behaviours of many members in this place 
and the other place. They are way outside of and behind community expectations.  
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I think that the Western Australian Liberal Party lags behind some of its east coast Liberal colleagues who are 
talking about targets and quotas—many women are. They want to see a proactive approach to getting women 
into Parliament, and doing that within the current processes of the institution is clearly not working. 
I refer to what I thought was an excellent interview with federal member of Parliament Dr Sharman Stone. She 
gave what I thought was a really clear account of why women are put off from politics, and her call for quotas. 
The article that appeared in The Australian states — 

The Coalition is being urged to do more to promote women into positions of power as federal 
Liberal MP Sharman Stone blasts the “rubbish debate” in a parliament dominated by men.  
Dr Stone called on Tony Abbott and his colleagues to accept the use of targets and quotas to lift the 
number of women who stand for public office, … 

Members may not agree with what she is saying, but she is at least putting forward an actual action plan. The 
article continues — 

Education Minister Christopher Pyne noted that the number of female Liberal MPs and senators from 
his home state of South Australia had declined in recent years, showing there was a failure that needed 
to be addressed. 
While Mr Pyne rejected the use of a quota, Dr Stone said a quota was used in other decisions within the 
Coalition—such as the division of the ministry between Liberals and Nationals — 

So, we are happy to have a quota system for the National Party—happy to accept that—but we will not have 
a quota system for women. I would like to ask their Liberal colleagues how many Nationals in cabinet are there 
on merit, or are they there as part of a quota system? 
Hon Sue Ellery: I think it is a quota system.  
Hon AMBER-JADE SANDERSON: It is a quota system.  
Several members interjected. 

Hon AMBER-JADE SANDERSON: We can already see that there is in-built sexism towards women in 
politics, and it is because of our frankly archaic institutions. This Parliament has not even been able to deal with 
a woman having a baby; this Parliament has not been able to deal with that in a sensible way, despite months of 
negotiations, without attaching a penalty. That is way outside community expectations.  

Katy Gallagher is a former Chief Minister of the Australian Capital Territory, and when she was health minister 
she went on six weeks’ maternity leave. When she returned, she was accused by the opposition of being a part-
time mother and a part-time minister, which provoked national outrage. It is not just about quotas, it is about 
what we do in this place and how we conduct ourselves. We should be leading community standards, not lagging 
behind them. 

I am three weeks from having a baby, and I am constantly asked how I will manage and how I will cope: I will 
manage and cope like any working woman who has a baby, frankly. 

Hon Helen Morton: In any job; that’s right.  

Hon AMBER-JADE SANDERSON: Yes, any working woman who has a baby.  

But, yes, we are also up against these archaic institutions. We have an incredibly well-resourced dining room and 
bar, but no childcare facilities. There would not even need to be child care on site; all the Parliament needs to do 
to be a community leader in this area—this is for men and women, not just women—is reserve 10 places at 
a local childcare centre. It does not even have to be on-site child care. The family dining nights are fantastic—
they are great—but they are entirely impractical for my family. I do not want my partner to have to put a suit and 
tie on and get the kids together in the car to come and have dinner. What is wrong with a more informal dining 
experience so that my family can just come up and have dinner with men and women who have young children?  

The more we hang onto these institutions, the more we cling onto the past, frankly, the more we limit the ability 
to attract a cross-section of people to represent the electorate. This issue is not just about women; it is about men, 
women and ethnicity. We are way behind the eight ball in terms of encouraging Aboriginal—the first 
Australians—members of Parliament, as well as people from any other ethnic group in the community. We are 
way behind community expectations. The more women from either side verbally attack each other in the 
Parliament, the more it puts people off. I want to see more women in the Parliament. I want to see Parliament 
evolve, I want to see political parties evolve, and I want to see the process and the system evolve so that we can 
actually support women coming into Parliament, instead of standing up and bagging those who actually have 
a plan in place to get women into Parliament.  
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HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [11.15 am]: I have looked at this motion very carefully. As the 
most senior Liberal woman in our Parliament, I do not believe that the Premier’s comments were very helpful—
although many people in Parliament make comments that are not particularly helpful. The comments were 
unfortunate, because he was talking about merit.  

When I first came to Parliament in 2001, I was the only Liberal female elected. There were only two Liberals 
elected that year—one male and me. I came in with three other women—Hon Kate Doust, Hon Sue Ellery and 
Hon Adele Farina. They had to go through their processes, and I had to go through mine. We all have university 
degrees and I believe we were all elected on merit, if you want to use that word. The Labor Party probably does 
not just pick its women off the street and say, “You can go into Parliament!” They have to go through a process, 
just like Liberal Party women have to. Those processes, on both sides, are not easy; I presume that the 
National Party has a process as well. They are not easy processes for women to go through. Politics is not for 
everyone; it is a very brutal game. I have had my good times in Parliament, and I have had some very rough 
times in Parliament. Being a female in public life is not easy, but I guess the same could be said for a male. I will 
use two examples in my contribution, the first being Hon Donna Faragher. I imagine she does not mind me 
saying that she was the youngest Liberal woman elected. She is a lovely young lady — 
Hon Donna Faragher: Keep going! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: She was the youngest minister appointed, and had her first baby while she was 
a minister. She made a choice. Females make sacrifices; we have the babies. So do we keep being a minister, 
have the baby and then come back? No; Hon Donna Faragher made the decision to stay home with her baby for 
a little while before coming back to work. She has two of the most beautiful little children I have ever met; they 
are just delightful. Donna is a modern young woman, she works and has two little children. That is not easy. 
I had four children, and when I came into Parliament my youngest was doing her tertiary entrance examination, 
and my husband worked overseas for most of our married life. One night Holly had a disagreement with her 
father. She phoned me and said, “Why do I have to have a father? The other children didn’t.” I might add that the 
other children had the same father; it is just that he was overseas. I drove all the way back to Bridgetown—
three hours—I sorted out whatever was going on, and then drove back to Perth. Other people have other 
commitments. When Hon Sue Ellery was a minister, then Leader of the Opposition, she was looking after her 
mother who was ill; she had situations to deal with.  

It is not easy being a female in politics. Over the years I have looked at the quota system that the Labor Party 
has, and I refer to that in my second example, Hon Louise Pratt; members should just hear me out. When she 
first came to this chamber and made her maiden speech, I counted 169 “ums” in that speech, and then I stopped 
counting. But over the years she was mentored by the Labor women, and within 12 months she was speaking 
without the “ums” and was making speeches that were a little different from those that she made when she first 
came to this place. She then left the Legislative Council for the Senate. Although I do not agree with anything 
she said, the way she said it changed; I am being very honest here. The way she spoke, the way she dressed and 
the way she looked all changed over that period, until I heard that she was quite a good senator, representing her 
people in the federal Parliament. The Labor Party has a mentoring system along with the quota system that I do 
not agree with, because if there is a good man and a good woman, to me they are both equal. I have seen 
situations in the Labor Party in which men have been kicked out to put a woman in, and I have also seen 
situations in which women have been put out so that a man can take their position. The Labor Party has all its 
different factions, which I will not go into. It has different meetings for different factions and it is a very 
complicated system, so I take my hat off to the women who get through the Labor Party system because we do 
not have that system; we just have to elbow the men out of the way and tell them we are the best! When we go 
for preselection, I do not think people are looking at whether we are male or female; they are looking at who is 
the best. Once again, to use the example of the East Metropolitan region, there are three women members. That 
is unusual, and it is rare, but it shows that we are changing — 
An opposition member: Six, actually! 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Yes, I am just talking about the Liberal side. It is very good that we have six; 
I am not being critical. 

It just shows that the Liberal Party is changing. I read a speech by Senator Linda Reynolds not so long ago in 
which she talked about targets and women being mentored, which is probably where I am coming from and what 
I would like to do, because there does not seem to be a mentoring system in here; there is a sometimes 
adversarial system in which women attack women, and that is not good for any of us. 

When I had been in this place for 10 years, I personally brought flowers for the three girls with whom I had 
come in, to congratulate them and to say, “Congratulations, you’ve been here 10 years”, and they were 
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three Labor girls. I did not discriminate because for them to remain here for 10 years, as I had, was very 
important; it showed that they did have merit. 

What is this word, “merit”? Merit is an emo band from Arizona; merit is — 

Several members interjected. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Well, it is; it is an emo band from Arizona! What is this word, “merit”? There 
are so many facets — 

Hon Liz Behjat: Max Merritt and the Meteors! 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Yes! 

There are so many facets to being in Parliament. Some people say, “Oh, he’s no good. He can’t speak in 
Parliament”, and yet he or she is a really good worker out in the electorate. Some people say, “Oh, they can’t do 
legislation”. Well, parties can teach and they can foster so that people can learn. I think that is probably where 
politics is brutal and adversarial. We look at the person next to us and think, “Oh, they’re not going to take my 
position. I’d better elbow them out of the way, quick smart. How can I do that?” Men are the best at this, at 
certain times, but women do it too. 

Somebody once asked former Governor-General Quentin Bryce, “Can women have it all?” She replied, “Yes, 
you just can’t have it all at once”, and that is so true. I guess I can say that that is true for men also, although they 
do not have wives. But there are different stages and ages that we all go through. 

I saw what Julia Gillard went through. I did not like Julia Gillard’s policies or what she stood for, but I was 
mortally offended when I opened The West Australian one day and saw her depicted in a cartoon as a pig, naked, 
in the middle of a table. I made a speech in Parliament and said that no female in public life should have to put 
up with something like that, or put up with commentary about whether they have a big or small backside, or 
whether they wear high heels or low heels. It should be about who the person is, and whether they are a good, 
decent person. 

The PRESIDENT: Order, members. The question is that the motion be agreed to. Members, there is just under 
11 minutes to go. I have indications from Hon Ken Travers, Hon Martin Aldridge, Hon Alanna Clohesy, 
Hon Helen Morton and Hon Samantha Rowe that they want to speak; I cannot do much about it from the chair, 
but the next person on the list is Hon Ken Travers. 

HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [11.25 am]: I just want to make a few comments on this motion. 
Hon Sue Ellery’s motion makes reference to the fact that the number of women members of the 
Western Australian Parliament does not reflect community expectations. I had hoped that we would have 
bipartisan agreement on at least that part of the motion—that the composition of our Parliament does not reflect 
community expectations. More than 50 per cent of our population are women, so one would expect that 
approximately 50 per cent of members of Parliament would also therefore be women. On one level, I do not 
disagree with what Hon Liz Behjat said earlier—that we should reflect the full diversity of our community. As 
a Labor member of Parliament, one of the things I am proud of is that the Labor Party has made sure that 
Aboriginal Australians have been elected to Parliament; but I agree that we could all do better. I was very proud 
to serve with Hon Ljiljana Ravlich, who was the first Croatian-born female member of Parliament, but there is 
no doubt that we need to have a greater reflection of the broader community in this place, and we have not ever 
achieved that in the history of the Western Australian Parliament.  

I earlier had a look at a copy of The Western Australian Parliamentary Handbook. There are more recent 
editions, but in the one I looked at there is still a separate list of women members of Parliament, because it was 
still seen as a rarity. It is becoming less and less of a rarity in this house, but it is still seen as the exception. 
There are still situations of women achieving positions in this Parliament and being the first woman to have done 
so, even though this Parliament has been going for more than 100 years. That says to me that there has been 
covert discrimination. If one accepts merit as the argument for the election of people to Parliament, and everyone 
is elected in a fair and democratic way, one would expect at least half of the people who have served in this 
Parliament to have been women. That says that if that has not yet been achieved, there must be some form of 
discrimination going on in a covert way to prevent women being elected to this Parliament, whether it is because 
of the issues Hon Amber-Jade Sanderson talked about, or because the men in grey suits are running the processes 
and selecting people of their own make to replace them, or because the factional powerbrokers of all parties are 
getting people who reflect their own image to go into Parliament. Whatever the reason, that is the reality, and we 
are not achieving that. 

The Labor Party made a decision to put in place a positive discrimination policy of affirmative action. 
Interestingly, since we started the discussion on that process and implemented it, we have seen the composition 
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of the Parliament change. We now see far more women on the Labor side and we also see it on the other side. 
I actually put it to the house that it is because the Labor Party took a decision on affirmative action on the need 
for greater female representation in Parliament that more women have been elected to this place and to other 
Parliaments. It is nonsense to suggest that, under that system, the women who get elected to this place do not do 
so on merit, whatever is meant by merit. I do not disagree with Hon Robyn McSweeney—what is merit? When 
the Liberal Party has three sets of preselections to determine an outcome, and each produces a different outcome, 
which process was the one that was choosing people on merit? That can go for any political party. We have all 
seen it. We saw it in the last round of preselections for the Liberal Party in the Agricultural Region. There were 
three goes at trying to select that ticket; one of them must have been on merit, but the other two clearly were not, 
on the basis of the arguments put forward by members opposite today. What a nonsense. I do not believe that the 
two members got here under that system. 

If we want to take the argument that the way people get to this place is based on merit, the fact is that the women 
in the Labor Party, supported by the men, put in place a process to ensure that there was a mechanism for 
addressing covert discrimination against women getting into Parliament. They used their political intelligence to 
set up a system to ensure that they were getting elected to the Parliament. Does that not show merit on the part of 
the women in the Labor Party—to put in place a system that achieves that outcome? Of course it does, in the 
same way as members on the other side join together and coalesce around a factional powerbroker to ensure that 
their preselection is successful over everyone else’s. They are showing, in some arguments, a meritorious 
understanding of how politics works and ensuring that they get the outcome of being elected to this Parliament. 
Merit is such a subjective term. I have seen many leaders come into this place—Leaders of the House and 
Leaders of the Opposition—and I put it to members that Hon Sue Ellery is one of the outstanding leaders. I am 
not just trying to be a big suck today. 
Hon Sue Ellery interjected. 
Hon KEN TRAVERS: No, I mean this in all genuineness. Members of this house have regularly seen 
Hon Sue Ellery show leadership in this house. However, I think that she would be the first person to accept that, 
under the old systems of preselection in the Labor Party, it is quite possible that she would never have got to this 
chamber. If we had not had the processes that have been in place for a long time, it is quite possible that 
Hon Sue Ellery would never have been elected. Is she here on merit? Of course she is, and so are all the other 
people. I have seen people come into this chamber under great expectations of how they will perform in the 
Parliament. They are seen as the rising stars of their party. That is the last thing we ever want to be referred to as 
in politics—the rising stars of either the Liberal or the Labor Party. However, when they get here, they are 
complete disasters, and they bomb. The argument about merit is one about how we get here. 

If people want to take the argument about merit to its logical conclusion, only one woman has ever been elected 
entirely on merit to the Western Australian Parliament, and that is Dr Liz Constable. She is the only person who 
has ever been elected without using a political party as part of her platform to be elected. We in the upper house 
should know this better than anybody else. If a candidate is placed at number one on the ticket as part of 
a party’s internal preselection processes, they know that they have a far greater chance of being elected to this 
place than anybody else. That is the reality of the situation. Very few of us can ever claim that we were elected 
to this place on the merits of putting our case to the electors. The only person, as I understand it, who has ever 
been elected to the Western Australia Parliament as an Independent from scratch—not a member of a political 
party who leaves that party to sit as an Independent—was Dr Liz Constable. However, I think most people in this 
place would express their extreme disappointment that Liz Constable, when she finally became a minister in an 
area for which she had a passion, probably did not fulfil the expectations that many of us had of her. 

When we are elected on a party political ticket, are we elected on the basis of merit or because we were selected 
and we knew how to work the systems of our political party to get into this place? Affirmative action is part of 
that process of getting us elected, in the same way as factional groupings and political parties themselves are part 
of that process. 

Finally, it is absolutely disgraceful to suggest for a moment that the women elected on the Labor side of politics 
have not had to go through the same processes as the men on the Labor side of politics to get elected. As 
everyone on this side has done, I challenge the Premier that if he genuinely believes that there are women who 
are not here on merit, he should come out and name them, because I am more than happy to do a character 
assessment of some of the men on the other side of this chamber. 

HON MARTIN ALDRIDGE (Agricultural) [11.35 am]: I have a lot to say in one and a half minutes. I wanted 
to say a lot of things, but I think I will touch on some of the issues that were raised about how we prepare 
ourselves to come to this Parliament from many different backgrounds, whether it be a woman, a young person, 
an Indigenous person or a disabled person, and how we accommodate those needs. Given that this debate today 
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specifically refers to women in Parliament, I want to put a regional focus on that and talk about some of the 
challenges and the respect that I have for regional women who serve in this place. As a young father of 
two children, I understand, as a man, how difficult that can be; it is twice as difficult for my partner, who at 
times is a single parent. For people who live somewhere such as Port Hedland or Karratha, the challenges of 
being a male member of Parliament, let alone a female member and a mother, would simply be too onerous, and 
the challenges and the lack of support that we provide to those members would probably prevent them from 
seeking preselection again, or even considering entering Parliament in the first place. They get the very generous 
entitlement to bring their family to Perth four times a year, when this place sits 20 weeks alone, which does not 
count estimates week, committee hearings and all the other official business. On four occasions a year, regional 
members can have their family travel to Perth with them. 

The PRESIDENT: I realise that other members wanted to make a contribution, but time has elapsed, and that 
debate lapses. 

As members know, I have had quite a close association with the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association in 
recent years. This chamber stands up well in comparison with other commonwealth jurisdictions. To my 
knowledge, only two commonwealth assemblies have had a majority of women members at some stage—that is, 
Rwanda and Wales. As we know, this chamber came very close, with 17 women out of 36 members in the few 
years leading up to 2013. The numbers are currently 14 out of 36, which is still one of the highest proportions of 
female representation in a commonwealth Parliament. 

Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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