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EDITH COWAN UNIVERSITY, REPRESSION OF FREEDOM OF SPEECH 
Urgency Motion 

THE PRESIDENT (Hon J.A. Cowdell):  Members, I have received a letter couched in the following terms - 

Mr. President, 

Urgency Motion - Repression of Freedom of Speech 
It is my intention to move at today’s sitting that the House at its rising adjourn until 25 December, 2002 
for the purpose of debating as a matter of urgency the latest developments in the repression of free 
speech at the Edith Cowan University and in particular: 

To consider whether: 

(a) in terminating the appointment of the Roman Catholic Chaplain Father David Watt for 
speaking against the Government’s Gay and Lesbian legislation the Edith Cowan University 
has departed from the ideals of free speech and thought essential to the qualities of a 
University 

(b) the House should call on the Premier, Attorney General and Minister for Education to 
intervene and use their influence to secure Fr Watt’s restoration to his position and 

(c) in view of the failure of the University to respond to public concerns the Standing Committee 
on Public Administration should carry out an investigation into the matter 

Yours sincerely, 
HON PETER FOSS QC, MLC 

MEMBER FOR EAST METROPOLITAN REGION 

At least four members will need to rise in their places in order for the House to consider this motion.  
[At least four members rose in their places.] 
HON PETER FOSS (East Metropolitan) [3.37 pm]:  I move - 

That the House at its rising adjourn until 25 December 2002. 
Having been through a period when we do not seem to be able to agree on very much, I sincerely hope that today 
we will be united in condemning the actions of the Edith Cowan University with regard to Father Watt.  It all 
started with an advertisement which appeared in The West Australian on Saturday, 3 November and which had a 
large heading “Families at Risk from Lesbian & Gay Law Reform”.  At the bottom, it states - 

The signatories below, along with the churches and associations they represent, believe that the Gallop 
Government should give no formal recognition to same sex relationships.  Marriage and homosexual 
relationships are not equivalent and therefore should not be treated as equivalent under the law. 

In the really fine print below that, the Catholic chaplain to Edith Cowan University, Father D. Watt, is referred 
to.  I am pleased that various members of the Government have spoken in support of Father Watt.  However, 
there has been very little in the way of real action.  Words are cheap; actions come a little more expensively. 
What happened is reported next in The West Australian of Friday, 16 November.  The article states - 

A Catholic priest who has publicly backed the anti-gay law reform lobby has been dumped from his 
voluntary position at Edith Cowan University. 

I notice that it states “his voluntary position at Edith Cowan University”.  Father David Watt was a signatory to 
that advertisement.  It then states -  

ECU student service centre director Jeff Murray -  
I presume he is the person immediately in charge of the activities of Father David Watt -  

said in the letter that Father Watt had identified himself as an ECU representative in a public campaign 
without seeking authorisation and had compromised the university publicly.  His actions were in 
contravention to the guidelines for the university’s visiting chaplains, who are not paid by the 
university.  

ECU guidelines say the university is a multi-religious community and staff are free to pursue their 
personal religious affiliations in the context of their studies and work. 
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The guidelines also say the university fosters tolerance and respect for individual differences and 
encourages dialogue among people of differing points of view. 

It is clear that Edith Cowan University does not do that.  On numerous occasions Edith Cowan University has 
shown incredible intolerance of other people’s views.  The essence of a university is that it has free speech and 
thought; if it does not have that, it is not a university.  On a number of occasions Edith Cowan has shown that it 
is not worthy of the name university.   
It is interesting that in the Law Reform (Decriminalization of Sodomy) Act, I recognised the role of universities 
in the free exchange of ideas.  When we moved the amendment about proselytising, I specifically referred only 
to primary and secondary institutions, because I recognise that the essence of a tertiary institution such as a 
university is academic freedom and the free exchange of ideas, regardless of whether we regard them as 
seditious or anarchic.  If we do not have that, we do not have a university.  Although I am not particularly keen 
on the proselytising of homosexuality, I recognise that a university is an extremely appropriate place for those 
views to be exchanged.  However, apparently that is not the case at Edith Cowan University, because the article 
goes on to state -  

An ECU spokeswoman said university representatives would meet Archbishop Hickey.  She said no-
one from the university was allowed to express personal views while using the university’s corporate 
name.   

I am pleased that the article goes on to say - 

Mr McGinty said he was prepared to investigate the matter.  “If the reason for the dismissal of Father 
Watt is that he expressed his political or religious point of view then I think it is absolutely appalling 
and would not tolerate it for one minute,” he said. 

That was November 16.  However, it appears to have been tolerated ever since.  

An article in The West Australian of 17 November refers to the fact that Edith Cowan University had ordered 
Father David Watt to clean out his office at its Mt Lawley campus and states -  

The guidelines also say the university fosters tolerance and respect for individual differences and 
encourages dialogue among people of differing points of view. 

The standoff comes amid claims that the university buckled to pressure from the Student Guild and the 
Queer Collective, a support body for ECU’s gay and lesbian students, to get rid of Father Watt.  

The priest’s involvement in the campaign caused outrage among some students, with acting guild 
president Jerome Buck approaching university administrators to express his concerns. 

On November 6, Queer Collective spokesman Aaron Hewett posted a notice on ECU’s Internet student 
bulletin board calling for Father Watt to be disciplined by the university.   

These students really embrace the concept of free speech; and obviously the university agrees with their 
repressive views and attitudes.  The article continues -  

“Father Watt is frankly an embarrassment to this institution,” the notice read.  

How can this man who believes in religion and expresses religious views be an embarrassment to a university?  
How can anyone who freely expresses his views be an embarrassment to a university?  The article continues -  

Mr Hewett, the Democrats candidate for Perth at the Federal election, also e-mailed Vice Chancellor 
Millicent Poole. 

Hon Barry House:  He would be a mate of Brian Grieg’s, would he not? 

Hon PETER FOSS:  Yes.  The article continues -  

The same day, ECU director student services Jeff Murray wrote to Archbishop Hickey saying that “in 
response to his recent public actions,” Father Watt was no longer required by the university and he 
would not be permitted on campus from that Friday.   

Ms Poole stood by the university’s decision yesterday, saying Father Watt had acted without 
authorisation and had publicly misrepresented the university’s position by appearing on the register.  
She said Father Watt had agreed to be part of a chaplaincy service “unbiased in support of our entire 
student population”. 

An ECU spokeswoman denied the decision was prompted by student pressure.   
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At this stage everyone at ECU was admitting that the reason Father Watt had been terminated was that he had 
expressed his views and supposedly had used the corporate name of the university.  I am pleased that The West 
Australian in its editorial on 17 November said that was a load of rubbish, because it certainly is.  The article 
states -  

Edith Cowan University has betrayed the principles of freedom of expression and thought that are 
central to a genuine university ethos. 

By sacking Father David Watt from his job as chaplain, the university has mocked its own pretensions 
to being a centre of higher learning and research where ideas and debate flourish freely.  Instead, it has 
revealed itself (again) as being a bureaucratic enclave of political correctness.  

It states also -  

This is errant nonsense. 

I think it means arrant nonsense.  It continues -  

Father Watt did not identify himself as a representative of the university - he described his job and work 
place.   

In no way did this imply that he represented the views of the university . . .  

The article then states -  

It was just over a year ago that ECU Vice-Chancellor Millicent Poole took umbrage when the 
university’s South-West dean appeared in a newspaper photograph dressed in a bikini.  Professor Poole 
told off the body-building Elizabeth Hatton.  ECU did not emerge from that episode with any merit as a 
guardian of individual liberties, either.   

I hope some south west members will enlighten us further on that.  The article continues -  

It has been suggested that a homosexual group at the university pressed for Father Watt’s removal.  If 
that was the case, the people concerned might like to reflect on their justifiable complaints about 
discrimination directed against them - and ponder whether Father Watt was a victim of intolerance.  

The Australian of 19 November also contains an article criticising the sacking of Father David Watt.  It is clear 
that Edith Cowan University cannot claim to be a university, because it has blatantly given way to pressure 
groups within the university in order to suppress the freedom of speech that I thought it would have defended to 
the end, because freedom of speech is contained in all its guidelines, and everyone knows that is a fundamental 
requirement of a university.  Edith Cowan University has failed.  However, the Government has also failed, 
because time has gone by, and what has been done?  The Premier undoubtedly has the influence to speak to the 
vice chancellor of the university.  The Attorney General also has an obligation to speak, because even though 
Father Watt was a volunteer and was not employed, if he had been employed and had been dismissed, he would 
have had grounds to take action under the antidiscrimination legislation.  However, the person who really should 
use his influence is the Minister for Education, Hon Alan Carpenter.  Where has he been?  Does he have any 
respect for the fact that this university has been established by an Act of Parliament in this State?  No, he does 
not.  

I received an interesting e-mail from a person called Cliff Eber, which gives a bit of an idea of the attitude of 
some of the people involved.  It is headed “Church hypocritical on sacked priest” and states -  

The dismissal of a priest from Edith Cowan University highlights the gross hypocrisy of the Church.   

In 1984, the Church succeeded in its demand to be made exempt from the State Equal Opportunity Act.  
Unlike everyone else in Western Australia, it has ‘special rights’ which allow it to discriminate on the 
grounds of sex, race, religion, marital status and sexuality.  

This discrimination is mostly used against gay and lesbian people in Church schools.  Every year, many 
people are refused employment with Church schools and institutions, or forced to leave them after years 
of service if their sexuality is discovered.   

The church has absolute power to impose its view and values on employees and does so with impunity.  
It hires and fires according to its ideological values and can shun anyone who does not fit its social 
charter or religious beliefs.  

Yet, when ECU exercises the same right and dismisses a person who does not share the University’s 
views and values, the Church cries foul.  So hypocritical! 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 11 December 2001] 

 p6735d-6744a 
President; Hon Peter Foss; Hon Barry House; Hon John Fischer; Hon Graham Giffard; Hon Simon O'Brien; Hon 

Barbara Scott 

 [4] 

I responded to that person by saying -  

I think you have entirely missed the point. 

The Church was omitted from the Act because its very purpose is to put forward a moral and religious 
point of view.  It has no meaning unless it maintains a consistent moral point of view.  It has to be able 
to discriminate on religious and moral grounds. 

Universities, on the other hand, exist as a place of liberal thinking and discussion.  They have no 
meaning unless they have that freedom and practice it.  This was recognised by me in the proselytizing 
provisions of the Decriminalization of Sodomy Act where, although proselytizing was forbidden in 
primary and secondary educational institutions (in order to protect the young) it did not extend to 
tertiary institutions because I recognised that freedom of speech was vital to tertiary institutions. 

The important thing is for institutions to be true to the values they espouse.  I can see that the Catholic 
Church is doing that but I cannot see how Edith Cowan University can do what it has done.  

Yours sincerely,  

Hon Peter Foss QC MLC. 

The fact is that this university is saying to Father Watt, “You may not hold these points of view because there are 
people in this university who do not like your point of view.”  That is disgraceful! 

The real disgrace came on Saturday, 8 December in The West Australian.  This stinks, Mr President!  I will tell 
members what stinks: having day after day justified its actions by referring to this bureaucratic rule that says this 
person cannot use the authority of the university without gaining the permission of the university, which is 
blatant hypocrisy and is an excuse as to why the university is being prejudiced, Professor Harman, who is the 
deputy vice chancellor - 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  A former mate of Carmen Lawrence. 

Hon PETER FOSS:  Yes, a former mate of Carmen Lawrence.  The article states - 

Archbishop Barry Hickey and ECU deputy vice-chancellor Elizabeth Harman held a second meeting 
between the two sides since Father Watt’s dismissal was made public four weeks ago. 

Four weeks had passed.  Just listen to this - 

Professor Harman said the sacking was not to do with freedom of speech but reflected Father Watt’s 
pattern of breaching ECU guidelines during his three years in the voluntary position. 

“It is about an individual’s performance and their inability to work, over a long period of time, within 
the ECU chaplaincy guidelines and the university code of conduct.” . . .  

This is so filthy, disgusting and condemnable, because these people are now indulging in character assassination.  
They are not content with showing total bias, they are not content with completely throwing away their 
obligations as a university to support freedom of speech, they are not content with buckling to special interest 
groups who objected to Father Watt; they are now engaging in the assassination of Father Watt’s character.  I 
think this stinks!  I think the university stinks!  I think all the administration stink!  This is the lowest and basest 
of responses used when someone is trying to get out of a problem.  It is so typical.  I call upon the Premier, the 
Attorney General and the Minister for Education to use their influence.  It is not good enough for the Attorney 
General to say the lovely words, “I would be horrified.”  What has he done? 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  He has been horrified. 

Hon PETER FOSS:  Very useful.  Has he been to see the vice-chancellor?  Has he expressed his objections in 
the strongest terms?  No doubt we will hear.  I do not believe he has.  Frankly, something has to be done about 
this university.  I suggest this House should do it.  There is ample precedent.  I believe that in a previous 
Parliament the committee that preceded the Public Administration and Finance Committee investigated the 
University of Western Australia over similar allegations of misconduct by that university in dealing with 
academics.  This instance is absolutely blatant, and I suggest to that committee that this would be a very fruitful 
source of investigation. 

HON BARRY HOUSE (South West) [3.52 pm]:  I congratulate Hon Peter Foss on bringing this matter to the 
attention of the House and exposing this situation, of which we in the south west have seen a forerunner.  I 
remind members of the parallel situation involving the attitude of the Edith Cowan University to some of its staff 
and its attitude to free speech.  Just over a year ago the thought police and the femo-Nazis in the Edith Cowan 
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University hierarchy at the time developed something of a reputation when they were totally committed to their 
version of political correctness and showed a narrow-minded, vindictive and discriminatory attitude towards the 
dean of the Bunbury campus of the Edith Cowan University over an incident in which that person displayed 
some individuality and personal initiative.  On 26 October last year the South Western Times carried a headline 
“Our lean dean is queen” and displayed a photograph of the dean of the Bunbury campus of Edith Cowan 
University in her bodybuilding outfit, a silver bikini.  Professor Elizabeth Hatton had been engaged in training 
for a sport in which she had achieved some degree of excellence.  She had taken off a state award and she was 
moving on to a national championship.  She did not have a sporting background, but she had taken up this sport 
later in life as a means of getting fit, had excelled at it and was doing a fantastic job. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  She had a good body, didn’t she, for a 50-year-old? 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  A 53-year-old, I am sure she will not mind my saying.  That photograph was carried the 
next day in The West Australian of 27 October 2000.  The article stated - 

THE pin-up pose of a lean university dean has created classroom chaos. 

A front-page photograph of bikini-clad South-West Edith Cowan University dean, Elizabeth Hatton, 53, 
in yesterday’s South Western Times raised more than a few eyebrows. 

It also raised the ire of ECU Vice-Chancellor Millicent Poole, who said she regretted the publication of 
the photograph, taken in the dean’s office. 

She had had complaints from staff, students and community groups. 

In a hard-hitting e-mail to staff, Professor Poole said Professor Hatton’s pose contradicted protocol 
between her professional position and personal life. 

Professor Hatton won a fitness figure title in the masters section of a Perth bodybuilding competition 
last weekend. 

The e-mail said the university regarded the photography as being inappropriately associated with 
Professor Hatton’s position at the university, which she has held for two years. 

ECU preferred staff members not to associate and promote their personal interests in direct association 
with their professional position unless it had a direct relationship to their area of academic expertise. 

I wonder if the dean of the Bunbury campus of the Edith Cowan University had been a male and had excelled in 
a golf tournament, and had been photographed on the front page of the South Western Times and The West 
Australian with a golf club in his hand and his mortarboard on - 

Hon Kim Chance:  Or even if he was a bodybuilder. 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  Yes.  It certainly would not have been blown out of all proportion as this was.  Since 
then, the hierarchy at Edith Cowan University has given this lady a hard time.  Her life has been made very 
difficult.  The university has been very unfair on Professor Elizabeth Hatton by means of written and implied 
threats and character assassinations.  Luckily the major media could see through this.  On the following day The 
West Australian carried this article in its editorial - 

Stuffy nonsense at ECU 
If a picture of a musty old professor with a golf club in his office was shown on the front page of a local 
paper, would anyone make a fuss?  It is hardly likely. 

Why, then, has the picture of South-West Edith Cowan University dean Elizabeth Hatton displaying her 
sport - body building - in a bikini spread anxiety through stuffy academe?  The picture shows that she 
has reason to be proud of her success at the age of 53 and does not offend against good taste. 

But an affronted ECU Vice-Chancellor Millicent Poole was moved to tell her off for the photograph.  
Professor Poole described it as being inappropriately associated with Professor Hatton’s position at the 
university. 

Maybe Professor Poole has time on her hands and a shortage of real issues to occupy her.  Or maybe 
she just needs to get a life. 

That sums up the situation.  The South Western Times carried an article the following week with some good 
quotes.  I will pick out a couple.  The article is headed “Whatever happened to the free-thinking spirit that 
characterised our tertiary institutions in the 60s and 70s?”  It continues - 
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Remember, when academia encouraged acceptance, compassion and understanding of cultural diversity 
and respect for freedom of choice? 

The article then justifies why it was perfectly appropriate to have a photograph of the dean of the Bunbury 
campus of Edith Cowan University on its front page in the previous edition.  The article continues - 

Australia’s first female MP Edith Cowan believed education was fundamental in tackling the social 
issues of the day and that it was the key to this country’s growth, change and improvement (SOURCE: 
ECU website). 

It continues -  

Cowan spent her life of 71 years fighting for reform, such as votes for WA women, income equality and 
court access for family maintenance.   

Cowan would have been dejected to learn that of all the letters the Times received this week criticising 
and embracing Professor Hatton’s picture, those requesting anonymity were from females.  How utterly 
pitiful that this gender still lacks the courage to exercise free speech without fear of reprisal. 

Shortly after that appeared, I was at a graduation ceremony at a senior high school in the south west at which 
Professor Elizabeth Hatton was the guest speaker.  She used the sport of body building as a theme for her talk on 
commitment, dedication and achievement for the students.  She did a fantastic job.  Far from damaging the 
university’s reputation in the south west, she has been an enormously positive advertisement for it.  Enrolments 
at the university of Edith Cowan in the south west have certainly not suffered as a result of her actions and 
interests. 

What do we do about it?  Clearly the Government has a role.  Edith Cowan University exists as a result of an Act 
of this Parliament.  As the previous speaker said, the government agencies committee, the forerunner of the 
Standing Committee on Public Administration and Finance, which I chair, saw fit in the past to investigate 
academia at the University of Western Australia.  The first hurdle we had to overcome was the vigorous 
resistance from the university hierarchy to being investigated by a parliamentary committee.  It was pointed out 
very clearly that the university existed under a state statute and, therefore, Parliament was entitled to investigate 
it.  The same applies to the Edith Cowan University.  If this matter ends up on the doorstep of the Standing 
Committee on Public Administration and Finance, I for one would welcome the opportunity of working on an 
investigation.   

I want to vouch for the credibility and professionalism of Professor Elizabeth Hatton of the Bunbury campus of 
Edith Cowan University.  In no way did the episode damage her reputation, and it only enhanced the reputation 
of the institution that she heads.  This was a very sad and sorry exercise by people in the university’s hierarchy.  
It is even sadder to see it repeated in this situation, in which it has singled out a person who does not agree with 
its thought-police ideas and has sought to persecute him. 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [4.03 pm]:  It is indeed a sad and sorry day for liberal democracy 
when an order to stifle a person’s free speech has been carried out by one of our nation’s foremost institutions of 
learning and wisdom.  In addition to freedom of thought and freedom of association, freedom of speech is the 
most valuable of all our fundamental principles.  It is a pivotal and basic right of our society, but only, it seems, 
if a person is willing to toe the Government’s line on its gay and lesbian legislation.   

Roman Catholic chaplain Father David Watt found this to be the case when he spoke against the legislation and 
was punished by having his appointment with the Edith Cowan University terminated.  In an article in The West 
Australian of Tuesday, 11 December, Mr Richard Egan from the Australian Family Association said that the 
Edith Cowan University’s recent sacking of chaplain Father David Watt for signing his name on a register of 
people opposed to gay law reform highlighted the climate of political correctness surrounding the legislation that 
prevented people from speaking out.  In kicking the chaplain out of his job, the university has wholeheartedly 
and flagrantly departed from the ideals of free speech and thought, which are fundamental to the qualities of any 
university.   

I wonder how much better the interests of our society would have been served if the good chaplain had held his 
tongue and pandered to the university.  It is one thing for a minority to demand that its interests and needs be 
included in society; it is quite another for a minority to dictate to the rest of society how and what it should think.  
This increasingly is how the influence of gays and lesbians in our society is being felt.  I wholeheartedly support 
parts (a), (b) and (c) of the urgency motion. 
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HON G.T. GIFFARD (North Metropolitan) [4.07 pm]:  I concur with much of what has been said about 
freedom of speech.  It is a fundamental freedom enjoyed by everyone living in an open and democratic society.  
Freedom of speech should certainly extend to everyone in society, including, of course, those who may hold 
views that are different from those of the Government, a university or whatever.   

It would be unacceptable for Father Watt’s appointment to be terminated for speaking out against the 
Government’s proposed lesbian and gay law reform.  If that were the reason for the termination, the university 
should be condemned.  The Attorney General in the other place, in answer to a question on 15 November, made 
that very clear. 

My general observation is that we appear to have a general debate about lesbian and gay law reform as well as a 
debate running alongside it, as a result of this event, about freedom of speech.  Of course, some people try to tie 
the two issues together.  I do not see them as being tied together; they are quite separate issues.  There is no 
question in my mind that critics of the Government’s lesbian and gay law reform proposals have used what 
happened at Edith Cowan University as a lever in their campaign against the Government’s reforms.  Hon John 
Fischer has given us a delightful example of that with his view that the lesbian and gay lobby tries to stamp out 
free speech, and that it is that lobby and that lobby alone that we should be attacking. 

Hon Peter Foss:  You accept what they have done is wrong. 

Hon G.T. GIFFARD:  If that is what happened.   

Hon Peter Foss:  You accept that suppressing freedom of speech is wrong. 

Hon G.T. GIFFARD:  I do not draw the same conclusions.  He has gone much further than I have.   

Hon Peter Foss:  I am going on what I have read in the newspaper. 

Hon G.T. GIFFARD:  That is fair enough.  The member is entitled to draw conclusions based on that.  I am not 
going as far as the member is in drawing conclusions.   

Hon Peter Foss:  Are you going as far as the Attorney General? 

Hon G.T. GIFFARD:  Yes.  The lesbian and gay law reform debate is quite different from the debate about 
freedom of speech. 

Hon Peter Foss:  People are right to talk about it, though, are they not? 

Hon G.T. GIFFARD:  Of course. 

Hon Peter Foss:  Father Watt has not been allowed to talk about it. 

Hon G.T. GIFFARD:  I know the 8 December article made some people hot under the collar when they read it.  
The article essentially accepted that Edith Cowan University advised the Catholic Church to withdraw the 
services of its voluntary chaplain, Father David Watt, following an alleged breach of ECU guidelines.  The final 
alleged breach, which is obviously a bone of contention among members in this place, related to his attaching his 
name and the ECU’s name to a newspaper advertisement opposing the State Government’s stance on lesbian and 
gay law reform.  I hasten to point out that at each stage of the matter the issue was not about taking a side in the 
lesbian and gay law reform debate.  Even if members were to give more weight to the earlier comments of the 
ECU people, the issue was about Father Watt’s articulating a position and attaching the university’s name to it.  
Irrespective of the side of the debate he was on, the alleged offence related to his attaching the institution’s name 
to his in that public debate.  The ECU is not taking a side in this debate. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon G.T. GIFFARD:  It is mischievous for members to suggest that the issue is about that. 

Hon John Fischer:  Why did the ECU dismiss him if it is not taking a side in this debate? 

Hon G.T. GIFFARD:  The member spoke for about a minute and a half uninterrupted. 

In the article of 8 December the university said that Father Watt’s work in a number of areas had been 
unsatisfactory as far back as February this year.  I will not go into those areas, as I do not know what they are.  
This is primarily a matter that the university must resolve with the Catholic Church. 

A press release issued by the university on 7 December, part of which was referred to in the 8 December article, 
stated that the university was continuing to have discussions with the Catholic Church.  It is my view that both 
sides should use their best endeavours to resolve the dispute over Father Watt.  I note with some regret that the 
parties have not been able to reach a resolution to the issue. 
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Members have referred to the fact that universities are state entities, are established under individual Acts of this 
Parliament and are responsible to the Parliament under those Acts for their operations.  The by-laws of 
universities are referred to Parliament for approval and universities are subject to a wide range of state legislation 
and considerable scrutiny of their operations. 

I note in paragraph (c) of the motion that a more conspicuous way in which the Parliament may hold up to 
scrutiny the operations of a university is by an inquiry by the Standing Committee on Public Administration and 
Finance.  I have no difficulty with the notion that that committee could decide of its own volition to inquire into 
this matter; the committee should do that if it wants to. 

The most useful thing that could occur now in this dispute is that the ECU and the Catholic Church sort out the 
matter.  The principle of free speech must be paramount.  However, the university must also have clear and 
unambiguous guidelines acceptable to all parties, including the Catholic Church and other participants in 
university affairs.  The university is entitled to have guidelines for making comments to the media and rules and 
regulations that apply to everyone in the university.  However, it is obviously unacceptable to this Parliament 
that those guidelines should trammel free speech.  The university and the Catholic Church must resolve the 
matter and the university must have proper, unambiguous and fair guidelines that at all costs ensure the 
preservation of free speech. 

HON SIMON O’BRIEN (South Metropolitan) [4.15 pm]:  I first met David Watt when we were both nine-
year-old schoolboys about to commence grade 5 at St Louis College, a well-known Jesuit college that later 
became John XXIII College, also a very well-known school.  I was in the same class group as David Watt for a 
number of years from childhood to adolescence and had a fair bit to do with him.  He was a very intelligent 
student.  He would certainly have been one of the top two students of my group.  Modesty, of course, forbids me 
from telling the House who the other one was! 

Hon N.D. Griffiths:  There is a standard retort to that remark, but I won’t use it in this instance. 

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN:  I thank the minister for his restraint.  The fact of the matter is that David Watt 
exceeded all of his contemporaries academically.  We lose touch with people after we leave school, but we tend 
to run into them every five or so years, swap notes about what we have been doing and catch up as if it were only 
yesterday that we had last seen each other.  I recall seeing him at a five-year school reunion when he was about 
to qualify for his first doctorate.  I have heard that he might now have two doctorates.  He certainly has enough 
degrees to fill a thermometer.  Academically he is certainly a high flier.  I know him as an individual.  He is a 
chap who has always had a wicked sense of humour and it is that human aspect about which I want to talk, 
because this furore that has erupted over an allegedly turbulent priest is not what members may think it is. 

David Watt is a genuine and serious human being who has exhibited at all stages of his life - bear in mind that I 
have known him as an adult and as a child - an essential humanity characterised by humour and a tremendous 
capacity to study and absorb the deeper and more meaningful aspects of human existence.  These skills are 
particularly useful for a clergyman, especially for someone in a difficult and challenging position such as a 
chaplain at a tertiary institution.  That is so particularly when serious issues of the day are abroad in the 
community that require the leaders of our community - be they spiritual leaders such as chaplains or members of 
Parliament - to hold and express firm points of view.  One such serious issue is the Government’s gay and 
lesbian reform legislation. 

Hon Peter Foss deserves to be congratulated for bringing this matter to the attention of the Parliament in this 
way.  I thank also Hon Barry House for his comments.  It was a good feature of this debate to be reminded of the 
way in which Professor Hatton was pilloried for her appearance in a newspaper after successfully contesting a 
body building title.  I am sure Father Watt would not mind if I told members that he could not be accused of 
being a body builder.  He is an active person, but his highest achievements are more of the cerebral variety.   

In considering the matters that have already been raised today, I do not have an absolute view based simply on 
the things that have been reported in various newspapers, so I have some sympathy for the comments of the 
parliamentary secretary in that respect.  It is not for me and, dare I say, the House during this brief debate to try 
to canvass and reach conclusions about who is right and who is wrong, or who has been wronged.  However, the 
suggestions of Hon Peter Foss merit further consideration, and I support the tenor of his motion, when he invites 
the House to call on the Premier, Attorney General and the Minister for Education to intervene in this matter, at 
least to the extent of establishing the facts.   

I also support strongly his suggestion that in response to public concerns, concerns expressed in this House, 
including those I am expressing now, that one of our standing committees carry out an investigation into the 
matter.  An issue has grown up around this incident that will not be resolved in the pages of the Press or in claim 
or counterclaim by supporters or opponents of Father Watt or by the establishment of Edith Cowan University; a 
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resolution of this matter requires that an impartial process take place.  It is doubtful whether the university and 
the Catholic Church have the capacity to resolve this matter between them, as the parliamentary secretary 
suggested they should.  If there were genuine concerns about Father Watt’s performance as a chaplain prior to 
the public petition incident, a process of counselling and referral back to the archdiocese should have been well 
and truly in train before that happened.  That does not seem to be the case.  It seems that the powers that be at 
Edith Cowan University took umbrage when Father Watt’s name appeared on a public advertisement. 

Hon Peter Foss:  It fits in with their behaviour at the south west campus.   

Hon SIMON O’BRIEN:  It does.  All of this gives rise to the justifiable concerns that Hon Peter Foss has raised, 
and gives greater strength to his call for either the Premier, the Attorney General or the Minister for Education to 
intervene, or for the relevant standing committee of this House to intervene to establish the truth of this matter.  
This should happen not only for the sake of Father David Watt but also for everybody else in this society, so that 
their actions can be viewed in an impartial and justifiable way, and are not responded to with a knee-jerk 
reaction or with a sense of affront to the dignity of a university hierarchy that may hold a point of view on a 
matter or is susceptible to the lobbying of an interest group.  It would have been interesting if Father Watt had 
come out strongly in support of gay and lesbian reform.  I very much doubt whether he would have met the same 
response from the university authorities.  I do not think it is wrong to pose these questions and to seek to get to 
the truth of the matter.  What it all boils down to is that a functional Edith Cowan University has a great deal to 
offer this society.  So it should, because it has a heck of a lot invested in it by this society.  Father David Watt 
also has a great deal to offer this society.  Neither deserve to be distracted by this ongoing controversy.  This 
matter needs to be resolved and put behind all the parties concerned, who, hopefully, will learn from the 
experience and go on to make their respective contributions to society, which I am sure our community would 
appreciate.  

HON B.M. SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [4.24 pm]:  I support my colleagues on this side of the House, and 
suggest that Hon Peter Foss has clearly documented our concerns about the way Edith Cowan University 
terminated the appointment of its Catholic chaplain, Father David Watt.  It verges on religious persecution by the 
university.  I understand that Father David Watt was employed as the Catholic chaplain by the university and 
that he signed an advertisement in The West Australian as the Catholic chaplain of Edith Cowan University.  In 
my view, that is no different from Professors Harry Phillips and David Black commenting in newspapers on 
political issues and stating the positions they hold at their universities; they may not have time to go back to their 
universities to ask whether the universities hold the views they have expressed.   

What I am most concerned about is that last year this State celebrated the contribution that Edith Cowan made to 
this Parliament and to this State 75 years ago.  Edith Cowan came into the Parliament with the philosophy that 
education widens the scope for everybody, makes a path forward, opens people’s minds and that it should, in a 
democracy, empower people to act and to exercise the right of freedom of speech.  Father Watt did nothing more 
than sign his name to an advertisement for a rally that he supported, and put down his position at the university.  
I find the university’s treatment of him to be against all of the values that Edith Cowan stood for and that the 
university professes to stand for, and something that most of us in a democracy in which we believe in freedom 
speech should be appalled to see.   

I work very closely with Professor Fiona Stanley on a number of childhood issues.  I think that Professor Stanley 
would take great exception if the University of Western Australia, for whom she is a professor, took exception to 
her statements on issues like the use of folate, or her views on abortion and human reproductive technology.  I do 
not think she would go back to the university saying she hoped the university agreed with a view that she holds 
strongly because of her medical background.  In my electorate in Fremantle, where the issue of live sheep 
exports is prominent, the Government would not say to members of the Society for the Protection of Live 
Animals that their actions are illegal because they are against its policy.  The Government does not discriminate 
against those people if they are public servants or if they work for the Government because they hold a view or 
they get out on the streets on Saturday and Sunday mornings holding up large signs expressing their opposition 
to live sheep exports.  It might offend me, being a supporter of primary production in this State, but it is their 
freedom of choice to stand on the streets and express a view that they believe in.  That is nothing more or 
nothing less than what Father David Watt was doing as the Catholic chaplain of Edith Cowan University: he 
expressed a view and signed his name and gave a description of his position.   

The action of the Edith Cowan University is reprehensible, and the Standing Committee on Public 
Administration should investigate this as it did with the University of Western Australia’s dealings with Dr 
David Rindos and others in his department and their effect on students.  Dr David Watt’s work in the position he 
held at the university as a Catholic priest does not necessarily influence people of other religions.  This action of 
the university goes against all of the ideals that Edith Cowan would have held dear to her heart.  The university, 
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in choosing the name Edith Cowan, would have given the impression to the public that it would uphold the 
ideals in which Edith Cowan believed.   

I therefore support this motion.  I request that the Government look into this issue and that the Attorney General 
and the Minister for Education intervene where they can.  If that does not happen, members on this side will 
consider encouraging the federal Minister for Education, Science and Training to undertake an examination of 
the funding arrangements for the university.   

HON PETER FOSS (East Metropolitan) [4.31 pm]:  I am very disappointed by the Government’s lackadaisical 
response.  I could understand such a guarded response if we were talking about this issue the day after the 
sacking had occurred.  Members should bear in mind the strong words used by the Attorney General - he 
referred to abhorrence about the events.  Why can the parliamentary secretary provide no more information after 
four weeks?  If nothing else, it shows that the Government does not care.  Members opposite simply needed to 
say the right soothing words on the day the article appeared in the newspaper and for the next couple of days 
during which the issue was discussed, after which people would have forgotten about it.  This Government is all 
about display, not reality.  This is a classic example of that.  Again, it might have said the issue was progressing 
if it were not for the fact that on Saturday the university started a character assassination of Father Watt.  That is 
a classic response to discrimination.  First, one gives the real reason.  From the vice-chancellor down, the 
university has consistently said that the real reason for the sacking is that Father Watt added his name to the 
register.  Four weeks later, the university has stated that he was sacked because of his ongoing unsatisfactory 
performance.  If one were to say in a court of law that the real reason for something was not the one first 
provided but the one thought up after four weeks of reflection, one would not do well.   

The situation has been exacerbated by the events at the south west campus of Edith Cowan University.  If 
members want evidence of the attitude of the university and a clear pointer to the way it proceeded, the events at 
the south west campus make that clear.   

What has the Government done?  It does not care.  It has paid lip service to this issue.  Why has the Attorney 
General not got off his backside?  I hoped to hear from the parliamentary secretary that someone had established 
the facts during the past four weeks, but that has not happened.  The Government still has not established the 
facts.  Members opposite should have said that the Government did not care.  Of course, the people who got 
upset about this issue were Liberal Party supporters and the perceived victims were Labor Party supporters.   

Members opposite talk about freedom of speech, but they do not believe in it.  We know that because members 
of the Labor Party are never allowed to vote according to their conscience.   

The namby-pamby answer provided by the parliamentary secretary four weeks after the event is a disgrace.  This 
Government is a disgrace.  Members opposite do not believe the highfalutin words they use.  The sooner this 
matter is investigated, the better.  If members opposite believed what they said, the Government would have 
done something during the past four weeks.  The Minister for Education should have spoken to the chancellor 
and the vice-chancellor.  I do not know what the chancellor thinks about this issue, but I cannot imagine him 
having much sympathy with this attitude.  I realise that in many ways he is a figurehead, but he is not entirely 
without influence.  I do not believe he would agree for one moment with this repressive attitude.  I remember 
that when he practised as lawyer, he was one of the most vigorous defenders of individual freedom.  If one 
wanted to find a person in Western Australia whose record indicated a firm commitment to individual freedom 
and whose actions spoke louder than words, one could not go past him.   

I urge the committee to move quickly and to start by speaking to the chancellor and establishing his views.  If 
that were to be the starting point, something would happen quickly to remedy the situation at the university.  
Something is sick and it needs treating urgently. 

Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


