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THOMAS GEORGE BUTLER, MLC 
Condolence Motion 

HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [3.01 pm] - without notice:  I move - 

That this house expresses its deep regret at the death of Mr Thomas Butler, a former member of the 
Legislative Council for the North-East Metropolitan Province and East Metropolitan Region; and places 
on record its appreciation for his long public service, and tenders its profound sympathy to members of 
his family in their bereavement. 

Mr President, it is with a great sense of sadness that I must speak to this motion marking the passing of a man 
who was a great stalwart of both the Australian Labor Party and the labour movement, Hon Tom Butler.  Tommy 
was born in 1929 in Perth and educated at Victoria Park and later at St Joachim’s schools.  Tom began his 
working life with an apprenticeship as a painter in 1945, working as a tradesman until he began a new career as a 
union organiser in 1963 with the Painters and Decorators Union.  In what were turbulent times for the labour 
movement, Tom became state secretary of the Painters and Decorators Union in 1971, a position that he held 
until 1983 when he became an adviser to the then Minister for Industrial Relations, Peter Dowding.  Tom also 
served the ALP over many years and in many guises, firstly as the secretary of the Maniana branch in 1955, 
which was unfamiliar to me but I believe is in that area alongside Wilson - 

Hon Ken Travers:  St James area. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Yes, the St James area. 

Tom was secretary of the Maniana branch in 1955 and later served as a trustee, becoming president of the party 
in 1980 and serving for 10 years in that role.  His contribution to the party saw him become a life member in 
1999.  In 1986 Tom was elected to this house for the first time as the member for North-East Metropolitan 
Province and he later became the member for the East Metropolitan Region until his resignation in February 
1995.  I had the great privilege of working with Tommy as a colleague in 1992, 1993 and 1994 when I first 
became a member of this house.  I already knew Tommy, of course, as the ALP president and also as a great 
supporter of our country branches, which included some unforgettable occasions at the Railway Hotel in 
Southern Cross, of which I will not go into detail here. 

Tom saw it as his duty to take me under his wing as a new and rural-based member, and that is something for 
which I will always be grateful.  He equipped me with some very good advice, the best of which I recall being 
no matter how serious the situation, a sense of humour is always helpful.  Tom needed that advice himself 
sometimes and he needed it particularly when, as a relatively new member himself in the late 1980s, he was 
despatched by the Premier to represent him at the opening of an important function of the naturist society.  The 
Premier’s staff assured a somewhat nervous Tom that not only would he be fully clothed, but also the audience 
would be similarly attired.  The latter assurance proved to be a non-core promise, and Tom delivered his address 
to an entirely nude assembly.  I doubt that he ever fully forgave the Premier’s staff for that.  However, Tom 
always served his constituents well.  He provided advice and guidance to what was a large and very diverse 
electorate, and one that he knew intimately.  His first speech reveals both his history and his commitment to the 
labour movement, and also his great affection for his constituency and the people who made it up.  He had an 
expressed and real sense of obligation to repay and to return the trust that they as constituents had placed in him. 
Tommy was an easygoing member who brought a great sense of humour and a strong character to this chamber.  
I know that he had very wide range of experiences as a member of this place, including service on the Select 
Committee on Salinity, and representing Western Australia at the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association.  
We all know that throughout Tom’s career his life was marked by concern for ordinary working people, which 
was born out of his experience in the building trade that fuelled his passion for collective representation and 
organisation.  He worked as a member of the labour movement non-stop for more than 50 years, and he will not 
be forgotten by the friends and colleagues that he made over such a long period of contribution to public life.   
Tom’s illness had been one of a long and slow decline, and that, for all its negatives, gave Tommy the chance to 
say goodbye to everybody.  I doubt that Tom had many regrets to express as he said those goodbyes.  My own 
memories of him will remain as a man of indomitable spirit, always quick with a joke and a rugged defender of 
those in need.  On behalf of the government I wish Tommy’s family and his friends our deepest sympathies; our 
thoughts are with them all. 

HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral - Leader of the Opposition) [3.08 pm]:  On behalf of the 
opposition, I join with the Leader of the House in supporting the motion brought about by the passing of 
Hon Tom Butler.  Tom Butler was a dedicated member of the union movement and the Australian Labor Party.  
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His parliamentary service followed a long career as a trade union organiser and secretary, and as a government 
adviser. 
Having been educated at Victoria Park, Tom aged 15 became an apprentice painter and decorator, and later a 
tradesman painter for a total of 18 years until 1963.  He was subsequently a full-time organiser for the Painters 
and Decorators Union, having become an office-bearer in 1960 and serving as the state secretary of the union 
from 1971 to 1983.  Clearly, Tom had real experience as a blue-collar worker prior to becoming a union official.  
Tom Butler was a delegate to the Trades and Labor Council of WA for more than 20 years and served as senior 
vice-president of the TLC from 1977 to 1982.  He was also actively involved in the Australian Labor Party, 
starting as a branch secretary in 1959, and moving on to vice-president of the state ALP, and finally as a long-
term state president from 1980 to 1990.   
Tom contested the seat of the North-East Metropolitan Province of the Legislative Council in 1986, then 
consisting of the Legislative Assembly seats of Morley-Swan, Maylands, Ascot, Helena and Welshpool, and was 
elected with an absolute majority of nearly 20 000 votes.  In his maiden speech to the Legislative Council, he 
placed much emphasis on industrial relations issues of the day and spoke with feeling about his background in 
the trade union movement, stating -  

Union officials are responsible for maintaining the quality of life of their members as well as wage 
parity and work conditions. 

Furthermore, he said - 
I can think of no better training ground for a member of Parliament than to serve as a trade union 
official, because a union official serves a demanding constituency and deals on a daily basis with a 
multitude of problems which go far beyond what we would normally define as industrial in nature. 

Although he held an uncompromising commitment to the Australian Labor Party, Tom concluded his speech 
with a warm personal reference to a political opponent, the then president of the Legislative Council, Hon Clive 
Griffiths, saying - 

You are well worthy of the position you hold in this place and I look forward to working with you 
closely. 

That is probably the only time I heard Tom say anything nice about our side of the house, in those terms at least.  
Three years later, with the replacement of the two-member provinces by regions, Tom secured the third position 
on the Australian Labor Party ticket for the East Metropolitan Region.  At the 1989 election, Tom was narrowly 
elected as one of the first five MLCs for the new region.  In 1993, Tom was comfortably re-elected from the 
second position on the ticket.  However, ill health caused him to resign from Parliament in February 1995.  His 
place in the house was taken by Hon Val Ferguson.  As a result of her disendorsement for the 1996 election, 
Tom resigned from the Labor Party after 41 years as a member. 
I remember Tom as a feisty advocate for his party and the union movement.  Needless to say, we did not often 
agree on issues.  However, I was always impressed by his sincerity and conviction and his determination to assist 
his constituency, as the Leader of the House has indicated. 
May I conclude by saying, on behalf of the opposition, that we are saddened by his passing and express our 
sympathy to his family. 
HON MURRAY CRIDDLE (Agricultural) [3.12 pm]:  I was very saddened to hear of Tom Butler’s passing.  I 
knew him as a man who was very true to his beliefs, the Labor Party and the people who worked in that area.  He 
was an effective and true worker for the union movement.  As an office bearer, I think he made his views known 
in an effective manner.  Hon Kim Chance said that Tom took him under his wing; I think that would have been a 
real effort in some ways because Tom Butler was a very small man.  However, I know that in his way he would 
have quietly passed on the message to Hon Kim Chance.  I remember Tom Butler as a quiet man.   
I remember going on a trip to the north with Tom Butler.  He would not be the best person in the world to mend 
a puncture.  I do not think that he had been to that particular part of the world very often, but he certainly joined 
in and we enjoyed his company on the trip.  He certainly lived a very full life.  I was with him in the Parliament 
for only a couple of years, but I enjoyed his company.  I express my sincere condolences to his family on his 
passing. 
HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [3.13 pm]:  I stand as one of the few other members of the 
opposition who was a member when Tom Butler was a member.  I remember him very well; in fact, I think he 
sat in the very seat that I now occupy.  I pass on my condolences to his family and his close friends.  He was a 
true Labor man.  Just to add to what Hon Norman Moore said about Tom paying a compliment to Hon Clive 
Griffiths, in fact, a few days after I joined this chamber, Tom left his seat, walked to where I was sitting and said 
to me, “What is a good-looking girl like you doing in a place like this?”  I was a little bit surprised.  I wanted to 
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put that on the record because I guess the relevance of it is that we only pass this way but once, and sometimes 
the nice things that are said are the things we remember.  To Tom’s family, I add to this debate and extend my 
sincere condolences. 

HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [3.14 pm]:  I also wish to add my voice to this motion, as sad as 
it is that we are having it today.  I probably did not know Tom as well as many in the Australian Labor Party or 
in this chamber, but when I first joined the ALP Tom was certainly an iconic figure who ran the party as 
president.  Anyone who went to the state executive meetings, well and truly got to know Tom and got to see him 
in action.  My early years as a member of the party involved attending state executive meetings, which, it is true 
to say, were a bit fierier than they are today.  Tom ruled those state executive meetings with an iron fist.  It was 
often hard to understand Tom when he was speaking at the table.  We realised years later that it was not simply 
because Tom had a propensity to mumble but that the public address system did not work quite as well as it 
could have.  I think that sometimes Tom used that to great advantage to keep young Turks like me in check.  We 
could not quite work out what he had said, so we did not know exactly how to respond.  He kept the state 
executive moving along in a great way.   
Another special thing about Tom was that he was an independent member who maintained his independence 
within the ALP factional system, certainly for the whole time that I knew him.  He was able to get there through 
his commitment and because of the respect in which everyone held him.  He was also very generous.  I was 
speaking today to one of our former colleagues, Hon Cheryl Davenport, about the sadness of the passing of 
Tommy Butler.  She recalled that he used to grow chrysanthemums and regularly took them to the staff in the 
ALP office.  She said that if there was a time for Tommy to pass away, this would be the appropriate time of the 
year, when the chrysanthemums are in flower.  That was a sign of Tom’s generosity of spirit and the fact that he 
would think of others.  He was not only earthy and grew plants, but also he took them to the ALP office to share 
them.  He had a great love for kids and young people in general.  Much of the community work that he did as a 
member of Parliament revolved around helping the young people in his electorate through groups such as the 
Bassendean Youth Service. 
Hon Kim Chance mentioned the role that Tom played as a mentor to him.  Tom Butler played that role in larger 
measure for some than for others, but he was one of those people who was so giving of his time that he was a 
great mentor to many in the ALP.  Tom was also a great team player.  For all of us on this side of the house, and 
all members of Parliament in fact, the way in which Tom worked as a member, particularly for the East 
Metropolitan Region, meant that he could create a team out of both upper and lower house members.  His role as 
team leader is something I have always tried to emulate and follow as a member of Parliament.  Even though he 
was only number three candidate on the East Metropolitan Region ticket, he was certainly instrumental in trying 
to make sure that all members in that region worked together as a team.  As I say, I have certainly tried to use 
him as an example in the way I have acted as a member of this place.  I doubt that many on this side of the 
chamber would not have been to one of the Mulberry Farm breakfasts that Tom was always instrumental in 
organising.  It was one of the social highlights of the ALP calendar.  There would always be a good crowd who 
would raise large amounts of money for the ALP.  It was always a good, fun event, which people looked forward 
to.  There was always a fantastic turnout.  People could always catch up with lots of other people they had not 
seen for a long time, because of the networking skills of Tom and other members of the East Metropolitan 
Region. 
People have mentioned the role he played as a trade unionist.  For much of the time that he was state president of 
the ALP he also held senior positions in the trade union movement, and thus provided a strong link between the 
ALP and the trade union movement in Western Australia.  All in all, he made an enormous contribution to the 
Western Australian Painters and Decorators Union, the Australian Labor Party, his community and this 
Parliament.  For that, he will be remembered by many and sadly missed by many.  Many of my colleagues are 
saddened by his passing.  When I first heard about it yesterday, I was with Hon Shelley Archer, and both of us 
were shocked and saddened.   
I pass on my condolences to his family.  I am sure that Tom will be remembered by many for a long time.   
HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan - Parliamentary Secretary) [3.20 pm]:  I associate myself with the 
remarks made by the leader and others in offering condolences to Tommy Butler’s family.  Like Hon Ken 
Travers, I joined the party at a time when Tom ruled state executive.  I was a university student at the time and 
Tom played two really important roles in my political development at that time.  I am not sure which one of 
those two I would place higher than the other.   
As Hon Ken Travers said, Tom was a man who set himself apart from the factions, although the factions in 1982, 
when I joined the party, were not as active as they are now.  However, he made a point of encouraging young 
people to be involved in the party at all levels.  He encouraged us to participate in debates and he engaged with 
us in conversations about what the various aspects of the party meant and how they worked.  That brings me to 
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the second role he played in my political career.  As a student, I had a limited income, and anyone who would 
buy me beers at the end of state executive would play an important role in my political development, and 
Tommy was pleased to do that on many occasions.  It was an important part of the socialising that drew this 
young person into the Australian Labor Party.   
His illness has been a long one and I have followed his progress over the years.  From time to time a group of 
former female electorate officers of various members of the Labor Party meet at Parliament House for lunch.  It 
is a worry when they do, because if they approach a member en masse as they are leaving lunch, that person 
knows that he or she will be given a bunch of jobs to do.  They were very loyal staff of and friends to Tommy 
and I was able to keep up with the state of his health through them.   I know that they will be deeply saddened by 
his passing. 
I associate myself with the remarks of those members who have spoken and pass on my condolences to his 
family.   
HON BARRY HOUSE (South West) [3.22 pm]:  My time in this house overlapped Hon Tom Butler’s time in 
this house by six to seven years and I associate myself with this condolence motion.  We were poles apart in our 
political philosophies, but Tom Butler had my respect as a member of this chamber and a person who 
contributed to public life in Western Australia.  I realised this as a result of the first committee of which I was a 
member and of which Tom Butler was a member.  I refer to the Joint Select Committee on Parole, which was 
chaired by Hon John Halden.  As a new member, I think I learnt that I could respect members from the 
opposition benches and could actually learn something from them.  I appreciated Hon Tom Butler’s assistance in 
providing me with pointers about committee work and various aspects of the operation of this chamber.   
The parole committee, as part of its inquiry, visited many prisons, and Fremantle Prison was still in operation at 
that stage.  On our visit to Fremantle Prison, we went through the section in which there were some very 
notorious criminals, including David Birnie.  All the committee members shared the same feeling; it made our 
skin crawl to be in that sort of company.  We also visited the gallows.  I recall Tom Butler’s remark that, “Thank 
God we don’t use this thing anymore.”  I half agreed with him, but I could have made an exception having just 
gone through the section where David Birnie was wandering around.   
The committee also visited Alice Springs.  During that time, I enjoyed Tom Butler’s company socially.  As a 
previous speaker said, he did enjoy a beer at the end of a hot day.  He was enjoyable company on that occasion 
and at other times.  We duly tabled our report.  The committee was a valuable learning experience for me as a 
new member in this place.   
We can acknowledge Tom Butler as a person who made a lifelong commitment to Western Australia through his 
cause, the labour movement.  I enjoyed his company, acknowledge his contribution to the labour movement and 
to the state, and join this house in extending condolences to his family and friends.   
THE PRESIDENT (Hon Nick Griffiths):  Honourable members, I join with those who have spoken in 
extending my condolences to Hon Tom Butler’s family.  I knew Thomas George Butler - Tom or Tommy - in 
three roles, and they encompass his public service.  He was a unionist, a very important official of the Australian 
Labor Party and a member of the Legislative Council.  As a unionist, of course, he had a very long association 
with the Western Australian Painters and Decorators Union.  There was another union with a similar name that 
was active in Victoria in the late 1970s, and perhaps earlier, and the early 1980s.  It was the subject of a royal 
commission and it led to a number of interesting exchanges between Tommy Butler and another of our 
colleagues, Hon P.H. Lockyer.  Tom would invariably talk about a matter dealing with industrial relations.  He 
was a unionist through and through and quite often Hon P.H. Lockyer would interject and say words to this 
effect, “There you go again - the representative for the painters and dockers.”  Tom would respond in his usual 
good humoured manner with a smile and would carry on with what he was saying.   
The other area of great service that Tom provided to our community was in holding high office in the Western 
Australian Branch of the Australian Labor Party.  In the course of being the president for many years and 
holding other positions, from time to time he found himself on the national executive, whether as an elected 
member of the national executive of the Australian Labor Party or a proxy, I am not sure.  When Tom and I were 
members of the East Metropolitan Region, he told me about an occasion on which he attended the national 
executive in the 1970s.  To give members an idea of the measure of the man, in those days the national executive 
comprised people like Bob Hawke and Gough Whitlam.  I will not go into great detail, because I am not sure that 
Tom would like me to.  The story was something to this effect: to travel from Western Australia to attend a 
meeting in the eastern states, probably Canberra, he took one of the awful flights, the so-called midnight horror.  
He was very excited about the meeting he was to attend.  His recollection was that he did not really remember 
much because he was so tired and that at the end of the meeting either Bob Hawke or Gough Whitlam inquired 
about who this chap was.  A good description of Tom Butler is that he was self-effacing.   
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Tom was a member of this house from May 1986 until he retired in February 1995.  He was a member who 
associated himself with what was going on in the electorate that he represented: first, the North-East 
Metropolitan Province and, from 1989, the East Metropolitan Region.  He was a member who brought the values 
that he had acquired over time to his role as a member of the Legislative Council.  In particular, he busied 
himself with causes that members do not often get involved in.  He had a very strong commitment to the young 
people in our community.  He was particularly concerned with the welfare of young people who, as he saw it, 
did not have great opportunities in life.  One of his major projects was the Lockridge youth service.  He spent a 
lot of time from 1993 to 1994 chairing meetings of the Lockridge youth service and getting involved in its day-
to-day activities.  He had, I think, what many would call the common touch.  He empathised with people in the 
way they lived their daily lives.   

The Leader of the Opposition made reference to, and quoted from, Hon Tom Butler’s maiden speech, which was 
delivered on 19 June 1986.  In doing so, he made reference to Tom saying that he came from a trade union 
background, and he saw that as a better training ground.  I will quote further from that speech.  Tom went on to 
say - 

Rank and file unionists see their elected representatives as a source of advice and assistance on all 
matters, as our constituents view us, their elected parliamentary representatives.  In making the 
transition, therefore, from an official of the Painters and Decorators Union to the member for a large, 
predominantly “working class” electorate, I am extending and building upon a lifetime’s work. 

May I say that in his role as a member of the Legislative Council of Western Australia, Thomas George Butler 
did indeed build on and enhance a very great lifetime’s work.  I invite honourable members to stand. 

Question passed, members standing. 

The PRESIDENT:  Thank you, members.  In accord with our practice, I will cause copies of Hansard to be 
provided to Tom’s family. 
 


