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!MANZI (Pier): 
Deepest sympathy to Giulia, 
Rita and Marco. From Montin: and Pm-Sons families. 

MAPIZI (Peter): A kind and loving man. Deepest 
ympathy to his loved ones. Dom May 

and family. 

MANZI (Peter): Our love and sympathy to Julia and family 
on 
Fn 'm Norma and Jim Nova 

McALEER (Margaret): Sincere 
sympathy to Tony and Nan. Will always remember our 
friendship and happy times over the years gone. Jack 
and Myrtle Keogh and family 

Rest in peace 

MOALEER (Margaret): 
Deepy. A servi

est  
fa mil 

symp
ng
athy to her 

Justice of 
the Peace for many years. Three Springs Police, Staff 
and families. 

MCALEER (Margaret): 
The President, members and 
staff of the Legislative Council express their deep 
regret at the death of Hon. 
Margaret McAleer arid extend their deepest sympathy to members of her family on 
their sad loss. 

McALEER (Margaret): 
A valued Committee member who will be sadly missed. 
Sincere condolences to fm-oily members 
From members and staff WA Centenary of Womens 
Suffrage Committee. 

McALEER (Margret): The first Liberal woman Parliamentary Upper House Member 
(1974-93), who served the state and community well. A 
valued member of the Liberal 
Party who Will be sadly missed. Sympathy to family 
and close friends. 
David Johnson President. Liberal Party of WA. 

MCALEER(lon Margaret): 
The Parliamentary Liberal Party remembers with 
kindness and gratitude our 
former colleague. Margaret brou0ht her quiet Wit 
scholarship and sound jodgement to the parliament, 
and used them all in long and loyal service to her electorate and to the people 
of Western Australia. 

MOALEER (Hon Margaret): A fine and honourable lady. 
respected by all who knew her. A good friend, a very 
special person. Condolences to Tony and family 
Rita arid Gordon Masters 

MoALEER (Margaret): 
A t.ibote to a gracious lady who was my colleague for 

M
any years. Many thanks 

Margaret, you never allowed 
5tup1d party politics to intortere in our work for the 
good of those whom We 
represented. Bert Crane, Noeletta and family. 

McALEER (Margaret): 
Deepest sympathy to Tony 
and family. From Ron. Lottie 
and the Cousins family. 

MCBURNEY (Bunice): A ieeely 
kind lad4 ohasbecome 

MOOREHEAD (Bernice): 
Passed away on 1.4.99 after a short illness. In loving 
memory of our fond mum 
and nanna. Our thoughts are with you forever and we will 
remember all the good times together. 
Son John, daughter-in-law 
Helen and grandchildren Nicoile and David. 

MORGAN (Deni.): Darling, we 
fought hard together to win the war, you are the pivot of 
my life, hold roy hand and guide me to pick up the 
pieces. You Ruby. 

MORGAN (Deni.): 
Dad, so many kilometres in rod dust and wonderful times 
together, words will only get in the way. Love Rob. 

MORGAN (Deni.): Dad, no 
words are going to say how we feel. Everyone knows you 
were a wonderful man and a tough act to follow. 
Shaun and Ian. 

MORGAN (Donis): 
Bumpie. keep the stories 
coming. 

Love Matthew. Katrina, 
Brett, Rosen and Rob. 

MORGAN (Deniat: Bun.pI., 
where's the chocolate? We will remember you in our 
hearts. Hayden .Lewis.d  

MORRISON (WIlliam Norman): His st—ngth. his kindness 
and his love Will be with US forever. He was always there for us as a Father, 
Grandfather and friend. Peter. Annette, Justine and Simon. 

MORRISON William Norman 
(A.O.)r in loving memory of our Normie. Dearly loved 
father of Lysbeth. 
father-in-law  Of Duncan and grandfather of Philip, Joanna and Ross. 

MORRISON (William Norman): In memory of a cle 
business associate and

os 
 a wonderful friend over more than 40 years. Always a 

leader, guide and a 
gentleman. Sympathyrs 

of  
to Patricia and all membe 

the family. 
Margaret and Brian Somas 

MORRISON (WIllIam Norman): 
A respected member of the business commun:ty - and former chairman of Bristile 
Ltd. Sincere condolences to family members. From Board 
of Foturis Corp 

From 

MORRISON (William): Our deepest sympath to Peter, Annette and family on 
your sad loss. Our thoughts 
are with you at this time. 

From the Settlers Group 
MORRISON (Norman): 
Sincere condolences to the family of Norman Morrison. 
He was a highly respected Life Member of the CCI and a former President of the WA Employers' Federation, o 
of Our predecessors 



NOTE TO READER 

Readers of this oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is an edited transcript of the 

spoken word and reflects the informal, conversational style that is inherent in such historical 

sources. The Parliament of Western Australia and the Battye Library are not responsible for 

the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for the views therein; these are for the reader to 

judge. 

[ ] are used for insertions, not in the original tape. 

FULL CAPITALS in the text indicate a word or words emphasised by the person interviewed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This is an interview with Margaret McAleer for the Battye Library Oral History Unit and the 
Western Australian Parliamentary History Project. 

Margaret McAleer was born in Perth in 1930 and grew up in Geraldton. She was educated at 
Stella Mans in Geraldton and Loreto Convent in Claremont, and completed a BA (Hons) at 
the University of Melbourne. While in Melbourne she joined the Liberal Party. In 1961 she 
returned to the family farm at Arrino near Three Springs and was active in the CWA, Red 
Cross and local government. She also became involved with the local branch of the Liberal 
Party. Her interest in the party increased and from 1968-1974 she was a member of the Rural 
Committee; 1970-1974 was President of the Kalgoorlie Central Division and Chairperson of 
the Women's Divisional Committee; and from 1973-1974 was State Vice President. 

In 1970 she campaigned, unsuccessfully, for a seat in the Senate and in 1974 was elected 
Member of the Legislative Council for the Upper West Province. Ms McAleer was the first 
non-Labor woman member of the Legislative Council. From 1980-1983 she held the position 
of Government Whip and from 1983-1993 was Opposition Whip. In 1990 she served as 
Assistant Shadow Minister for Women's Interests and in 1993 she retired from politics. She 
married Angus Cameron in 1985. 

During the interview Ms McAleer talked of her early life and influences. She also discussed, 
in detail her political career, including campaigning; her work in Parliament and on 
parliamentary committees; the role of Whip; political issues and politicians; and the role of 
women in Parliament. 

The interviews were conducted at Parliament House between May 1992 and May 1993 by 
Erica Harvey. There are ten tapes. 



EDITED TRANSCRIPT 

TAPE ONE SIDE ONE 

EH This is the commencing interview with Margaret 

McAleer on 13 May 1992 at Parliament House; interviewer 

Erica Harvey. 

McALEER My name is Margaret McAleer and I was born in 

Perth on 16 February 1930. 

EH Who was your father? 

McALEER My father was James McAleer who was a doctor 

in Geraldton. 

EH Was he born in Western Australia? 

McALEER Yes, he was born in Mullewa, and I am not 

quite sure of the date that he was born because there 

was no registration of birth issued at the time; I think 

it was issued about a year later. But somewhere about 

1897 

EH And who was your mother? 

McALEER My mother's full name was Kathleen Monica 

Hearn and she was brought up on a farm in the district 

of Arrino, which is part of Three Springs shire. 

EH What was her occupation before she was 

married? 

McALEER She didn't have any other occupation, except 

that she came home from school and was on the farm, and 

met and married my father who was at that time Three 

Springs' first doctor. 

EH Did she work at all after her marriage? 

McALEER No, she never worked. 



McALEER 2 

EH Were there any other members of your family - 

any brothers or sisters? 

McALEER Yes, I have one brother, Tony. 

EH And is he younger or older than you? 

McALEER He is three and a half years younger than I 

am. 

EH Did you grow up in Geraldton? 

McALEER Yes, I grew up in Geraldton. I always thought 

that if my mother had known I was going to have a 

political career she should have pulled out all stops to 

have me born in Geraldton [laughter] . I grew up there 

and I went to school there in my early years till the 

age of eleven, nearly twelve, and I was away at school 

in Perth. After a year of evacuation down in the 

country in 1942 I then went to Loreto. My mother had 

been a Loreto girl and I was a Loreto grandchild and 

therefore always destined to go there. 

EH There was an interesting comment in an 

interview in The Record in 1984 where you said that you 

survived the rigours of education in a Presbyterian 

kindergarten in Dublin. This seemed like a paradoxical 

comment, when I read it. Did it leave an indelible 

impression, this Presbyterian kindergarten? 

McALEER No, the rigorous part was probably either 

journalistic licence on my part or the journalist's. 

[Laughter] I can just remember going there. I was 

three, and it was only later on, of course, that I 

learnt that it was a Presbyterian kindergarten, which 

always amused me being in the heart of Dublin. I 

presume that it was handy to where we lived. 

EH So you had travelled to Europe at quite a 

young age, then? 

McALEER Yes, I was about two and a half when my father 

went back to Dublin to complete his FRCS, and we were 

away until 1934 when my mother brought my brother, who 

was born in Dublin, and me back to Western Australia and 

left us with our grandparents and went back to, by that 

time, London and my father. 

1The Record, May 3-9 1984 page 11. 
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EH Whereabouts did you go to primary school in 

Geraldton? 

McALEER I went to the Presentation Convent which was 

called Stella Mans. 

EH Did you enjoy your primary years? 

McALEER Yes, I enjoyed them very much. I had had a 

year of correspondence when I was left by my mother with 

my grandparents, and I had learnt to do pot hooks and 

things, and my nanny tells me I could read by that stage 

and when I went to school I enjoyed ic a lot. I enjoyed 

the company, I think, as much as anything. 

EH Were there particular interests you had at 

that time, sporting or artistic interests? 

McALEER I was interested in sports. I enjoyed playing 

hockey and tennis, which were probably all we had apart 

from playing cops and robbers. We had quite extensive 

grounds. But the nuns themselves were very artistic. 

They perhaps weren't quite so strong at that time in 

many academic subjects, although they were upgrading 

themselves and going off to university and so forth. 

They did have a very strong and very good tradition of 

painting and drawing and of course needlework, and 

particularly so in music and in voice production. All 

this was done through Trinity College and while I showed 

absolutely no talent at all for music, my mother 

insisted I keep learning and whatever I learnt about 

music I more or less learnt from them because they 

started us very early on the theory of music, which I 

guess (theory of course) came much more easily to me 

than actually exercising my fingers, and I also did 

quite well on the voice side. 

EH You went down to Loreto when you were thirteen 

years old. Was that to Loreto Osborne in Claremont? 

McALEER Yes. I was evacuated to my grandparents' farm 

in 1942, so I didn't really get to Loreto till '43 which 

was probably a year after I would normally have gone 

there. 

EH And you boarded. 

McALEER And I boarded, but I even boarded in Geraldton 
although I was only a stone's throw from home. 
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EH Do you have feelings about boarding school 
now 

that you remember? 

NcALEER Well, I obviously always enjoy
ed boarding 

because it was purely by choice in Gerald
ton, I was a 

weekly boarder there, and I always enjoy
ed boarding 

school. My brother on the other hand always
 loathed it, 

so it was just a temperamental thing. 

EH Yes. Your schooling at Loreto then, Margare
t, 

did you have a choice of subjects? 

MCALEER Yes. There was some limitation. 
When I went 

there I was, rather against my father's w
ishes, a bit 

interested in medicine, and so I made an eff
ort to begin 

on my science subjects of physics and chemis
try, but the 

one and only teacher of physics and chemi
stry somehow 

gave up the ghost in my first year. I don
't mean that 

she died, but went away or retired or some
thing, and I 

wasn't able to pursue it then. But on the
 other hand, 

of course, I didn't make and probably my f
amily didn't 

make for me big waves to say that these wer
e subjects I 

must be taught. Of course, later on when I 
wanted to do 

Greek to go with my Latin the nuns in 
fact got an 

outside teacher for me, a Mr Coroneos who 
was a Greek, 

after I had begun my studies with Mother J
ude. So in a 

sense, although it was a little limited in 
what the nuns 

taught at that time they probably would ha
ve got me an 

outside teacher if we'd insisted. We always
 had a Mr de 

Laeter teach us geography in senior scho
ol and a Mr 

Rutter for secular singing. 

EH And so what subjects did you tend to take, 
the 

arts subjects? 

MCALEER Yes. I persisted with my maths and things 

such as drawing and botany. When I was doing 

correspondence in 1942 I was in year nine
, I think it 

would be called now, but I didn't really ge
t through the 

first term exams, or hardly. So, although
 when I went 

to Loreto first for the first time I was 
put into the 

next class, which was the Junior exam class
, in fact it 

was decided that I would do better to 
go back and 

complete the year that I'd missed. So it was a very 

general sort of course that one did, you k
now. One did 

arithmetic, algebra and geometry, just acro
ss the board 

subjects, and I persisted with that kind o
f curriculum 

till my sub-leaving year, but by sub-lea
ving it was 

quite clear that I was not particularly 
talented in 

maths and though my family had made big ef
forts to get 

me tutors earlier, you know, and make up a
ny gaps that 

might have been originally in my education 
on that side 

in, say, my primary school, I really succu
mbed to arts 

subjects. 
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EH You mentioned that you did Latin and Greek. 

Did you do any modern languages? 

MCALEER I did French. 

EH That's a very impressive choice of languages 

actually for a small school, isn't it? 

McALEER I suppose so but Latin, of course, was normal 
to convents. I began Latin at seven at Stella Mans, so 
I was always fairly well advanced in Latin, but coming 
to Greek so late I didn't advance so well in it and I 

didn't persist with it in the end. 

EH Were there teachers, particularly nuns, there 

who made an important impression on you growing up? 

McALEER Yes, indeed. [Pause] Yes, I suppose that 
one's teachers and, in the case of a child at boarding 

school, of course one has contact with teachers who are 
also one's supervisors and carers in after school life, 
as it were, so they tend to make a different impression 
because they're the disciplinarians or otherwise. But I 

was very lucky in Geraldton at Stella Mans because not 
only did I have good teachers in music and in art of 
speech, but I had a comparatively young nun who took a 
great interest in the literary side of things and 
introduced me at a very early age to Paradise Lost and 
generally gave me a fairly liberal start to English 

literature anyway. 

EH And did you continue that reading yourself? 

McALEER Yes. I had an actual bent that way and I was 
lucky to be always associated at school with teachers 

who fostered it. But when I got to Osborne I did have, 
I thought, a couple of outstanding teachers but one in 

particular who was very versatile. She was a teacher in 
maths but also history, and as a history teacher. . . .1 
wasn't of course an apt pupil at the maths but I found 
her a very illuminating and imaginative teacher in 
history and I always felt I owed a great deal to her. 

El-I What was her name? 

McALEER Her name was Mother Borgia. But in a general 
way at Osborne. .. .by the way I should say the first 
teacher to whom I owed a very great deal at Stella Mans 
was Sister de Lourdes who's still alive. Mother Borgia 
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is also still alive. She had her hundredth birthday the 

other day and she wrote a letter whose writing (I mean, 

my own is so disgraceful) has hardly varied. I owed a 

very great deal too in pastoral care, especially to a 

Mother Clare and Mother Jude. 

EH You mentioned the subjects that you were most 

interested in. What were the outside interests that you 

developed at Loreto in the way of sport and drama? 

McALEER We were there during the war years and so 

where formerly there had been interschool competitions 

in sport, this had been.... 

EH Was it disbanded for the war? 

McALEER Yes, they desisted from interschool sports 

because of the difficulties of the war but we did have 

some togetherness with the other Loreto at Nedlands, so 

that was really our only sporting contact and we played 

tennis with them in competition, that sort of thing. 

And also, of course, we were able through Mr Edwards, 

who was a well-known coach at that time and the father 

of the coach of Evonne Goolagong. We had him as coach, 

so we were very well taught in tennis and had some 

competition in that. But for the rest they didn't have 

hockey, which was probably my first love, but we played 

basketball. Athletics had been part of the tradition 
but it wasn't on during the war. 

I began and edited a school magazine called Lauretana 

for a couple of years - Mother Borgia had the oversight 

of it and probably initiated the idea. 

EH I And the boys' schools, the socials, did you do 

dancing? 

MCALEER Oh, absolutely not [Laughter] But we were 
allowed to receive visits if we had a brother at a 

neighbouring school - and after a while my own brother 
went to St Louis nearby - he was allowed to visit. 
[Laughs] 

EM So there was little contact between St Louis 
and Loreto. 

McALEER No. We were taught dancing but we had to 
dance with each other, girls, which was a very bad way 

of learning to dance. 
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Eli [Laughs] 

McALEER Sorry, I should say we weren't completely cut 
off from St Louis. For instance, they had a very happy 
period there where they were putting on Gilbert and 
Sullivan operas. The boys put them on entirely. They 
made such pretty girls, too, and they were allowed to 
come over and put on these productions and that sort of 

thing, but genuine socialising, no. 

EH The school at Loreto has been demolished 

recently. Were there physical features of the building 

and the landscape that have stayed in your mind? 

McALEER Well, yes. Of course, I was attached to it 
and I was doubly attached to it because I had my 

mother's memories as well, and o course some of the 
teachers there had known my mother as a youngster. I 
had a particular interest. . . .we had a rather ugly now I 

look back on it three storey building which was 
classrooms at the bottom and assembly area and then two 
floors of dormitories, and parallel with the top floor 
of the dormitories was a tank which was our water 
supply, so it was very high. My mother in her youth had 
crossed the narrow drawbridge which went to the tank and 
planted something on top and so I felt an obligation 
[laughs] very childishly to repeat the same thing. Of 
course I was discovered afterwards and lost a great many 
merit marks and was in great disgrace. 

EH But you were successful 

McALEER I was a success, yes. Well, I should say 
first of all that I always lived on the west side of 
Richardson Avenue and we did in fact own, Loreto owned, 
the primary school on the river side as well, but I was 
too old to go to primary school. My mother lived in 

early youth over there and in those days, of course, 
they were allowed to swim and they went down and swam in 
the river down the bottom, because it was all part of 
the old hotel. 

EH Oh, you could still get down to the river. 

McALEER Yes, yes, and although the cobblers meant that 
once you took to the water you never put a foot on the 
ground, you had good swimming.... but that had all 
fallen apart in my day. 



McALEER 8 

You asked me what buildings I liked. I really liked the 

remnants of the old hotel very much. The top of the 

tower had been taken away by my time so we only had, as 

it were, half a tower, but I always thought [it was] 

rather a graceful sort of a building and comfortable and 

it had something. I was very sad when later on I saw it 

was all boarded up. It took away its character 

altogether. The chapel, which was comparatively new and 

which was the cause of some controversy when the Holmes-

a-Courts were destroying everything, I think it was said 

to be a good example of art deco. I liked it. That was 

all part of the new complex of new classrooms. They 

were good and functional but I didn't have any special 

feeling for them. 

Sorry, I was going to tell you that, while I didn't go 

swimming, when I became really senior and especially in 

my final year when I was the head prefect or whatever it 

was called, head girl, I was allowed a great deal of 

freedom within the grounds, and I spent a great deal of 

time over on the cliff - out of school hours, of 

course, lunch times - just reading and exploring and 

taking the sun. 

EH Margaret, you've briefly mentioned the war 

years. I was going to lead on and ask you a little bit 

more about that, but I first wanted to ask you what was 

your earliest memory of a political event? 

McALEER Well, I think my earliest memory of a 

political event is a pretty late one, just thinking now 

without anything else occurring to me, and that was when 

Mr Menzies was making a drive to be returned to power 

and came to Geraldton and spoke in the town hall. 

EH Was this after the [war)? 

McALEER Yes. I can't really place it in time. 

EH Yes. After the war though. 

MCALEER Yes. I don't remember, I don't associate 

political events with my earlier recollections. 

EH Did your family discuss politics at home? 

McALEER Yes. My grandmother, for instance, who had 

very strong political views, Liberal views, 
conservative. My father was intensely interested in 
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political history but obviously he didn't talk current 
politics a great deal for many years because when the 

time came for various political parties to invite him to 

stand as candidate, everybody asked him because nobody 

knew what his views actually were [laughs] 

EH Isn't that interesting. He did get involved 

in local politics, though. 

McALEER Yes. He was Mayor of Geraldton for about 

thirteen years, I think. 

EH The effect of the war, then, on your family 

and on you at school, was your father involved at all? 

McALEER Yes. He wasn't, of course, of a military age 

but he for a time was the only medical officer left in 

Geraldton. Geraldton was. . . .not only did we have a 

very, first of all an Air Force establishment close to 

town but then by 1942 we had a very big military 

establishment all round that district. We had a town 

population which was about 5 000 people I think, so not 

only had the normal population to cope with but also all 

the various alarms and excursions which took place, 

because it was thought that invasion was a possibility 

and so they had to sort of prepare as best they could. 

So he remained in Geraldton all through the war. My 

mother shuttled to and fro between us as children in 

1942, but otherwise she was there too. 

EH Yes. And at school, was there news of the war 

coming through to the students at school? 

McALEER Yes, it was. I'm ashamed to say that my first 

real recollection of it was the fall of France. I mean, 

obviously we knew about the war beginning and so forth 

but that didn't seem to register with me quite so much 

as I guess the shock that everybody registered at the 

fall of France. And of course as I child I remember 

that everybody was. . . .on the radio at home, for 

instance, everybody would listen to Daventry or try and 

get Daventry which was broadcast through our radios to 
get the news from England, but in a way the war was kept 

pretty well away from us. But in 1942 all the children 
in Geraldton schools were evacuated. They went up to 

Mullewa and Tardun and all parts of the Murchison there. 

EH All the children from the schools? 

McALEER M'rnm, boarding schools. 
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EH It would have been a very large task, wouldn't 

it, yes. 

MCALEER Well, it was and they were sort of scattered 

about everywhere. I don't mean that all the schools 

were closed, of course. They still did function there 

but as many children as could be got out were got out. 

EH Yes, yes. Margaret, your decision to go to 

university, were you encouraged to go on to university 

by the nuns and by your family? 

McALEER Yes. I don't think it was a decision. 
think [laughing] it was accepted as normal. 

EH Yes. And did many of your friends go on too? 

McALEER Yes, but I got separated from them because I 

went to Melbourne and, with the end of the war, which 

more or less coincided with Leaving (le, the exam for 

schools) we had a lot of students who were from Malaysia 

and Singapore who were down there because they were 

separated from their parents, or their mothers perhaps 

came with them, and they then went back to England or 

the place where their roots were so they'd led different 

lives. Most of my own contemporaries then went to West 

Australian University but I went to Melbourne. 

EH What was the reason that you went to 

Melbourne? 

McALEER Well, the real reason was because it was a 

boarding arrangement in a sense. We had a hostel here 

but I guess it was full of rehab. students at the time - 
certainly Melbourne itself was - and my father had 
fairly strict ideas about the silliness of people, young 

people needing some supervision and so I was sent to 

Loreto, Mary's Hall Loreto at Melbourne. 

EH So what subjects then, what course did you 
decide on at Melbourne? 

McALEER I would've liked to have done Latin and Greek 

but my Greek wasn't really up to scratch, and although I 

persisted with private tuition I didn't feel that it was 

going to be sufficient for a major and so I then opted 

for history and English. 
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EH Did you enjoy those studies then at Melbourne 

University? 

McALEER Yes, I enjoyed them, but I enjoyed them 

progressively. I don't know that I was a very good 

student! 

EH [Laughing] Why do you say that? 

McALEER Well, I think I lacked concentration. I often 

wonder when I notice the students nowadays who go away 

for a year and I think that's a very difficult thing to 

come back to study, but I think perhaps some maturity is 

a help, and I often thought at that time the honours 

system in Victoria in the schools, that final year of 

honours was probably better preparation for university 

than our own leaving and matriculation. And I was 

barely seventeen and perhaps not in many ways terribly 

mature. 

EH Melbourne would've been a very different city 

to have gone to. 

McALEER Yes, apart from nearly freezing to death 

because they had power strikes all the first winter, I 

loved Melbourne, yes. 

EH Did you have a career in mind as you were 

going through university? 

McALEER I think when I was very young I thought I was 

going to be a Prime Minister but by the time I got to 

university I think I felt my vocation was going to be in 

writing, but it was a bit vague. 

El-I You had political aspirations or interests, 

perhaps? 

McALEER No, not truly, not by that stage. The Prime 

Minister bit was because my father was so interested in 

political history and had always held up the younger 

Pitt to us as aft example [laughs] of what one should 

be. When I hear of women needing woman role models I 

often smile because I thought I did exceptionally well 

with William Pitt! [Laughs] 

EH Were there outstanding lecturers who inspired 

you at all at Melbourne? 
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McALEER Yes, particularly in the school of history, I 

think I was most impressed by my lecturers and in due 

course I came to be one of Manning Clark's students and 

that certainly had a fair effect on me. But there was a 

lecturer in classics and ancient history whose name I 
think was O'Brien. It's terrible to say you're 

impressed and can't remember his name quite. He wasn't 

a good lecturer but he was a splendid tutor. He did 

very good research work and I felt I learnt very good 
principles from him. Of course, when you're doing 

research in ancient history and you're doing it in 
English translations I suppose that leaves something to 

be desired, but a great deal of work had been done on 

source material, so he was able to take us on. He I 

think was doing quite original work, as indeed Manning 

Clark was in quite a different field. Pat Grey, I 
don't know what became of her in the end, but in my 

very first year she was doing Tudor history and, again, 

the focus was on research, primary sources and so on, 

and it was all a great eye opener to me and I found it 

exciting and interesting. 

EH This would've been early days of Australian 

history. 

McALEER Yes, I guess it was, although there had been 

some good general history written in Australia before 

then. 

EH Did you do your honours degree then at 

Melbourne as well? 

McALEER Yes. well, of course you didn't, as you do 

here, do your degree and then do an honours year. You 

went into a stream that was an honours stream so you did 

less subjects. 

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE ONE 
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TAPE ONE SIDE TWO 

EM In our pre-interview discussion you said that 
Frank Crowley recognised liberal ideas, I should say, in 

your writing. Did this comment surprise you? 

McALEER Yes, it surprised me a great deal because, 
first of all, I was trying to practise the first 
principle which is to recognise your bias and iron them 
out, and I hadn't really recognised that one - in my 
writing. And surprised me secondly because in my days 
with Manning Clark when I came home my grandmother was 
horrified with the kind of view I had of events of early 
Australian history, and it was obvious that Manning 

Clark, who of course was fairly left wing [laughs] had 
had some influence, so I was surprised to find it seemed 
to have completely dissipated. [Laughter] 

EH Do you remember what ideas your grandmother 
was upset about? 

McALEER Well, Manning Clark as I remember it laid a 
good deal of stress on the free settlers but also, of 
course, on the convict element. I can't remember what I 
was putting forward to my grandmother that struck her as 

so very peculiar indeed but obviously they weren't such 
good conservative views as I acquired later on. 
[Laughter.] 

EH Did you write an honours thesis? 

McALEER No, we didn't write theses. Later on, while I 
was with Frank Crowley I was doing it for an MA. 
Although I completed the first draft I never went on 
with it. 

EH Why I ask was that you wrote an article 
entitled "Some aspects of the development of the 

northern wheatbelt" for the West Australian Historical 
Society,' in which you analysed the geographical and 
scientific development of the region from an historical 
perspective. I was wondering if that was part of a 
thesis? 

McALEER Yes, it was later broadened into the whole 
wheatbelt. I had started off, I wanted to do John 

1McAleer, M. "Some Aspects of the Development of the Northern Wheat 

Belt", in Early Days, Vol 5 Part 2, RWAFiS, Perth, 1956, pp45-70. 
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Forrest's political life but Crowley himself, of course, 
had ambitions to do that, which he did in fact later on, 
so he detoured me off into something else. As farming 
was my other love and interest, I'm not quite sure 
whether he pushed me into it or it came to me. 

EH Yes. I was going to ask you whether that work 
reflected personal interest in farming. 

McALEER Yes. 

Eli Were there any political considerations while 
you were writing this? By that I really mean the 
politics of the country. 

McALEER No. I wasn't politically active and I dare 
say not even currently politically very aware at all. 
In Melbourne during the time that I was at university it 
was a time of great excitement and political excitement 
in universities and it really passed me by completely. 
I was always surprised at the adventures some of my 
contemporaries had. I was a bit lucky that I didn't 
join the Melbourne Labor Club because it had the 
reputation of being the very best of clubs on the 
campus, but I was a nominal Liberal because some active 
Liberal fellow student signed me up but I simply paid 
over the money, you know. 

EH Yes. You came back to Western Australia then 
after you'd done your degree in Melbourne. You spent 
some time in Switzerland and in Europe. Did you travel 
soon after completing your degree or did you come back 
here and work? 

McALEEP. No, I spent another further year in Melbourne 
doing some postgraduate work and I really wanted to do 
it - it seems strange - in English, in the English 
school and, well, it was a sort of mixture. I was 
interesting myself in McAulay, the historian. I 
remember [laughs] being sent to see Alec Hope and he got 
all excited because he thought it was l'icAulay the poet 
that I was interested in. He was less excited when he 
discovered it was the historian [laughs) . Alec Hope was 
one of the lecturers there while I was there. 

EH So you worked then in Melbourne for a year, 
and when did you travel? 

MCALEER Yes, that was in 1951 just after my twenty 
first birthday. 
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EH Did you go up to Europe alone? 

McALEER No. [Laughs] The whole damn family went: my 

grandparents, my maternal grandparents, my mother and my 

father and my brother and myself. Travel was still a 

little bit difficult, that is to say to get a passage on 

a boat, so we went literally on a Cook's tour, which was 

a farmers' tour which took us to England and in fact we 

stayed with it and had, say, something like six weeks 

touring the farming areas of England and a little into 

Scotland, and then a bit on the Continent in France and 

Switzerland. Then we were free to go on our travels and 

we went to Italy and Sweden and so forth. But in the 

course of all this I applied for a place at Oxford and I 

was sent to see the Jesuits there, and through them was 

introduced to a comparatively new Catholic college. My 

name was put down but I had to wait and so, rather than 
take me back in such difficult times to Australia, my 

father arranged that 1 should stay in Switzerland. I 

would like to have stayed in Paris but he thought 

[laughing] that wasn't very safe, because in '51 there 

was a very strong feeling in Europe that hostilities 

might resume, and so being able to be safe and possibly 

to get out was a consideration, quite apart from the gay 

life of Paris and all its possible temptations! So I 

spent that year in Switzerland. Because language was a 

problem I went back to a gymnasium where they had a 

section for foreign students of all colours and creeds, 

and so I did a full year of studies with them but when I 

became sufficiently revved up in reading and writing I 

went to the university just to do a course in diplomatic 

history just to keep my hand in, so to speak. However, 

when they wrote to me from Oxford and said, "Now's your 

time," by that time... .1 think I concealed it from my 

parents. My father wasn't very well and they were 

getting a bit agitated and so I went home at the end of 

that year. 

Everybody says to me if I've confessed this to them, 

"Oh, what a pity that you didn't take up the chance to 

go to Oxford," but in fact I'd lost interest in England. 

I had very quickly Europeanised myself in a sense and I 

would've like to have gone on to do some further studies 

in Germany. But I went back to Australia on the 

understanding that I could return to Europe. I also had 

a feeling of course it was about time that life became 

real and earnest and perhaps I ought to do something 

like law, you know, something more productive and 

serious than I was doing. In fact, of course, after 

some short time at farming, which wasn't encouraged by 

my family, my grandfather was sick, my grandparents 

moved to Perth, I moved with them and that's when I 

resumed my history at WA University. 
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EH Margaret, when did you go back to the farm at 

Arrino then? 

McALEER Seriously? 

EH Yes, yes. 

McALEER I went back for a year in 1 61 when my parents 

were away in Japan. I think then I had some sort of gap 

in 1 62 but I then really from that time onwards I was at 

the farm. 

EH Was there a point where you decided that 

that's what you wanted to do, to farm? 

McALEER I had always wanted to farm, but my father 

didn't think my talents lay in that [laughs] line and I 

suppose he thought that, you know, what was the use of 

being locked up in the bush. I should be trying to 

cultivate some talent. 

EH Did you actually take over the running of the 

farm in the early sixties? 

McALEER Oh, no, my brother did and I always thought I 

was the rouseabout more or less [laughs] . I mean, you 

can really only have one boss if you don't divide up the 

responsibilities, but of course, without saying exactly 

I did the books, I took an interest in the book side of 

things. I did plenty of outdoor work but my sphere of 

influence so to speak was on the money side. Not that 

we were left very free, but. 

EH So when you went back to the country then in 

the early 1960s, you made a life there for yourself on 

the family farm. Did you join associations there? 

McALEER Yes. This coincided with my parents leaving 

Geraldton and going to Perth. Naturally I joined the 

local associations CWA and Red Cross, which were more or 

less what offered. I was a very enthusiastic polocross 

player and my brother was a good polocross player and I 

was an enthusiastic one, so that of course provided the 

necessary sporting interest. But of course at that same 

time because my father had been local overlord of the 

Liberal Party and we had up to that time supported him 

and filled a number of empty chairs at branch meetings 

and things like that, when he went then we took perhaps 
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a more serious or more responsible attitude and so 

became more involved in the party. 

EH Which branch did you join? 

McALEER Well, Mingenew was our home branch but we had 

a very strong association with Geraldton where the 
divisional headquarters was, and so I quite soon, with 

my brother's assistance, became delegate to the State 
Council and women's section and so forth. Those were 
quite early days still in the Liberal Party's existence. 
My father had been involved when the Liberal Party 
structure was set up in this State. It was divided into 
divisions, State Council, State Executive, and so forth. 
He was a participant in that and we came along in his 
wake, so to speak. 

EH So you were already very familiar with Liberal 
Party politics when you went up there, yes. 

McALEER By that time, yes. When I came back from 
Europe I didn't get away again, although I booked my 
passage. Almost in that first year my father in fact 
ran for the seat of Geraldton. Got badly done, too! 

[Laughs] Under that old horrible system of dual 
endorsement. 

EH What was that system? 

McALEER Well, it has always persisted in theory in the 
party but very rarely exercised in recent times. They 
endorse two candidates when they think that they will 
represent or gather up the votes of two different 
sections of the community. I think in this case there 
was a bit more to it than that, that there were factions 
of course within the party and I think the faction that 
wasn't terribly pro my father prevailed on the head 
office to have a dual endorsement. Anyway it was fatal 
to him. 

EH It split the vote, yes. 

McALEER Not only split the vote but engendered 
genuine, though undercover, rivalry, you know, so that 

God knows what happened to the preferences. 

EH And were you active then from this time on in 
the Liberal Party? 
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McALEER Not until the late 1960s - 1967 or so. Yes, I 

was, in an organisational sense, more or less. 

EH Yes. And what roles did you take on? 

McALEER Well, as I said, first of all I became a 

delegate to State Council. I had already attended as an 

observer just the conferences and even State Council as 

an observer, because my father was always in these 

things and I just went along for interest's sake, so I 

was quite familiar with it. And then I as it were 

ascended the ladder; I became chairman of the women's 

division. Sorry, I'm smiling because I suddenly 

remember that when I had an ambition and was about to 
become the president of the Kalgoorlie central division, 

my own home branch I'd been I think secretary for a 

while at Ningenew, and I think it was when I was elected 

to that, you know, greatly unsought after position that 

one of my seniors at Mingenew said kindly, "Well, we 

think that you'd be suitable." This was almost at the 

moment when I was about to become president of the whole 

division [laughs] I had to smile. 

EM [Laughs] I should ask this question, really. 

Being a woman in the country and being actively involved 

in politics, were there problems involved with this? 

Was it unusual at all? 

McALEER No, in a sense it wasn't. In the Liberal 

Party up that way we had a particularly strong group of 

women. Many of them came from the Murchison and so they 

weren't segregated in the sense of being women apart. 

They met at branch meetings because, you know, a branch 

meeting was all you could get to with those distances. 

EH That's what I was getting at, yes. 

McALEER But they went out and about a great deal with 

their husbands and so they naturally participated and 

they were very outspoken, had definite ideas, had no 

hang-ups, and at our divisional conferences the things 

that always seemed to impress our visiting politicians 
was the very good quality of the women who participated 

in our conferences there. And that wasn't just 
Murchison women; they were round Geraldton, round 

Greenough, they really were good. 

EH Yes. So there was a sense of equality. 

McALEER Yes, indeed. 
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Eli That was really the question I was asking. 

McALEER Mainly there was. In fact, I really only came 
across a lack of sense of equality in one very talented 
member and she had great ideas. She was keen on 

politics, she'd been in private practice but by this 

time was the DPI vet in the abattoir and so she 
controlled important operations of a quite sizeable 

business in Geraldton. She had many men jumping to her 
command, and yet she had a strong hang-up about speaking 
out among the men and believed they wouldn't take much 

notice. 

EH Yes. 

McALEER And given her sort of experiences and her 
qualities and qualifidations I found that extraordinary, 
but it wasn't typical. 

EH Margaret, you also were elected as a shire 
councillor for Three Springs. 

McALEER Yes. 

EH Was this your first experience in political 
life in a practical sense? 

MCALEER Yes, indeed, it was. I'd long been interested 

in local government because my father was and my brother 

had started at a very early age and so it seemed, I 
suppose a natural interest to follow. I wasn't quite 
sure that the shire was going to find it a natural 
interest because they hadn't had a woman councillor up 
to that date and I wasn't going for a town ward, you 
see, that was going for a country ward. However, as 
luck would have it, purely on preferences I came through 
the middle of three candidates and got myself a seat on 

the council. 

EH Was this good experience? 

McALEER Oh, it was great, yes. In a way it doesn't 
entirely prepare you for State politics, parliamentary 
politics, because you're on your own, you know. You may 
have allies but you're really responsible in yourself 
for what you do and you've got this direct relationship 
with your electors, so you don't have to consult anybody 

but yourself and making sure you've got allies to carry 
out what you might hope to do. 
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EH There were three of you contesting this seat. 

You would've had to organise the campaign. 

McALEER Oh, yes. Of course, it's all very simple, you 

know, there are not great numbers involved, so 
organising the campaign consisted of calling on 

everybody at least once and perhaps a couple of times to 

explain.. . .1 don't know what I explained. I suppose I 

said that I thought I had something to contribute. 

One of my opponents was a former councillor, very good 
businessman and so I couldn't really say that I was 
[laughing] going to be something much better in that 
line than he was, and I think he headed me in the 

primary vote but I got sufficient votes. My other 

opponent was a very nice man, a neighbour. He actually 
put out a ticket, which was rather unheard of. I always 
remember the horrible night of the election in that 

sense. We all stood there while the counting was taking 
place and he went absolutely white because he got a low 
primary vote, and apparently everybody had said to him, 
because he was a nice man, "Of course, we'll look after 

you, "  or he'd understood them to say so and it was a 
ghastly shock for him. Whereas I wasn't terribly 
hopeful, [laughs] especially as my main rival came to 
call on us one night just prior to the election to 

explain to me all the good reasons why I would lose! 
[Laughter] 

EH What were the main reasons you would lose? 

McALEEF. I can't remember. I'm sure they were many and 
various but I can't quite see what the purpose was 
because no matter how psychologically dented I might've 
been or depressed it wasn't going to make any difference 
at that stage. [Laughter] 

EH The sort of issues that were coming up in the 
shire council then. 

McALEER They were pretty bread and butter issues, you 
know, roads and so forth. Finance was a big issue. 
Welfare wasn't a great issue, didn't extend much 

beyond... . at that times shires had responsibility for 
the allocation of State housing and took a great 
interest in it, and things like whether they should have 
fences around them. And I must say that the men on the 
council, fathers and husbands, were much better at that 

sort of angle than I was. Their experience helped them 
much more. 
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[break in recording] 

EH Commencing the second interview with Margaret 
McAleer on Wednesday, 20 May 1992 at Parliament House. 

Margaret, this is our second interview and I'd like to 

begin by asking you when you actually joined the Liberal 
Party. 

McALEER Well, I think, as perhaps I mentioned to you, 
that I joined the Liberal Party in Melbourne in, well, a 
formal sort of way in the sense that I paid my 

subscription. I can't remember making any further 

decisions about it. 

EH You kept up your membership over :he years. 

McALEER I dare say there was a gap or two while I was 
away in Europe but almost immediately when I came back 
from Europe my father stood for Geraldton, and I suppose 
if I didn't subscribe he subscribed for me. 

EH Yes. You belonged to the Geraldton branch 

then. 

McALEER Yes. I think I probably belonged to both the 
Geraldton and the Mingenew branches. 

EH You became president of the Kalgc.orlie central 
division. What was involved in that? 

McALEER Well, the divisions in the Liberal Party are 
based on Federal seats, but Kalgoorlie being such an 

enormous seat it was split into three for administration 
purposes, and so the area involved was sort of the 
Murchison up to Meekatharra and Wiluna down through the 
Greenough probably to about Three Springs or Carnamah. 

EH Was there ever any thought of association with 

the Country Party, being a country person? 

McALEER Sorry, I didn't really quite finish explaining 
to you about the divisions. In those days the party 
generally had an organiser but the rest of the crew were 
volunteers like myself, and they were broken up into 
divisional council where branches were represented and 

met every quarter, every three months. Then they had a 



McALEER 22 

divisional conference and they were of course also 

represented at the State conference branch by branch. 

But the administration of the divisional area was done 

by the division itself under the supervision of head 

office more or less. It was a very important system, 

because if you had strong divisions and strong 

divisional presidents who sat on the State Executive, 

then, I thought, it was a very healthy thing for the 

party. 

EH Yes. Can I ask you that Country Party 

question? 

McALEER Yes. 

EH Living in the country was there ever any 

thought of belonging to the Country Party? 

McALEER No, not at all really, although not in the 

sense of belonging, but in the lead-up to the Liberals' 

campaign when David Brand was first Premier, returned 

and became first Premier, or all through that period we 

all had a strong association with the Country Party. 

They came and went in our house during campaigns just as 

freely as the Liberals did. Les Logan had been a long 

time member of the Legislative Council and a Minister. 

In my mind then I didn't make a great deal of 

distinction although there wasn't any question of 

actually being a Country Party person. David Brand was 

a very good manager of such situations, you know; he 

really kept the Country Party tremendously on side and 

in the picture and there was no feeling round Geraldton, 

no feeling in an anti-Country Party sense. We looked on 

them as our sort of natural allies. 

EH Can I ask you now about standing for the 

Senate in 1970. How did that come about? 

McALEER It was only in 1970 that I became divisional 

president but up to that time of course I'd been 

progressing up through the divisional setup and State 

Council and so forth, and the State Women's Council, and 

so I suppose by that time I began to see it as fairly 

natural to look for a more professional role, and State 

Women's Council were pretty interested also in promoting 

women members so I got a good deal of encouragement from 

them. There was a selection for a half-senate election 

in 1976 where there was only I think one senator, one 

Liberal senator incumbent, that was Senator Scott. So 

that I think just appeared to be the opportunity to 

throw my hat into the ring. In the event, of course, 

poor Senator Scott was rolled. Peter Durack became the 
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leader of the team, Jim Samson was number two and I got 

number three, which was obviously at that time a 

hopeless position. But still, I campaigned, we all 

campaigned as much as we could. It just happened that 
was the year that Mr Negus had run his campaign against 

probate and that took away a lot of Liberal votes, and 

so we only got one man where we expected to get two. It 

also had a by-election atmosphere in the sense it wasn't 
run with the general election; it was a one-off election 

of the Senate and that again had some influence I would 

think. 

EH Yes. Now, did this mean for you that you were 

still keen to stand for Parliament and you would just 

wait for the next opportunity? 

McALEER Yes, I think so. I had been pretty involved 

in the Rural Committee, that is to say the State Liberal 

rural committee, and I went back to paying attention to 

that and worked away. By this time I'd become 

divisional president so I had plenty to do with branches 

and things at my own end. I was on State Council and I 

at some stage was one of the State vice presidents, and 

so I was really very involved, kept rolling along until 

another opportunity would present itself. 

EH Was there a more general feeling in the 

Liberal Party that it was time to give women the 

opportunity? 

McALEER I don't know that that was a general feeling 

in the Liberal Party. Certainly, as I said, State 

Women's Council was keen to promote more women members. 

I don't think the party felt any crusading spirit about 

it. On the other hand I didn't feel that there was any 

anti-woman feeling either. I must say that I never felt 

that in the party. 

EH The period of the 1960s and 1970s saw the rise 

of a second women's movement. Do you feel at all that 

you were influenced by the ideas and discussion that 

were taking place? Was there anyone that stood out that 
may have influenced you in the women's movement? 

MCALEER In one way I don't think I was very much aware 

of the women's movement in the world outside. Probably 
my only contact with any contemporary, or not even quite 

contemporary feminism, was through reading Simone de 
Beauvoir. 

END OF TAPE ONE SIDE TWO 
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TAPE TWO SIDE ONE 

McALEER I'd encountered Simone de Be
auvoir and I was 

of course interested in her ideas and o
utlook. I spent a 

good deal of time myself encouraging wo
men into politics 

and organising branches. In fact so mu
ch so that where 

we had, in 1969, many disaffected farm
ers (because that 

was the time of droughts, and wheat qu
otas were coming 

in, and things like that) and they w
ouldn't come to 

branch meetings and so forth, we set
 up two women's 

branches in Northampton and Mullew
a. The women 

faithfully came along when asked and
 instead of just 

making women's sections we formed wom
en's branches to 

establish branches in those localities
. I can tell you 

that quite shortly soon their husbands
 returned to the 

fold and the wives yielded to them and 
they took all the 

office-bearing jobs [Laughs] However, some time 

around the end of the sixties my broth
er introduced me 

to Germaine Greer, and that was a bit 
of an eye opener 

to me. 

EH What was the occasion? Your brothe
r knew 

Germaine Greer, did he? 

McALEER Oh, no, no, I mean her book. 

EH Oh, her book. Right. 

McALEER Yes, yes. I mean, he'd read 
it and said one 

ought to read this and so I did [laug
hs]. But all the 

same, allowing for just that much I 
still seemed to 

remain terribly unaware of the wome
n's movement in 

general. So when I came into Parliame
nt, and then the 

Year of the Woman came upon me, w
omen members of 

Parliament naturally enough were in a w
ay highlighted or 

sought after or included, let's say
, in many of the 

activities that were going on... 

EH Excuse me, this is about 1975, wasn't i
t? 

McALEER Mm, that's right. I felt mys
elf very much on 

the outer in the sense of not being, 
not really being 

part of it and not finding in my own 
electorate, as I 

hadn't found in the division, any pro
nounced attitude 

that reflected what was going on in Pe
rth at that time, 

so I really felt terribly behind the ei
ght ball. 
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I used to apply to [break in recording] Pat Giles for 

information and being briefed. I don't quite know what 
job Pat was doing at that time but it wasn't overtly 

political, and I think in the end I became an 

embarrassment because I'd looked on her as my mentor in 

such matters and I think she began to feel that.... She 

was of course heart and soul Labor, and then not so long 

after, quite overtly, she went to work for a Minister 
and then, of course, eventually went into Parliament. 

It was a rather strange alliance that we had formed 

[laughs] but she was pretty good to me. [Laughs] 

EH Margaret, do you think your education by the 
N 

Loreto nuns affected your ideas of independence and of 

developing an independent role and career? 

McALEER I'm sure that certainly reinforced it. I 

think probably convent education, whatever the Order, 

would to some extent do that because you see women are 

in authority and reaching within that small community or 

that little world, reaching the highest pinnacle and 

holding positions of responsibility; they're doing the 

administration, they're doing the teaching, that's their 

career path and one sees nuns in this microcosm and all 

the positions are held by women and accepted. But I 

think Loreto perhaps particularly so because Loreto had 

a tradition of not being subservient to bishops and was 

not under the authority of local bishops, and in fact 

from the very earliest days of the founder, Mary Ward, 

she herself had had trouble with various clerics and 
things like that and had withstood them, and so she 

really was quite the epitome of an independent woman 

doing her own thing and not bowing the knee too readily 

to male domination of any sort. 

Mind you, in my own family, my grandmother and my mother 

who were both very independently minded. . . . the convent 

could only have reinforced that. There was nothing in 

my upbringing which suggested that women weren't capable 

of doing whatever they wished to do. 

EH Could we go on now to the 1974 election and 

the mechanics of how it came about that you stood for 

the Legislative Council. 

McALEER Yes. Well, one of the duties of divisional 

president, of course, is to look for likely candidates 

for the seats within the division. Geraldton itself was 

a seat which we didn't hold and it was at a time of 
change when the sitting member, Bill Sewell, was 

retiring and therefore it was a very likely possibility, 

or at least a possibility for us to win, and at the same 

time Mr Les Logan retired from the one of the seats in 
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the Legislative Council. Now, he had been a Minister in 

the coalition Government and the Liberal Party had an 

arrangement whereby the seats of Ministers, coalition 

Ministers weren't contested by either party and so his 

retirement meant that that seat became vacant in Upper 

West Province for the first time. 

Greenough, which was the seat I probably most desired 

and would have seemed natural to me, wasn't, of course, 

vacant because Sir David Brand was still in Parliament. 

So I really had to make a choice whether I would look 

for a seat for the 1974 election or bide my time and 

wait and see what happened. But as you know, in 

politics it's very hard to judge what opportunities may 

be in the future and that often it seems to be a good 

idea to take the chance that presents itself, especially 

as I was, so to speak, at the pinnacle of my influence, 
being still very much in the party in all directions. 

Geraldton I had the feeling that I could perhaps contest 

successfully because I was very well known there. I 

operated the Liberal Party division from there, I was 

there a lot, my family was well known, but I didn't want 

to live in Geraldton and so I didn't attempt that. I 

decided to go for the only really other option offering 

to me and that was the Legislative Council in Upper West 

Province. So the preselection process was set in 

motion. I had to look for people to contest it against 

me as well as try and find people for Geraldton and so 

forth. 

EH You had to actually get people to contest you. 

McALEER Well, yes. Well, we had to keep looking for 

candidates. You can't just say, "I'm going to keep this 
for myself." [Laughs] In the end, of course, as so 

often happens I think most of the opposition, most of my 

rivals as it were, melted away. But the Mayor of 

Geraldton at the time was very able and although he had 
tried for a very long time to get on the council in 

Geraldton only eventually succeeded, when he got there 

he was a very able administrator and I thought he would 

be an asset to the party. I tried very hard to get him 

to stand for Geraldton, but in the event he stood 

[laughs] for the Country Party of the Legislative 

Council and so that was where the battle really was 

joined as far as I was concerned. 

Anyway, there was a preselection for both Geraldton and 

for the Legislative Council and I obtained the 

Legislative Council preselection. 
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ER Now, getting to the organisation of the 

campaign, was that difficult in such a big electorate? 

McALEER In that campaign it seemed to me that we were 
pretty well organised, I think, as far as the 

Legislative Council seat was concerned. In Geraldton we 

had very great help from the party. One of the chief 

helps that they gave us was they sent up Mr Fred Chaney 

senior to advise and counsel us and that was a great 

help. Geraldton itself was the most important part of 

the whole of the Upper West Province and so with his 

help, and because we had a sitting member in the 

province, Hon Jack Heitman, MLC, there again we were 

very fortunate in having good groundwork. We had good 

strong branches hither and yon. Our weak spot was in 

Moore where the Country Party had more influence, and I 

had a running mate in Moore going for the Assembly seat. 

[pause] It had been held by Mr Edgar Lewis but he was 

retiring at that poin€ and so it was being contested by 

Bert Crane for the Country Party. We didn't do very 

well there but because we still had good branches and 

concentrated hard we got sufficient votes there, and of 

course the Geraldton end stood to us. 

ER Was there any reaction to your decision, 

either from your family or from friends? 

McALEER Oh, no. Well, only happy reactions. My 

family were very supportive and my friends rallied 

round. I had good help from all the branches, of 

course, but particular help from one woman friend, 

Connie Williams, who had a flair for publicity, writing 

pamphlets, that sort of thing - short, eye-catching 

pieces. 

EH Did the media... 

McALEER Play much part? 

EH Yes. 

McALEER No, not very [laughs]. 

ER It was early days for that. [Laughs] 

McALEER The Women's Electoral Lobby had surfaced for 

the first time then, that's to say only in Geraldton, of 

course, but they put me and my fellow candidate in 

Geraldton through the hoops. I don't think they were 
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particularly impressed with either of us but they 
weren't really strong enough to. 

EH When you mentioned the Country Party, the 
Country Party was having difficulties at this time. 
They had formed a national alliance with the DLP for the 
1974 election. Did this help the Liberal Party? 

McALEER Oh, I think it probably did, yes. I think it 
dissipated the forces. I don't think it affected them 
much in the true country electorates because the 
alliance part wasn't very obvious there, but I think 
overall it must've weakened them. 

EH I'd like to get on now to the issues of the 
1974 campaign. 

McALEER I think that 1974 was the first year that the 
UFGA party contested seats; that is to say, the United 
Farmers and Graziers. They'd formed an alliance, not 
with the Labor Party but with the unions, and they were 
really depressed and disgruntled farmers who didn't care 
for the policies of either the Liberals or the Country 
Party, and so they did put up in our area - in 
Greenough, for instance - candidates, and while they 
probably took some votes from both Liberal and Country 
Party, they weren't really very strong. They may have 
affected preferences where it was very close but it 
wasn't so close as all that up there. 

EH I'd like to ask you now about the issues for 
the 1974 campaign. Were there things that stood out at 
that time? I was thinking perhaps was the election 
influenced by Federal politics and what was happening 
with Whitlam in Canberra, those sorts of things? 

McALEER The Federal Government under Whitlam was very 
much a fact of life in every area at that time, because 
for one thing money had never flowed so freely, although 
by that time they were beginning to feel the pinch and 
pull in. But we had been through a period of 
considerable. . . . [pause] I can't think of how to explain 
it. Money flowed from the ears and there were all these 
new schemes being developed. Very early in the campaign 
the regionalisation push was on from Canberra and I 
remember that my rival Country Party candidate, the 
Mayor of Geraldton and I, we represented within the 
northern ward, represented different shires as advocates 
and we were putting forward to the Grants Commission the 
needs and wishes of these various shires. The whole 
regionalisation bit was tremendously in the air and 
wasn't being very well received, so in that sense, of 
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course, it didn't reinforce Labor's sympathies in the 

region at all. 

The actual State issues in that whole region were very 
much more bread and butter ones. At that stage there 
were many areas that didn't have proper water supplies, 

didn't have electricity, didn't have health facilities 
and so all those things were a matter for campaigning 
on, and saying that one would do one's best to represent 

them. 

EH Was there the beginnings for the moves for 
industrial development that happened in the Court years 
apparent at this stage? 

McALEER I'm trying to think about Geraldton. I'd be 
wrong if I gave you n answer on that because I can't 
remember that there was much evidence of it, but there 

might have been some. 

EH Another issue was the one of Aborigines. 

McALEER Perhaps I should just qualify that by saying 
Geraldton was always wanting something to make it grow 
and develop and, you know, in need of. Under Sir David 
Brand's previous Government Geraldton in some senses 
didn't seem to have fared very well, or it felt it 
didn't fare very well, and he himself was often 
frequently annoyed with it because they seemed to spend 
their time whingeing [laughs]. As a matter of fact it 
was said anyway that he didn't visit Geraldton very 
much. He stayed out there in Greenough and the rest of 

the State he found more welcoming than Geraldton, so 
Geraldton was in a sense a bit on the outer and I don't 

think they got much in those years. And I don't think, 
although the Labor Government obviously, the Tonkin 

Government, I don't know that it was able to do a great 
deal for it in the short time it was there. 

Eli Aborigines voted for the first time in a State 
election in 1974. I was wondering if there was a 
response in your electorate from Aboriginal people about 
this opportunity to vote. 

McALEER It's my recollection that it was very slow to 
develop in my electorate, in the sense that people 
didn't get themselves put on the roll very readily and 
so that in that very first election I don't think it was 
significant. 
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EH Did you campaign at all amongst Aboriginal 

people? 

McALEER Except in the general way of calling on them 
as part of the normal doorknocking I didn't have any 
special campaign associated with them. I had a certain 
number of friends and acquaintances that I'd grown up 
with, or my brother had grown up with, in the Aboriginal 

community and, you know, I don't say that that 
[laughing] inclined them to vote for me but I had some 
contact, but it wasn't a thing in itself. 

EH How did you spend election day in 1974? 

McALEER Oh, well, as I had spent many election days 

before and continue to spend them, simply going round 
the polling places as far as I possibly could - and of 

course it's a very big area - to cheer on the troops. I 
had to try and remember as a member that I couldn't, if 
there was somebody missing I couldn't just seize a pack 
of cards and start handing them out [laughs] because 

that's not allowed, but generally I've always spent 
election days going round the polling booths just 
checking on them and having a word with all the card 
handers out, whatever political party they were and 
offering them all cool drinks [laughs] . And of course I 
had plenty of friends who weren't Liberals [laughs]. 

EH Had you campaigned right through the Upper 

West Province? Had that involved a lot of travelling? 

McALEER Yes, it had and it was a very hot summer as I 
remember it and it was a very wearing campaign indeed. 
I really felt sometimes I was going to drop [laughs] 

EH Yes. Did it involve visiting farms as well as 
the towns? 

McALEER No, we didn't attempt to visit farms. That's 
very time consuming and although the Country Party have 
always done a certain amount of it I haven't, not for a 
campaign, no. 

EH And then the counting of the vote and finding 
out the result, did you find out the result that night? 

McALEER Yes, we did. Geraldton was the seat for the 
returning officer, and we found out the result that 
night because Geraldton swung it. Well, when I say that 



McALEER 31 

it wasn't all that clear-cut. It was a good 
indication.. . .1 myself never feel safe until the last 
vote's counted and the last preference distributed, and 
so in that sense it was several days before it was done. 
In fact, before it had happened I was summoned to a 
party meeting which I went to in fear and trepidation 
with a feeling that, you know, I might suddenly be 
discovered not to be the winner after all! [Laughter] 

EH Actually, I forgot to ask you who your main 

opposition was for the election. 

McALEER It was the Country Party, and I was very 
lucky. I mean, I entirely owed my good fortune and my 

election to the Labor Party because they gave me their 
preferences in Geraldton. It was said, and I think it 
was possibly true, that the Labor Party in Geraldton, 
the branch simply would refuse to give their preferences 

to my Country Party rival because they disliked him, or 
didn't approve of him or whatever it may be. So a week 

before the election when their preferences were 
announced that was a great boost. Had it gone the other 
way I would've lost I think and, as it was, I had some 
assurance of winning. My Country Party rival was so 
upset by this decision that about the night before the 
election he issued a false how-to-vote card and it was 
distributed into post boxes, so it was too late for us 
to do too much about it. 

EH Were there any repercussions later from that? 

McALEER Well, immediately of course we complained. 
There was time to complain it must have been a couple of 
nights before because we had time to complain to the 
Country Party and have it officially denied. Of course 
the ordinary, the official Country Party how-to-vote 

cards were the ones distributed at polling booths, but 
nevertheless [laughs] it gave us a nasty shock in 
Geraldton. 

EH Did you celebrate that night? 

McALEER No, no, not truly celebrate. In Geraldton we 
had rooms, the Liberal Party had rooms and of course we 

were all there getting the local figures and things like 
that. When I say "celebrate", I was in such a state of 
mind of not being certain that I don't suppose that I 
[laughing] felt exactly there were celebrations and of 
course we didn't win Geraldton, so you couldn't be too 
triumphant. 
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EH And the reaction of your family, your parents? 

McALEER Oh, they were all pleased. I left Geraldton 
and went back to the bush that night. 

EH Actually, did I ask you earlier how far the 

farm was from Geraldton? 

McALEER It's about ninety-five miles. That's old 

miles. 

EH Where did you decide to locate your electoral 
office? Did you keep one in Geraldton? 

McALEER No, I didn't. At that time there weren't any 
electorate offices. Everybody still went to Parliament 

House. It was only during Sir Charles Court's time that 
the electorate offices really became normal. I don't 
say there wasn't already the beginning but there wasn't 
any particular question at that moment of locating in 

Geraldton. I just accepted one in Parliament House. 

EH Yes. Did this make it difficult to maintain 

links with your electorate? 

McALEER No, I thought it better. Of course, I had the 
use of and continued to use the Liberal Party rooms in 
Geraldton, and while that's not ideal in the sense it's 

got "Liberal" written over the door and you're trying to 
serve your whole electorate, nevertheless it was a good 
base and gave me some office help there. But because 
the electorate was so much running from north to south, 
right down to Goomalling and so on, Geraldton wasn't 
truly central for it. Mail-wise and correspondence-wise 
it was much easier for people to write or ring to Perth. 

EH Yes. And what was the range of requests that 
you received in this early time? 

McALEER Well, I do know, and I've seen it often 

repeated with other new members, that every unsolved, 
curly problem that anybody had ever had for the last ten 

years they then tossed to me! [Laughs] And I received 
them with great enthusiasm! [Laughter] 

Eli What type of problems? Do you remember any of 
them? 
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McALEER I'm sorry, I'd have to look them up. 

EH Once you had been elected and before the first 

sitting of Parliament what happened? 

McALEER Well, almost immediately I was invited 

everywhere as the member elect. People don't always 

distinguish very clearly between being the member elect 

and being actually elected in the case of Legislative 

Councillors. I remember being very embarrassed to find 

myself up on a truck on Easter Sunday in Walkaway, you 

know, preening myself and showing myself to the public 

at the invitation of the committee, and I looked down at 

the crowd and I saw Mr Les Logan, who really was truly 

still the sitting member, standing in the crowd and I 

felt quite terrible! [Laughs] But by and large people 
did almost immediately begin to send me letters and 

invite me round and so forth to various functions; 

groups and things like that. 

ER When did you first meet your colleagues? 

McALEER Well, as I say, only two or three days after 

the results, or before the election results were quite 

finalised, the Liberal Legislative Council members met, 

because they were then electing a candidate for 

President of the Legislative Council. There was also a 

full party meeting later but that was a sort of lay down 

misere because Sir Charles Court was the leader of the 

parliamentary party and was naturally, as a triumphant 
one, re-elected. But the Legislative Council had to 

elect a new leader and had to nominate somebody for 

President and this was the first time that the Liberals 

had the strength in the Legislative Council to know that 

they could nominate somebody for President with the 

certain hope that he would win. Before that the balance 

had been held by the Country Party and they invariably 

held all the offices in the Legislative Council. So the 

first meeting that I truly recollected was this meeting 

of the Legislative Council which. . . . Sir Arthur Griffith 
had retired. 

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE ONE 
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TAPE TWO SIDE TWO 

McALEER I was telling you about the first party 
meeting of the Legislative Council and I said Arthur 
Griffith had retired, but that's not true. What had 
happened was that Arthur Griffith had been the Leader of 

the Opposition in the Legislative Council and at that 

first meeting was re-elected, as I recollect. So I went 
home and then about two days later I got another 
telegram saying, "Please come back for another 
Legislative Council party meeting," and I thought, "Good 
heavens! What on earth have I got myself into? What an 
extraordinary crew they are!" So I came back and 
discovered that Arthur Griffith had decided that he in 
fact would like the nomination for President and no 
longer wished to lead the party on the floor of the 

House, and therefore the position was open for all sorts 
of other candidates. The chief candidates in my 
recollection were Graham MacKinnon and Neil McNeill, and 
Neil McNeill won which was the cause of great chagrin 
and disappointment to Mr MacKinnon. But although of 
course I was very new and didn't know all the ins and 
outs by any means of the internal politics of the 
situation, I understood that the older members had lost 
confidence in Mr MacKinnon some time in the previous 

Parliament. I myself, of course, knew well Neil McNeill 
because he was chairman of the rural committee and I'd 

worked a great deal with him, so naturally I was 
supporting him. 

I should say that, well, the incident that seemed to be 
uppermost in the people who were opposing Graham 
MacKinnon was to do with I think either a committee or a 
Bill on compensation, in which he'd worked - I think 
probably it was a Select Committee in which he'd worked 

with, naturally, the Labor Party and there was some 
feeling that they'd got carried away. 

EH Were you given advice in terms of being 
inducted into the Parliament? Did people help you? 

McALEER I was, as I think I said to you, I was very 
fortunate in having this colleague Jack Heitman already 
in the Parliament and well established, and he was 
particularly good to me and took me under his wing. I 
wasn't his preferred candidate to begin with and he 
obviously had very grave worries about my being a woman. 
During the campaign he used to report to me when he ever 

heard favourable comments which relieved him perhaps 
even more than it relieved me! [Laughter] 
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EH Were there any other reactions like that once 

you were established down here? 

McALEER No. Those were of course campaign reactions. 
He felt that being a woman probably might be a great 
handicap, but in fact didn't surface as such a thing. 

No, I didn't. . . .it was very rare, very rare to get an 

adverse, an open adverse reaction anyway, to being a 

woman. 

EH What about the less than open ones? 

McALEER Well, I probably didn't pick them up! 

[Laughs] 

EH Sir Charles Court's role as leader in the 
early stages of his Government, what observations did 

you have of how he pulled the party together after 1974? 

McALEER Well, I had the impression, coming very fresh 
on the scene, that because many former members were 
being retained. ... although there was a good intake of 
new members the core of the Cabinet had been retained, 
its older members, and so it wasn't really a question of 
pulling it together, it was already very well pulled 

together, and it was very much a going concern to my 

eyes. Sir Charles, I always remember he had some 
difficulty in remembering that he had women members. Of 
course, June Craig was elected in that year and June, as 
Des O'Neil had told me, was already earmarked for a 

ministry. Nevertheless, having both June and me in 

front of him Sir Charles had great difficulty in 
remembering not to address the meeting always as 
"Gentlemen". In fact, I don't think he ever managed to 
do otherwise, whereas in the Legislative Council Neil 
McNeill at least said, "Gentlemen and Margaret." 
[Laughter] Or "Margaret and gentlemen." [Laughs] 

EH What do you remember of the first experience 

in Parliament, the swearing in and the actual opening 
ceremony? 

McALEER Yes. It took place, of course, just in May, 
the swearing in and in a sense I can't remember a great 
deal about it except that we followed the old forms, 
that one stood outside, was out in the President's 
gallery outside the Bar of the House, and one's 

colleague, in my case Jack Heitman again, led you down 
to the Clerk who swore you in and then you took your 
place in the Parliament, and then we had a very nice 
lunch. It was a particularly nice day for me because 
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many of the staff in the bar and in the House, among the 

attendants, in the dining room were old stewards from 
the Esplanade Hotel which my family had had a very long 

association with staying there, so those boys were 

always terribly good to me. They had very special 

arrangements for lunch when my family came to lunch to 

celebrate that day. [Laughs] 

EH Where were you seated in the Legislative 

Council at this stage? 

McALEER Yes, I was sitting... .well, I was sitting in 

front of Nick Gayfer which was the operative thing 

but. . . . it's on the aisle. As you come in from the main 

door it's the front seat on the aisle. I and various 

others, including Nick Gayfer, were sitting on the 

Opposition side of the Legislative Council because we 

had so many new members. 

EH And who was around you? 

McALEER I'd say the one who was really most noticeable 

to me was Nick Gayfer who was sitting directly behind 

me, and the reason why I noticed it was because when 

Mick stood up to speak not only did he have a tremendous 

voice, but when he became really enthusiastic he pounded 

on the back of the seat and I always had the feeling 

that I might be getting a rabbit killer at any moment! 

But John Tozer was near me and John was one of our more 

interesting - at that time - of the new intake, as it 

were, because he'd been the administrator in the north 

west and came complete with that experience, and had a 

great deal of interest to say to Parliament. He also 
made very long speeches [laughs] and I think he in fact 
moved the Address-in-Reply in that year. 

EH Had you visited Parliament before? 

McALEER Hardly, no. I think I'd been invited to lunch 

about once if I remember and didn't know anything about 

it. I was continually getting lost! [Laughter.] 

EH How did you begin to develop your role in the 
Legislative Council? 

NcALEER Well, I saw myself very much as an electorate 

type person because we had so many needs and wants in 
the electorate, and so in a sense I concentrated hard on 
that. I was very fortunate, of course, because 
Sir Charles Court's Government had the money and the 
willingness to start remedying that situation. 
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EH Can I ask you now about your first speech, 
your maiden speech, how you went about preparing it and 
what you chose to speak on. 

McALEER Well, without refreshing my memory I'm quite 
sure that I spoke entirely about the electorate, the 
province, probably described it a bit and gave its needs 
and wants and the way I thought it should be developing. 
I think it was Sir David Brand who said that very often 
you could tell from the member's first speech the way 
that their interests would lie all through their 
parliamentary career, and in a sense that was true for 
me except that we eventually, of course, managed to 
satisfy a great many of those needs and wants; while 
there are always ongoing things needed it was amazing 
the changes that did in fact take place during those 
first early years. 

EH Yes, yes. And were these some that you 
identified when you discussed the campaign? 

McALEER Yes. 

EH Issues of health and communications. 

McALEER Sure. I mean I was just fortunate I was there 
when it was being done. 

EH How did you go about your speech writing? 

McALEER Well, I prepared that very first speech, of 
course, very carefully indeed. There was lots of 
practice. I mean, one has the time then so that wasn't 
a problem. But I did have problems a bit later on when 
I discovered that, because. . . .we didn't have any 
electronic devices and although the acoustics are not 
bad in the Legislative Council I haven't got a very 
clear voice, and so Hansard which was a long way away 
from me there often had great difficulty in taking down 
my speeches, and I used to agonise over my greens to try 
and make sense out of them. So when I discovered this I 
then wrote my speeches so as to at least have something 
to refer to as to what I was trying to say. 

EH Can I ask you a bit more about Hansard while 
we're on that topic? Were members generally happy with 
Hansard reporting? 
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NcALEER Yes. While individual members like me - I 

guess I wasn't the only one - had trouble with their 
greens but I didn't ever hear any general complaints 
about Hansard. 

EH And how useful did you find it yourself in 
coming to terms with Parliament as a new member? Did 

you use it? 

NcALEER You mean the weekly Hansards, or whatever we 
had then? 

EH Yes. 

MCALEER Oh yes, I think everybody uses it, just to 
check on questions and things like that. In those 

days. . . .of course as a new member I had listened 

intently to everything that was said. I didn't have any 

trouble sitting. [laughter] In question time, for 

instance, every question was spoken and every answer was 
given - even though they were questions on notice - were 
given orally. So we didn't have the problem that we 
have now where questions are written and answers are 
written and it is very easy to overlook them and it is 
not nearly so satisfactory a system although it may be 
very time saving. But from the member's point of view 
it's not as good. 

EH Right. So you were actually getting written 
questions. Can I just go over that and make sure that I 
have completely understood? 

McALEER Sorry. We didn't in the Legislative Council 
go much in for, in those days, go in for questions 
without •notice. All questions were practically on 
notice but they were spoken in the Chamber. They were 

read out by the member and then they were put on the 
Notice Paper. Then the answer when it came back was 
also read out by the Minister, even though it was also 

printed. In that way one could keep a very good check 
on what was happening. 

EH How useful did you find the parliamentary 
library at this stage? 

McALEER I think it took me a while to really get to 
grips with the parliamentary library although I was a 
fairly experienced library user. It wasn't at that 
time, of course, nearly as highly developed as it is 
now. In fact, all the facilities of Parliament were 
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much more primitive than they are now. Simply the 

effort of writing letters was a major thing then because 
we only had a pool of three typists for the Liberal 

Party - I don't think it was the Opposition parties, but 
there was only a few typists, and you can imagine they 
were always snowed under so one wrote a great many 
letters by hand. As I was a poor writer I had to write 

them three times [laughs] . Luckily, of course, I didn't 

have nearly as much work as I do now. 

ER Yes. Margaret, other parliamentary officers: 
Who were they, and how helpful were they? 

McALEER I was lucky that when I first came there John 

Roberts was still the Clerk of the Parliaments; he was 
very experienced, very helpful. There's always been in 
Parliament, ever since I've been here, an attitude of 
great helpfulness, both from the members but certainly 
from the officers to the members. And although some 
things you certainly have to learn by experience because 
people can't remember to tell you all the quirks and 

things until they actually happen to you. I was never 
the subject of some of the jokes that members have 
suffered from from time to time. [laughs] 

ER What were some of the quirks? 

McALEER Oh, simple things like.. . .now it seems quite 
normal but simply when the President speaks you must 
freeze wherever you are, there is no movement allowed in 
the Chamber. When the President is speaking you must be 

very careful not to cross between the President and the 
speaker, the person who is on his feet. I mean, you 

might think that's obvious but it's not always obvious 
to you that you're doing it. In which case you can get, 

you know, "Order! Order!" and the President gives you a 
fair sort of a glare. [laughs] You know, small things 
like that, but for a nervous new member they are always 
a bit traumatic. 

ER The atmosphere and the tone of the Council: 

What observations do you have of that? [Pause] I 
suppose I'm getting at the sort of cut and thrust of the 
Parliament. 

MCALEER [pause) I'm sorry, while there was a long 
pause I was thinking, you know, I came into Parliament 
when it was already becoming within the Legislative 
Council much more separated on party lines than the 
older members have told me it was in their day. 
Although we had so many Liberals that we overflowed into 
the Opposition benches, but nevertheless we all sat 
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together. There wasn't any of this pepper and salting 
that had taken place in earlier days when Labor members 
sat among Liberals and so forth. Partly that was 

because - and is still the case - when a member is given 
a seat in Parliament it is yours for life in the 
Legislative Council and you only change it (a) if you 
go, say, to the front bench or (b) if you particularly 
wish to and there's a vacancy. So all the members in 
those days just hung onto their seats and if the 
opposite party wrapped around them, well, that was just 

too bad - if they liked their seats they stayed there. 

But by the time I got there, as I say, we had a lot of 
Liberals, a lot of them were new, and we really 

dominated the Chamber. The Labor Opposition at the 

time, though small, was quite vigorous. Ron Thompson 

was the Leader of the Opposition and he gave very long 

speeches [laughter]. He did! Which really gave me the 
impression that it was the job of leaders of the 
Opposition to speak at extraordinary length [laughs] 

There were a number of members there, particularly Roy 
Claughton, for instance, who, quite regardless of party, 
fought vigorously enough for their own side, had a real 
feeling for the Parliament, for the Legislative Council, 
and liked it very much when we had Bills which in 
Committee produced good debates. I remember Roy 
Claughton saying to me about one Bill - I'm sorry, I 
can't remember which one it was - that I was seeing 
Parliament at its best, this was how it should be run, 
there was plenty of to-ing and fro-ing in the debate. 

EH Was he feeling that the Council was really 
fulfilling its role in that way? 

McALEER Yes, that was what he meant I think. 

EH The opportunity for question time and rebuttal 
and those sorts of things: How did you find that? Did 

you enjoy it? 

McALEER Yes. You see, we hardly had any questions 
without notice to begin with and therefore you couldn't 

say it was actually sparkling kind of a session. It 
wasn't until the Labor Party strengthened in Opposition 
and we had Messrs Dowding and Olney and Berinson that 

things really began to warm up. Although, mind you, I 
don't want to do people wrong. Grace Vaughan was always 
a pretty stirring character on the Opposition benches 
but not I think especially in question time; that 
developed later. 
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EH Margaret, you mentioned long speeches. Were 

long sitting sessions tedious? How did you handle them? 

McALEER Oh no. The Legislative Council in those days 
was a bit different. We didn't have any time 
constraints whatsoever and, of course, contrary to what 
you might think, although occasionally long speeches 
were made, you might also get many short speeches. If 
we weren't especially in the early part of a session 
and, especially in the first session with the Address-
in-Reply, we weren't getting any business from the 
Assembly, we would go home early many nights. We would 

barely sit for questions, I think, and do our ordinary 

business during the day and then we'd up stakes and go 

home again. But when the legislation began to flow 
towards the end of the session we were quite ruthless in 

the sitting hours we imposed on the House and we sat 
some very long nights and early mornings indeed. 

EH How did you find those? 

McALEER Well, I didn't mind them. I didn't mind them 

at all but if I'd been the Opposition I certainly would 
have. [laughter] 

EH Did you live close to the Parliament in Perth? 

McALEER Yes, I lived over in Mount Street so 
couldn't have been much closer. 

EH No. [laughs] That was very convenient. 

You mentioned Grace Vaughan. Lyla Elliott had also 

joined the Council at that time. 

McALEER Lyla preceded both of us. She was already an 
established member by the time Grace and I arrived. 

EH So that made a small group of women in the 
Council. 

McALEER Yes, it did. 

EH Did you associate, even though you were of 
different parties? 
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McALEER Yes, well, more especially perhaps in a way 
with Grace, who was very friendly and outgoing, you 

know, and then she married a man who had connections 

with Morawa, anyway, later on. So that made her even 

more outgoing to country members. But she was always 

very friendly so I saw a good deal of Grace; less 

probably so of Lyla who is a bit more reserved. Lyla 

was always kind and friendly, it's just that Grace was 

so outgoing [laughs]. 

EH Would it be an assumption then to make that 

there was some camaraderie because you were a small 

group of women in the Council, or were people still 

split basically along party lines? 

McALEER Oh, they are still split basically, still 

split. Because Grace was extremely left wing and was 

far more knowledgable and advanced in women's interests 

than I was, for instance, and indeed so was Lyla. So in 
a sense, while not feeling anti-them I didn't have that 

much in common on that side of things. But it was in 

more general things like education and so forth that I 

had interests in common with Grace. Of course, as I 

said, by 1975 we were all invited out a lot together. I 

got to know them better and we had that sort of 

association. But I liked Grace and I used to get a lot 

of amusement, in a way, at the rises she got from our 

fellows. She would bait them and they would inevitably 

rise. They did her a lot of injustice for many years 

until they got to know her better. [laughs] 

EH What sort of things could they - 

McALEER Oh, she used to call them WASPs and things 

like that. [laughs] 

EH She used to? 

MCALEER Yes, yes. She was a good debater; she was 

very vigorous. She never missed a chance to needle them 

and so forth [laughs]. It was Lyla's approach that was 
quite different. 

EH Margaret, was there any point after these 

early years in the Council that you thought you might 

change to an Assembly seat? 

MCALEER No, I really didn't ever have the opportunity 

because Sir David retired not very long after I'd 

been in the Council so I could hardly opt out at that 

stage and there really never was another opportunity. 
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EH Yes. 

McALEER Also, perhaps in the beginning. . . .apart from 

the beginning, desiring Greenough and it was my home 

territory, I didn't have very fixed ideas. But I came 

to appreciate the Council in many ways while I was 

there. But there was less immediate pressure. There is 

always pressure when you're in Government and the 

Ministers have to try and get the legislation through 

but nevertheless there is a great deal more freedom than 

there ever was in the Assembly both from the 

authoritarian point of view and also from a speaking 

point of view. A great deal depends on the leader in 

the way that the atmosphere and so forth is in the 

Chamber. Friendly as I was with Neil McNeill - I'm 

going to have to remind myself of the years [laughs] - 

he played everything very close to his chest as leader 

so one never quite knew. .. .1 mean, not only did the 

Opposition not know but none of his own side knew what 

was going to happen from almost to Bill to Bill or item 

to item on the Notice Paper. 

Later on when Graham MacKinnon did in fact become Leader 

of the House then he took pains to share the work among 

all the backbenchers and gave us Bills to handle and 

things like that which greatly added to the interest and 

enjoyment of the work. 

EH Yes. That's interesting the way your role as 

a parliamentarian developed then. Did you gradually 

take on more responsibility? 

McALEER Yes, well, at that time there was no formal 

responsibility but the leader would say, "This is a Bill 

you might handle", so you did. There were a lot of us 

to share them about, and of course you didn't get major 

Bills but it was a very good innovation, I think, and a 

good way of keeping us contented. You see, with such a 

big majority there is always a problem and we did indeed 

have some problems in the very early days of that first 

Parliament because we didn't know all the rules. We 

didn't realise, for instance,that one doesn't take the 

business out of the Government's hands. There was an 

upset one night over a liquor Bill which is normally, as 

far as the Liberal Party is concerned and especially 

then, was one of those Bills on which no party line was 

taken. It was called a conscience Bill. Anyway, a 

number of us were voting for some particular 

amendments. . . .1 can't remember who put them up whether 

it was the Opposition or one of our own members, and the 

Government weren't really accepting them and it sort of 

came to a lay down misere and we inadvertently, in an 

uninstructed way as it were, voted against the 

Government which was taking the business out of the 



NcALEER 44 

Government's hands; it was a procedural sort of motion. 

So then the House was adjourned. 

END OF TAPE TWO SIDE TWO 
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TAPE THREE SIDE ONE 

EH A continuation of the interview with Margaret 

McAleer at Parliament House, Wednesday, 27 May 1992. 

Margaret, can you conclude the discussion that we were 

having last session? 

McALEER Yes, thank you Erica. I think I was telling 

you something about the problems of having a very large 

majority (which we did have, the Liberals had) in the 

Legislative Council in that very first Parliament of 

1974 and I was explaining to you how with the free vote 

on the liquor Bill some of us inadvertently crossed the 

floor. Having crossed the floor we took the business 

out of the Government's hands and so the House was 

adjourned and the Liberal members were summoned to the 

party room and mistakes were pointed out to us, so that 

when we went back into the House the matter was resolved 

and the Government was once more in control of the 

House. I always thought that had a far reaching effect 

because although it was by no means Neil McNeill's fault 
as leader of the Government, in a way he received the 

blame, or seemed to receive the blame, in members' minds 

for the upset. So in the end I think it told against 

him when he renominated for the leader's position. I 
wasn't very much up in the wiles of people who lobby in 

those days but I can imagine that it was used against 
him and exaggerated. 

EH There was just one other thing I needed to get 

straight from last week, too. You were listed in the 

biographical register of members of Parliament as 

standing. for the senate in 1980. This wasn't correct, 

was it? 

McALEER No. I stood for the senate as No 3 on the 

Liberal ticket in 1970. That was my first parliamentary 

endeavour. 

EH Yes, yes. We discussed that last time 
[laughs]. 

I'd like now to lead on to the period 1974 to 1977, that 

first period of the Court Government. What were the 
major issues of your first parliamentary sessions? 
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McR When the Court Government took over it had 

very big plans for working on the development which had 

been started in the Brand-Court days, that is to say 

before the three years [of] the Tonkin Government had 

taken place. In the meantime there was a sort of a 

recession in the countryside. We'd had so many years 

[of a] Commonwealth Government, of a Labor Government in 

the Commonwealth, which was really not very sympathetic 

to States, and so the available money was less from that 

source; it had a bad time in the rural area because 

there was a drought in '69 and subsequent to that, the 

beginning of '69, there were wheat quotas, so there was 

a recession in that part. Royalties from the mining I 

think had fallen off. There was a definite need to 

restart the economy as best we could, and one of the 

real difficulties was that there was not a great deal of 

sympathy coming from the Commonwealth. The Court 

Government didn't hide this fact, as you can imagine. 

The Labor Opposition had to come naturally to the rescue 

of their Federal colleagues as best as they could. 

So, in fact, a lot of the debates were dominated by the 

effect that the Federal Labor Government was having on 

the State. The Tonkin Government had brought in, as I 

verified the other day, a deficit budget the year before 

we came into Government. At that time deficit budgeting 

wasn't considered, by them at any rate, to be a bad 

thing. Nowadays they boast that they balance their 

budgets - how ever they do it! [laughs] But 

Sir Charles Court believed in a balanced budget and the 

thing was how we were going to achieve it. We were 
still sort of attached to the Grants Commission and were 

in a rather disadvantageous position. So the 

Commonwealth's policies were not really developmental. 

Their strong feeling was for social change and things 

like that, and they were nationalistic, too, in the 

sense that they didn't encourage, as far as I can 

remember, great foreign participation. Now in order to 

get money for our developmental schemes, of course, we 

had to have foreign capital, and there was a great 

difficulty in trying to achieve a balance that was 

satisfactory to the Commonwealth Government so that 

various projects could go ahead. So a great deal of 
time and effort, I think, was devoted by the Government 

to that and also, of course, to getting the north west 
gas shelf project to start. The important part there, 

of course, apart from them finding the money - that's to 
say the consortium - was to find the market. That was a 

very big problem. 

So the main thrust was to try and get the State's 

finances in a better position because it was generally 

said in Liberal circles, and nowadays it's said by 
everybody - both sides, that if the Government doesn't 

have the money then they can't do all the desirable 
social things as well. One important [thing] - what 
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seemed to me important then, because I'd been on the 

education Liberal Party committee which was very ably 

chaired by Lady Sandover - was to implement our new 

education policy. Now the Government didn't in fact 

take over all our new education policy which was, I 

think, a pretty far reaching one and quite innovative, 

and it's only today that you see the use of technology 

which we envisaged then being actually implemented. 

But, anyway, the part that the Government did buy was 

the schooling of five year olds. The poor unfortunate 

Minister for Education, as I understand it, didn't 

privately think it was a splendid idea at all, but he 

had the brief to implement it and so he set about doing 

just that. As you can see even from today's effort by 

the Government to change from part-time to full-time 

five-year-old education, it does entail quite a lot of 

organisation and more staffing, a great deal of 

rearrangement. So this was undertaken straight away in 

the very first year to a pilot scheme of thirteen 

schools, I think, and it did progress very well. We 

had, of course, as an education committee also ambitions 

for the four year olds but they had to wait. [laughs] 

EH I'd like to discuss some of the other 

legislation with you, but first could we just talk a 

little about Sir Charles Court and the sort of 

leadership that he offered and the way he conducted that 

leadership, conducted party meetings and committee 

meetings, etc? 

McALEER Yes. Sir Charles Court was a very shrewd 

operator in many ways. I don't mean that in any 

pejorative sense at all, and in talking about his 

leadership, of course, there is one big gap in my 

experience and that is that I never saw him in Cabinet, 

so I only know from hearsay what his style was there, 

but obviously it wasn't going to vary very greatly from 

his style in the party room, and contrary perhaps to 

popular conception he wasn't a dictatorial leader in the 

party room, although he had very good control. All the 

members have told me that Sir David Brand was much more 

despotic than Sir Charles ever was. Sir Charles always 

sought for a consensus and he allowed plenty of 

discussion, and if a vote was taken and it was a close 

one he never proceeded with the item which had been 

voted on because he felt the party room was too evenly 

divided and that that was no way to go. Mind you, he 

might come around it another way; he might then 

institute a committee - an ad hoc committee - which 

would then work away for a week or two and perhaps 

present more persuasive facts in the party room which 

would eventually achieve what he had in mind. But he 

never bulldozed anything through, though he showed 

plenty of rious in probably achieving his ends in the 

long run; it was never forced down members' throats. 

They always had the feeling, at least, that when they 

did speak they were carrying some weight. 
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EH Were there areas of interest that you took up 

in the party room? 

McALEER I can't remember at that period that I had a 

great deal to say in the party room, but in a sense a 

lot of our party discussion and work took place in this 

series of committees which was set up around a 

particular Minister, say, health or education and so 

forth - rural - which gave the members a good deal of 

input into the day to day policy and dealing with the 

issues of the day and, of course, gave them some insight 

into the legislation which was coming forward. 

It was a very satisfactory time. Committees don't 

always work well, and I'm not quite sure why those did 

work quite so well, but they did. Probably one of the 

most successful committees, which wasn't one I was on, 

was the one that Graham MacKinnon set up for education, 

because he gave his committee a great deal of. . . .or he 

delegated a great deal of education business to them. 

They went to visit various education establishments, say 

it was Muresk, say it was Kalgoorlie School of Mines, 

things like that, and reported directly to him and he 

relied to some considerable extent on the work that they 

did for him. That, of course, was very satisfactory and 

satisfying for them. 

EH What committees were you on? 

McALEER I was certainly on the rural committee and I 

think I've nearly always had some input. . . .or took part 

in the sort of health and building committees - they 

probably got tied in together. 

EH Do you feel that this first Government of 

Sir Charles Court was able to achieve and develop the 

agenda that they set? 

McALEER Yes, I think they were largely pretty 

successful. Financially the position of the State did 

improve tremendously at that time, and we got to our 

balanced budgets and we got off the Grants Commission; 

development did restart. I mean, one is always helped 

by external circumstances [laughs] and of course the 

Federal Government changed in the course of all this in 

1 75, which was really only a year - or two years, it was 

November 1975, two years after the Court Government came 

in. And although the new Liberal Federal Government 

didn't perhaps do all the things that we hoped and 

expected of it. . . . for instance, Sir Charles made a very 

genuine offer to take back the income tax but of course 

that depended on other States being willing to do the 
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same thing, and nobody was brave enough, or foolish 

enough, [laughs] - whichever way you like to put it - to 

accept the offer which the Federal Government made. In 

fact, Malcolm Fraser's Government did accept the 

suggestion and made the offer, but we were the only 

takers so nothing came of it. 

EH There was also controversial legislation in 

this period. The Fuel and Energy and Power Resources 

Act and the amendment to section 54B of the Police Act: 

Could we discuss those two things? 

[Break in recording] 

Margaret, we will put that question aside and you can 

review the Hansards for the next session. Thank you. 

There is one more, too, along the lines I wanted to ask 

you about: This is the 1976 Royal Commission into 

prostitution. I was just wondering how that was 

received. 

McALEER I'm sorry to tell you that I've got no memory 

of it at all [laughs]. Whether that was simply 

reflected how it was received or, you know, that it was 

barely noted. . . . I can't remember it as being a great 

issue, whereas the homosexual report which was brought 

in.. . . The work had been done in the previous Parliament 

but actually the report was tabled in the very first 

session of the Court Government of 1974 and John 

Williams was the chairman. I do remember that, because 

it wasn't all that long before the first Bill was 

brought down by Grace Vaughan and there was great 

support for it in the Legislative Council from Liberals. 

EH Right. Oh, there was general support? 

MCALEER Yes. It passed, and we were a totally Liberal 

dominated House; we had 18 members of our own let alone 

the Opposition. So you can see how good the support was 

from our side. 

EH Yes. What happened with that one? 

MCALEER Well, of course, when it went down to the 

Assembly that was the end of that! [laughs] 

EH Of course! 
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McALEER They weren't so enthusiastic down there! 

[laughter] 

EH I would like to ask you a little bit more 
about the dismissal of the Whitlam Government because it 
seemed to be such a watershed in Australian politics. 
What was the reaction when people first realised? 

McALEER Well, I suppose like many Liberals, and we 
were very far away on the sidelines, we quivered a bit 

at the actions - not from a sense, really, that it was a 
wrong thing to do but simply this was a dangerous and 

difficult path to follow. Then, in the run-up to the 

election, subsequently, I certainly didn't have any 
great conviction that we were bound to win - although, 
attending meetings around the countryside certainly I'd 
never seen money given to the Liberal Party more freely 
than it was then. Also the people showed then, and 
certainly showed in their voting, that they were so 
determined to oust Whitlam that National Party voters, 

for instance, voted Liberal not because they'd had a 
change of heart but because they felt that they must get 
with the strength. . . .you know, we must be strong and 
united in this great push. 

But the television news and the radio gave Whitlam's 
campaign very good publicity, so one always had the 
feeling that there were these overwhelming masses in 
Sydney and Melbourne who were supporting Whitlam and the 
Labor Party, and that the outcome wasn't at all certain. 

So in a way the absolute. . . .what's the word that one 

uses - landslide? - was not only a great relief but 

almost. . . .really a surprise, I think. 

EH Yes. You spoke then of the polarisation. Was 
this reflected back in the city, too, in the Parliament? 

McALEER [pause] I was trying to think when we rose, 
because we probably weren't sitting a great deal from 
that time onwards. I would have to check the dates but 
I don't remember any scenes from Parliament on the day 
of the dismissal, yet I think we must have been around - 
November the 11th. 

EH Mm. Did it change the relationships between 

members at all - cross party members? 

McALEER Undoubtedly there was. . . .it was very bitterly 

felt by the Labor Party [pause] but I don't recollect 
that it changed individual relationships or anything 
like that. I mean, there was a great deal of shock on 
all sides, really. 
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EH The other focus that it seemed to have was 

that it drew attention to the powers of
 State 

Governments. Were there republican rumblings at
 all in 

Western Australia? 

McALEER I can't remember that there were, no. . . .no. 

Western Australia on the whole, as it 
proved 

subsequently, really wasn't terribly pro-Whitlam
 by that 

stage because they seemed to be interfering in 
so many 

State matters, you know, and we do have this, w
hat you 

might call parochial, but we have our own 
special 

interests and we don't want to be just swallowe
d up by 

the gigantic whole. 

EH Yes. The other question I was leading up to, 

as well, was the constitutional effects of this
 for the 

Western Australian Parliament. There was a Bill in 

1977, a constitutional alteration Bill 

McALEER To entrench the Legislative Council? 

EH Yes, yes. Could these be linked? 

McALEER Yes, I think it probably was, becaus
e upper 

Houses came under a certain amount of pressure a
fter the 

dismissal. The reaction to the dismissal was pr
obably a 

bit slow, apart from the first anger and so for
th, but 

the implications of it took a while to be worked
 out, to 

work through, and I think that that was, let's j
ust say, 

a direct consequence of the need to protect th
e upper 

House, or a feeling that it ought to be protect
ed. But 

mind you, this had been an ongoing threat in Lab
or Party 

policy - platforms - for many years in the State 

Parliament. 

You were asking me if the entrenchment 
of the 

Legislative Council was as a direct consequence
 of the 

Whitlam dismissal and the part that the senate p
layed in 

that, and I said that I felt perhaps it did 
have an 

effect, but when I cast my mind back I rememb
er that 

there was a traditional push in the Labor P
arty in 

Western Australia to, in principle anyway, to 
abolish 

the - 

[Break in recording] 

There was a push to abolish the Legislative Cou
ncil and 

the one and only woman member at the time - that's 

previous to my time and previous to Lyla Elli
ott's - 

regularly brought forward Bills for the abolitio
n of the 

Legislative Council. 
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[Break in recording] 

I was saying that this member regularly introduced Bills 
for the abolition of the Legislative Council and while 

it never showed any signs of success I think there was 

always this feeling that in certain circumstances, given 

the numbers, the Labor Party would in fact abolish the 

Legislative Council and while we had such an 

overwhelming majority ourselves there that we should do 

our very best to entrench it. 

I would say in respect of the Legislative Council that 

while later on Bob Hetherington, in particular, used to 

speak of reforming the Legislative Council, no longer 

abolishing it and trying to reassure us that that plank 

had disappeared out of the Labor Party's platform, there 

was always a certain wariness and suspicion that he was 

really proposing the thin edge of the wedge with reforms 

and that lurking in the back of every good Labor mind 

was the demise of the Legislative Council. [pause] But 

apart from that, of course, it did need improving and 

reforming and developing - 

[Break in recording] 

EH I'd like to continue discussion on electoral 

laws and the debate that was taking place, particularly 

over the alleged gerrymander in the Legislative Council 
and weighted electorates. Could we discuss a bit of 
this debate? 

McALEER Yes, although, in a way, much more vivid in my 

mind is the debates that we had on the electoral laws as 

they concerned Aborigines, because that was a problem 
which we perhaps didn't solve very well, but it was a 

real difficulty. 

EH Was this - 

McALEER We brought in a requirement that people could 

only be first enrolled, but of course it did refer to 
Aborigines; in a sense, I suppose you could say it was 

targeted at them, with the witness of a JP. 

EH Was this to do with a High Court case? I'm 

trying to recollect at this stage, about the rights of 

people to vote. Was it connected with that? 
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McALEER Well, [pause] it could have been. Is it today 
we're celebrating the Federal referendum, 25 years of 
it? But that would have been 1 65 wouldn't it? What was 
the date? 25 years from 92. 

EH '67. 

McALEER '67, yes. So I can't remember a court. 
Again I'd really have to look at Hansard to see if there 

are actual references. 

EH Yes, we can check those things. 

McALEER But the problem was, I think, that the Labor 

Party, which was always much better at mobilising the 
Aboriginal vote than we were, although it wasn't 
extensive in those days. . . . There was always a problem 
with Aboriginal persons in that they perhaps were 

itinerant or had no fixed addresses, and it would have 
been easy to abuse the enrolment. So this was really an 
effort to make sure that people who were enrolled were 

genuine voters. 

EH What happened - what were the consequences? 

MCALEER The law was passed and, of course, it not only 
had some effect on the Aboriginal enrolment but it had 

quite a lot of effect on first year voters, the 18 year 
olds, which was in a sense an unintended consequence. 

But they couldn't just sort of be plonked on the roll; 

they had to have JPs to witness their first 
applications, which you can imagine wasn't very well 
received [laughs] . And at the time, of course, the 
Attorney General, and that was probably following what 
was our long standing tradition, didn't encourage 
members of Parliament to become justices of the peace, 
although some of them had been in their previous 
occupations already justices of the peace. Nobody who 
was a member of Parliament was ever accepted at that 
time - 

END OF TAPE THREE SIDE ONE 
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McALEER I was explaining to you that the requirement 
to have an application to vote, or to be on the roll, 
had to be witnessed by a JP and then it had unintended 
consequences in that it caught every eighteen year old 
who was a first time voter. This wasn't particularly 
well received in the general public and, of course, it 
wasn't really our intention to make it hard for people 
to vote but, you know, it did make it slightly more 
difficult. 

Because we weren't able to be JPs we weren't directly 
concerned, but when the Labor Government was returned 
later on, one of their first things was to turn all 
members of Parliament into justices of the peace if they 
wanted to. Whatever the principles that Ian Medcalf was 
espousing, we still felt that perhaps in the 
circumstances we should accept this, and so I think you 
will find that most members of Parliament today are 
justices of the peace. Of course, in due course that 
requirement was lifted so the real purpose of us all 
becoming justices of the peace went away [laughs] . Of 
course, it is still not a good idea, I think, for 
members of Parliament to practise as justices of the 
peace, except in the very barest duties of witnessing 
occasional documents for somebody. 

EH Margaret, can we return to the question of the 
Legislative Council and its role. We have already 
discussed some of its role but this question of alleged 
gerrymander and weighting of electorates that took 
place - 

McALEER Yes, well. ... The electorates, let's say, were 
always heavily weighted, I mean, well before my day. Of 
course, the first great reform had taken place when the 
property qualification was abolished in the sixties and 
the electorates, the provinces were realigned so that 
they become two member provinces instead of three. In a 
sense the Legislative Council, I think, felt pretty 
proud of itself that it had achieved this. The question 
of further weighting of votes then was really an 
Assembly matter, not a Legislative Council one, because 
it was to do with the Pilbara and Kimberley which at the 
time were held by the Liberals. [pause] There's no 
doubt, I think, that that was a straight-out effort to 
try and keep that hold. The electorate was changing. 
In the early days of development up there, there was a 
strong Liberal vote, but as the developmental period 
ended and the work force grew, it reverted to its old 
Labor allegiance. 
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As you must remember, previous to the development of the 

Pilbara as an iron ore province, that part of the north, 

really from Carnarvon upwards, was all Labor territory 

and Liberals had very little hold on it. Having, of 

course, established a hold, then they were a bit 

interested in keeping it. So there was a great deal of 

heart burning and soul searching about what [was) the 
best way to deal with the electorate. As you can 

appreciate, the population growth over that period in 

the north was phenomenal; I mean, statistically it was 

phenomenal because if you go from one man and a dog to 

even ten men and ten dogs, then you've got a tremendous 

percentage increase. And they've gone to a great deal 

more than that. So in a sense it required to be 

redistributed. It was how it was to be redistributed 

that was the big problem. There was indeed a small 

parliamentary party committee which investigated the 

various solutions for redistribution, and even to this 

day now I am not really quite sure who were the key 

figures on that, because when it came to the party room 

it was just proposed, the various alternatives were just 

proposed, in the ordinary way from the Chair. 

In the first discussions, as I remember it, there was so 

much confusion and disarray that no decision was made at 

all. The then member for Pilbara, Brian Sodeman, wept. 

I'm not quite sure why he wept now; I suppose it was a 

very emotionally charged matter and I think he was 

certainly a moving spirit in the type of solution that 

was eventually decided on. However, after that meeting 

another, smaller, special committee was convened and 

that was really the members who represented. . . .mainly 

the members who represented the north. Then eventually 

it came back to the party room and the ultimate 

solution - I mean, to find the one that eventually 

prevailed - was presented. I can remember rising to 

speak against it, but not speaking very effectively and 

I think having what I said totally misunderstood as 

support. [laughs] I mean, all I was proposing was 

simply that they should go back to the drawing board and 

think again. But whether... .well, was it a true 

misunderstanding or a bit of finesse? [laughs] It was 

somehow or other taken as support for going forward and 

doing something immediately! [laughter] So that's what 

happened. 

EH Do you recall what your argument was going to 

be? 

MCALEER Simply that the figures as presented to us, I 

think, were so fuzzy. There were persuasive arguments 

being used - that because of the numbers that it would 

be better to make the electorates larger, which I think 

was 12 000 people each or something like that. But 

there were arguments to and fro, and I can't remember 
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all of them. It just seemed so obvious that there 

wasn't anything to really recommend the solution that 
they were coming up with, [laughs] and I thought that 

they really should try again. I don't know that it was 

high moral indignation on my part; it was just that I 

didn't think it was well based. Anyway, it didn't 

signify [laughs] what I thought. 

So it was decided, and, of course, as it happened Bill 

Withers was on this occasion, I think not on the 
previous occasion in the party room, Bill was away in 

his electorate in the Kimberley. The phones to the 

Kimberley in those days were just not good and so nobody 

was able to get hold of him to tell him what had been 

decided. He in any event got a very nasty shock and 

repudiated the whole deal and said he would leave 

Parliament at the end of his term. Mind you, he had 

intended to anyway, but only to recontest Kimberley as 

an Assembly seat. But that, of course, had been 

abolished by these efforts, or was about to be 

abolished, Kimberley as he knew it. So, anyway, as a 

matter of principle he decided he would still leave 

Parliament and [pause] did so. In doing so, of course, 

threw his own province seat open for grabs and we lost 

it as a consequence [laughs] . From the point of view of 

electoral advantage it wasn't successful anyway, but 

there's no doubt that we were looking for electoral 

advantage. It wasn't outright; it wasn't overt, let's 

say, [pause] pragmatism, [laughs] but of course the 

element was there. 

I must say, I think as far as the general membership was 

concerned, it was confusing; the way the sort of 

physical difficulties of the electorates up there, where 

the west was physically divided from the east by a range 

of hills and no good roads and so forth, and the 

numbers. It wasn't easy to find, or it didn't seem 

easy, to find a solution that was totally acceptable. 

Whatever redistribution tOok place in the Assembly 

seats, the fact was that the Legislative Council itself 
wasn't greatly affected in terms of provinces, and while 

the imbalance in voting persisted, with of course 

Murchison as the very worst example, if you like, of 

small numbers and a large area supporting two members in 
the Legislative Council, [pause] it wasn't something 

that was felt, I must say, keenly by people on our side 

as being a very bad thing. We took the view that the 

areas were vast and if you represented the north at that 

time, you know, life really was hideous for the 

members - the travelling and the difficulties of getting 

from spot to spot, even though planes had made a big 

difference. There wasn't any easy travelling; it took a 

lot of time and effort, you know, especially when you 

got there and you had to go out and visit your 
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constituents. John Tozer, for instance, had a 

particularly close relationship with many Aboriginal 
groups, and to represent them was very time consuming 
because you had to go out to where they were meeting and 
then you had to be prepared to spend probably more than 
one day sitting down while they went through their 
various procedures of talking and discussion. 

So from the point of view of the work, members always 
felt that they were doing it, you know, and that in a 
sense that justified them and that their constituents, 

although few, were scattered and disadvantaged in so 
many ways that again they deserved such representation 
as they were getting. Of course, the argument as seen 
by the reformers, which was the numbers on the floor of 
the House when it came to a vote, wasn't one that 
engaged our attention too much. We were very glad; this 

was our first experience at having - the Liberals - in 

having such a majority.. . .having a majority at all in 
the Legislative Council and we were very glad to be 
experiencing it! [laughs] 

So, although there were feelings that the Legislative 
Council should develop, and I myself was certainly among 
those who considered so - and I got myself into a bit of 
hot water by espousing the committee system, or the 
proposals for a committee system - all our time during 
the Court Government went by without us actually ever 
doing anything to improve and develop the Council both 
in its role as an effective upper House and, of course, 

electorally. 

EH Yes. Could we continue that next session, the 
role and how the committee system developed? 

END OF TAPE THREE SIDE TWO 
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EH Margaret, today could we discuss the committee 

system and how it developed during the 1970s, and then 

go on to discuss what committees you were on? 

McALEER Yes, I'd be pleased to talk about the 

committee system. It didn't really develop very much in 

the 1970s. In fact, quite early in the life of the 

Court Government it was being promoted by Arthur Tonkin 

down in the Assembly, but well before that we had John 

Williams in our House who had been trying to promote at 

least a standing committee on delegated legislation. I 

think he tried for some considerable time without 

getting anywhere at all - 

EH What was delegated legislation? 

McALEER It's regulations, orders, all that minor sort 

of legislation which Parliament doesn't actually.... It 

comes before Parliament but it's not debated unless a 

member particularly wants to. Perhaps before I go on 

with that I should say that first of all I was quite 

struck by the improvement it had made in the senate to 

have a series of standing committees and so I not only 

supported John but proposed that there should be other 

committees besides delegated legislation. I did this in 

an Address-in-Reply speech, that's to say when I was 

actually moving the Address-in-Reply speech, and 

unfortunately for me I didn't realise that this was very 

unacceptable to our Government at the time. So when the 

Leader of the House - it was Neil McNeill - came to cast 

his eye over my prepared speech for this great occasion 

and found it was centred on this particular topic he 

really was quite dismayed, and when it was delivered in 

Parliament I got a very lukewarm sort of reception from 

him when he was commenting on the Address-in-Reply 

speeches. In those days, and in this particular case, 

it was customary for the leader of the Government to go 

very conscientiously through all the speeches that were 

made in the Address-in-Reply just referring to the many 

matters that were raised. I got a very, very negative 

reception from him there but plenty of applause, of 

course, from the Opposition, which was rather an 

embarrassment in the circumstances. [laughs] John 

Williams said to me that we should perhaps move a motion 

and try and proceed with it to get the committees 

established, but it was obviously hopeless when the 

Government was totally opposed to it. So I let it lapse 

at that time. 
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In the upshot the Government did appoint a committee to 
review delegated legislation but that was an outside 

committee; it wasn't a parliamentary committee at all. 
They were mostly lawyers. Eventually Professor Reid was 
on it, for instance; I think initially Ross Hutchinson 
when he retired from Parliament. And they did a good 
job but the trouble was they had no teeth, so while they 

reported to Parliament all the misdemeanours that were 
committed by way of regulations, which were perhaps 
beyond power and things like that, I think their reports 
were read by one or two people and nothing ever seemed 
to eventuate from it. So in that sense it wasn't 

satisfactory. 

Later on, when we were establishing our own 
parliamentary delegated legislation, we sat with that 

committee for one or two sessions before they disbanded. 

EH About when would this have been? 

McALEER Well, I don't think it got under way until 
this Parliament. We've been going five years, must have 
been at the end of the last Parliament. The only reason 
why we were allowed to establish it was on condition 
that it was made a joint Assembly-Council committee. 
The reason for that, the Labor Government said, was that 
the Council couldn't have its own committees until it 
bowed its head and reformed its electoral basis. While 
we did achieve the committees, and all the committees 
that we wanted in the end, the Government was being 

very parsimonious with money; it made life difficult for 

US. [pause] 

We always had, of course, a system of select committees, 

and that was quite in use. There weren't very many set 
up in my early times that I can remember. In fact, the 
only one I ever served on was one concerning the 
amendments to the mining Bill. The Burke 
Government. . . .that was later on the eighties.... The 
Burke Government brought down a Bill to amend the mining 
Act, which had a number of purposes, many which we 
agreed with, but the part that we didn't agree with was 
that which would have removed the veto on mining from 
the farming community, set up a tribunal and provide 
compensation and things like that. So in the first 
place we simply intended to more or less amend the Bill 
to such an extent that that whole large section was 
struck out. But the leader of our party in the House, 

Ian Medcalf, proposed instead that we should have a 
select committee to examine the whole question, and this 
was set up and I did serve on that. For someone who had 
a very committed view I don't know that I was altogether 
entitled to serve on that. [laughs] Still. 
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EH Could we go on now and talk about changes in 

the Legislative Council itself? First, changes that you 
thought were needed and then changes that took place. 

McALEER Yes. I suppose that in the first place, 

because the Liberals had such a very large majority in 
the Legislative Council when I first came into 
Parliament, and the Government were naturally keen to 
get their business through, as any Government is, I felt 
then that we needed some way of distancing ourselves a 

bit more from Government than we had. [pause] One of 
the proposals which was floated from time to time was 
simply to do away with all Ministers in the Legislative 
Council and perhaps just have one Government Minister to 
conduct the business and progress from there. Mind you, 

that would have required a very big rewrite of the 
constitution of the Council, really, because we still 
had to have some way of getting at the other Ministers, 
(I mean access for questioning) I would have thought, in 
order to get extra motions, Bills, things like that. 

That idea has never really been followed through but it 

does surface from time to time. 

I was at one time quite in favour of the idea of the 
double dissolution mechanism for the Legislative 

Council. .. .which included the Legislative Council. I am 
less enthusiastic about it now, and of course in a sense 
everything has changed now that the Council no longer 
overlaps, I mean, no longer has the staggered. . ..  

EH The elections. 

McALEER The elections, yes. At that time it was 

probably more difficult to put it into operation anyway. 
The members of the Council, of course, had become very 
pro-Council and the idea perhaps of being shackled to 

the misdoings and what-not of the Assembly became less 
attractive as time went on. 

EH Why do you think people became enthusiastic 
once they were in the Council? Enthusiastic for its 
role, I suppose. 

McALEER Yes, I think that they felt that they did have 
a real role to play. We are very separate in a way from 

the Assembly; we are a smaller House, we have a great 
deal of togetherness. I think it is probably just like 
any sort of institution - esprit de corps can develop, 
and I think this was as observable on the opposite side, 
whether they were in Government or out of Government. I 
think in all party rooms, let's say both in the Labor 
Party room and in the Liberal Party room, Legislative 
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Council members always feel a bit embattled unless 

they've got a very large lot of members. Of course, we 

did have in those days and Labor Party had a small one, 

but whenever you've got a smaller number of Legislative 

Councillors in a party room you are likely to be sat on 

and maybe even ridiculed [laughs] . Also it was always 

observable in our party rooms that if there was a 

division and unless whoever was chairman took a good 

look at not just the numbers but who constituted those 

numbers, they might get themselves a nasty shock when 

the matters came to the Legislative Council because it 

could be that nearly all the dissenting voters were in 

fact Legislative Council members. So it wasn't just a 

question of simple majority, because when the 

legislation came forward it still had to contend with 

perhaps a fairly united body up in the Legislative 

Council which wasn't necessarily accepting the party's, 

or the Assembly part of the party's, view. 

EH How did the Council develop over the time 

you've been there? 

McALEER Well, it's chief development has been through 

the standing committee system. We've had a few changes 

in procedure in the way of streamlining, some very minor 

streamlining. We've given up reading Bills, the third 

reading of Bills, twice. I'm not quite sure how that 

developed; we now only "third read" the Bill once. 

Small things like that. 

The question time when I first came into Parliament 

wasn't very elaborate in the Legislative Council. They 

were pretty well all questions on notice, where you 

stood in your place and you read out the question, and 

probably the next day or whenever the answer was then 

read back by the Minister. So it was a very public 

proceeding and everybody was much more aware than they 

are nowadays what questions were asked and what were 

answered - that's to say, questions on notice. But when 

the Labor Opposition developed towards the end of the 

seventies, the early eighties, and became much better at 

using question time than they had been before, or we 

ourselves had been, then questions without notice became 

much more predominant. That was in itself a good thing, 

of course; up to a point it was a good thing. The 

problem with questions without notice in our House is 

that we only have three Ministers and, as the Standing 

Orders only allow us to ask the Minister questions 

without notice on his own portfolio it means that there 

are an awful lot of questions that you can't ask that 

way and you must always ask on notice. So it has 

limited value in our House. 
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I should add that one of the changes that we haven't 

really mastered is the fact that questions on notice are 

no longer asked. They may be asked, and they 

occasionally are asked, but for the most part they are 
just put on notice and the clerks print them in a 

separate little booklet. It is only too easy to 

disregard all the questions that other people ask and 

then quite often hard to find the answers which are also 

just printed in a booklet in due course, maybe quite 

soon but maybe weeks afterwards. The system has 

recently improved in the sense that they now at least 

refer to the questions that haven't [been] asked before 

by the name of the questioner to the Minister. But, 

really, for a couple of years we had simply numbers of 

questions which had been asked and unless you made a 

note of your own question's number you were quite at a 

loss in the end to know what questions had been answered 

and what not. It really was a very dreary system. 

EH And confusing. 

McALEER Yes, and there were many members, on our side 

of the House anyway, who preferred to go back to the 

older system. 

I should add to that that the volume of questions, of 

course, has increased enormously so it wouldn't really 

be practical perhaps to ask all those questions by 

voice, whether in fact if questions were asked aloud it 

would cut down the number of questions is another 

matter. Perhaps it wouldn't. 

EH What about the quality of the questions? 

McALEER Questions varied very greatly. Questions 
without notice are often simply seeking information; 

they are often inspired by constituents who want to know 

this or want to know that, but sometimes of course they 

are designed to uncover whatever the Government really 

is doing, and it is much harder to do this by way of 

questions on notice than it is with questions without 
notice in many respects because the Government has so 

much time to think up innocuous answers [laughs] 

EH Have there been successful questions in that 

area in recent times - uncovering information? [This 
reference is to WA Inc.] 

McALEER Well, I would say that judging by the 

reactions of people on our side they consider the 

questions they've been asking have been very 
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unsuccessful. Peter Foss, of course, has been very 

frustrated. He launched a whole series of questions 

that were simply parried or ignored; it is too easy when 

you don't have to answer questions. . . .you know, a 

Minister need only answer when he feels like it; he can 

simply frustrate any line of questioning or anything 

like that. 

EH Margaret, I wanted to just read you a little 

bit from The House on the Hill. Laurie Marquet, the 

Clerk of the Legislative Council, was quoted as 

suggesting that so much time is taken up with Government 

business that there is little left for real political 

debate on the issues of the day. He said one way to 
improve the situation is to allow the Government to pass 

noncontroversial legislation by decree. What do you 

think of this? 

McALEER I think the main difficulty with that is that 

although people say that 90 per cent of the legislation 

is noncontroversial - others would say 75 per cent, 

depending I think - it is very difficult to decide in 

advance what's going to be noncontroversial legislation, 

and what often seems to be quite a simple Bill can 

suddenly erupt into quite a complicated debate. So I 

think it would be very hard to decide in advance to 

follow that particular prescription that Laurie Marguet 

gave for streamlining the actions of Parliament. On the 

other hand, I think there is ample opportunity for 

discussing the issues of the day if the will is there. 
In the Legislative Council we have a vehicle of what are 

called urgency debates, which simply require a member to 

give notice to the President two hours before the House 

sits and to be supported by a number of fellow members 

standing in their places. The debate then ensues and if 

it's reasonably topical and a matter of public concern 

then it goes ahead and the issue is aired. Those types 

of debates, those types of motions, aren't resolved 

either in the negative or otherwise. The motion itself 

actually is that the House adjourn until such and such a 

date - maybe Christmas day - so that's the part of the 

motion that is withdrawn at the end of the debate, even 

though the reason given for the motion is whatever the 

topic to be aired is it's not part of the motion. So 
although the Press Gallery often mistakes the fact that 

you withdraw the actual motion to mean that you've given 
up the ghost on the issue, that's not really the case at 

all; it's just a device for discussing something of 
moment. 

1Phillips, Harry, "The Modern Parliament, 1965-1989', Black, The 

House on the Hill, p219. 
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Also we have substantive motions. You give notice for 

them, of course, normally. One day you give notice of a 

motion and it's printed on the Notice Paper and in due 

course it's debated. It has priority over all business 

in the House until it's debated, although it can be 

adjourned after a debate has started. Again that gives 

a very good opportunity for airing matters of public 

concern or issues of the day. 

Finally, of course, there are the adjournment debates. 

They're much shorter but they do give a member who 

suddenly receives some electorate matter that needs 

bringing instantly to the Government's attention, it 

gives them the opportunity to do that on the very day 

that it's come to their attention. 

So I don't think we're badly off for time to discuss the 

issues of the day. And in most recent times, in this 

session for instance, we've had plenty of private 

members' Bills being debated. This is mainly because 

the Government hasn't brought forward its own business, 

of course, [laughs] but, you know, the opportunity is 

there. If you've got the numbers, as we've had, in the 

Opposition, if there's been a private member's Bill we 

really consider to be of importance we've been able to 

have it brought up the Notice Paper so as to give it an 

airing. If you were in the minority, of course, you 

can't do that. That's the only thing that you can't do. 

EH The quality of political debate during the 

Court years: What was that like? 

McALEER In the Legislative Council? 

EH Yes. 

McALEER [pause] My recollection is that in the very 

first years that I was there people made very long 

speeches sometimes. Some members were accustomed to 

making long speeches. They were perhaps very versed in 

a particular subject and they were listened to with a 

certain amount of interest and respect. Neil McNeill, 

for instance, on dairy matters, was renowned for knowing 

his subject but also for taking a long time to. 

EM What was a long time? 

McALEER Oh, a good hour, anyway. Maybe an hour-and-a-

half sometimes. I'd have to check that to be sure. Ian 

Medcalf also occasionally made a fairly long speech. He 
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was a particularly interesting speaker and time passed 
by and you didn't notice. Ron Thompson on the other 
side made me think, perhaps I said before, that the 
chief function of the Leader of the Opposition was to 
make long speeches, [laughs] but on the whole members 
didn't make. . . . Not every member made long speeches 
because we had no time limits and so you could please 
yourself; and you didn't have that compulsion which is 
evident in the Assembly, and now with us, since we have 
time limits, that members will go the whole length of 
their time which is, say, 45 minutes in an ordinary 
debate. But even so there are members who resist that 
temptation [laughs]. 

Quality varied a lot, but on particular topics of which 
members were really interested or had experience and 
knowledge, then nearly always their contributions were 
interesting. I myself enjoyed all the earlier debates 
that I listened to [laughs] 

EH Your own interests that developed, what were 
they? 

McALEER I suppose all agricultural things. . . .not all 
agricultural things, but all the things that came within 
the sort of wheatbelt area were of interest to me. 
Education I remained interested in from my earliest 
times. In Parliament everything is really grist to your 
mill. You don't necessarily put anything out of court; 
you might find something that an interest develops in 
for a while and maybe there's a problem and then it goes 
away again, so you don't follow that interest up any 
longer. I was always very interested in constitutional 
matters, mostly matters pertaining to the State, our own 
Constitution rather than in Federal-State relationships, 
but I was a bit interested in those, too. 

In my earlier days I was very interested in traffic 
matters. That was in the days when the local government 
had its own traffic authority, or rather had its own 
traffic inspectors. In the country each shire was 
responsible for its own traffic management and [it was] 
very controversial for a number of years whether traffic 
should go through the police or whether it should be a 
separate authority. But in time, of course, all that 
resolved itself and that particular interest went away. 
But I was always very close to local government, and 
over the years we've had many amendments to the Local 
Government Act and I have always been interested in the 
evolution of local government, and of course I had many 
shire councils as, as it were, clients. So I always 
felt very close to local government. 



McALEER AR 

EH Margaret, can we go on and talk about two 

controversial Acts that were passed in the 1970s, the 
fuel, energy and power resources Act in 1974, first, and 
then the section 543 of the Police Act? 

NcALEER [pause] The only reason why I'm rolling my 

eyes is because my memory in fact is a little bit hazy 
about the actual passing of the Acts. The fuel and 

energy one was very controversial and very hard fought 
in our House by the very small Opposition, and my 
recollection is that it was one of those Bills where we 
sat through the night in order to make them suffer - and 
doing a bit of suffering ourselves, of course, in order 

to get the Bill through. [pause] 

The Bill was really the work of Andrew Mensaros as 

Minister for Fuel and Energy, and we all had a great 
deal of trust and confidence in Andrew, both in his 
sense of justice and in his competence in dealing with 
the ministry. So for our part I believe that we 
accepted the need for the Bill and the way that it was 
drawn, and we were perfectly prepared to sit there all 
night or whatever was needed in order to get it through. 
Perhaps in later times, you know, I might have taken a 
different view, perhaps a bit more critical view, but at 
the time I simply supported it and thought it was 

justified. 

EH Why was the Opposition so opposed to it? 

McALEER It was simply, I think, because it was 

designed to make sure that nobody could be held to 

ransom by any sort of industrial strife in respect of 
those very vulnerable things like electricity and 
whatnot. The Opposition didn't buy it. 

EH The second one was the amendments to section 

543 of the Police Act to prohibit unauthorised public 
meetings. 

MCALEER Yes. That came in for a lot of criticism 
until such time as it was repealed. But I, personally, 
from what experience I'd had, which in a way was limited 

because the controversial aspects of it didn't ever 
erupt I didn't think down here - 

END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE ONE 
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TAPE FOUR SIDE TWO 

McALEER I didn't, certainly at the time, think it was 

unreasonable that one should ask permission to hold 

public meetings which were to be held, especially 

marches and things which were to be held, which might be 

to the detriment of the public - I mean in the sense 

that they might lead routes to be redirected and so 

forth. I didn't really see it as an infringement of 

anybody's liberty because as far as I know, or knew, no 

permission had ever been totally refused. So I simply 

looked on it as a regulatory measure, not a prohibitive 

one. I could be wrong but I think that that was the way 

it mostly ran. I think the objection to it was seen as 

an infringement of civil liberty and that one should be 

allowed to meet when one wished. It has been repealed 

but nevertheless police control remains fairly. . . .1 

don't mean to say severe, but the police have great 

control of routes, and people for the most part consult 

with the police and all arrangements are made and I 

don't really think that the practical effect has been 

very much different since it was repealed. But it was a 

thorn in people's flesh and so. . . .there you are. 

EH What was the background to your appointment as 

the Government Whip in 1980? 

McALEEP. Yes, well, in the Legislative Council in our 

party it's not a question of appointment but election. 

The Legislative Council members of the party elect 

their own Whip, whereas in the Assembly the leader of 

the party has the appointment of the Whip. So it's 

quite different. Just as we elect our own leader in 

the Legislative Council and he then must be accepted by 

the leader of the party - if we are in Government and 

he naturally becomes a Minister - or he just has tobe 

accepted as No 3 in the parliamentary party hierarchy. 

In that sense, we've always been a bit more democratic, 

if you like to put it that way, [laughs] than the 

Assembly people. Anyway, in 1980, as far as I 

remember, Gordon Masters had been re-elected Whip but 

then was appointed a Minister and so he relinquished 

the position of Whip. Then I put up for it with a 

couple of others and was simply lucky enough to be 

elected, probably just came through the middle, as it 

were, with preferences. 

There had been two Whips before me that I'd observed in 

Parliament. The first was Vic Ferry who later went on 

to become chairman of committees and, of course, Gordon 

Masters. They were both of a very equable nature and it 

struck me that was a very important quality for Whips. 
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I didn't think perhaps I had quite as equable a nature 

as they did but I expect mainly managed to maintain my 
equilibrium. It always struck me as a bit like playing 
No 2 on the polocross field; you were sort of the in 
between man, you were partly liaison from the ordinary 
members, the backbench members, to the leader of the 

Legislative Council of your party in the House and also 
from him you took back messages and directives, things 
like that, to the members of the party. In essence, and 
you were supposed to, you know, keep the leader more or 

less informed of the state of mind of the party members; 
at least that was under my first leader, who was Ian 

Medcalf. [pause] Mind you, all this was easier said 

than done because you don't always know these things 

[laughs] . People don't always take any notice of your 

views anyway. 

But certainly I found that as a consequence one had a 
great deal of togetherness with the members and it was 
that part which I very much enjoyed, that you really got 
to know them better, you followed their politics and 

situations much more closely than perhaps you would have 
otherwise. But you did your best to get everybody to 
either keep in line or, if they couldn't be kept in 

line, then to make it easier for them to finesse their 
disagreements. There are ways, you know. If a member 
perhaps doesn't wish to vote against the party in 
Parliament then it may be possible, for instance, for 

him to be paired. That way he avoids the stigma of 
voting against you and his conscience is salved that he 

hasn't actually promoted it. That's not a totally 
satisfactory solution in all matters, of course, because 
he is still put down as one who would've voted for it if 

he'd been there. 

EH Did this happen on many occasions? 

MCALEER No. Very occasionally. It is regarded as a 
fairly last resort remedy if the member's willing to 
agree to have it that way. 

EH Are there any examples you would like to 
comment on? 

McALEER No, I don't think so [laughs]. Of course the 
other solution which has to be adopted by Independents 
or perhaps members of small parties - and perhaps by 
one's own, but I never remember a case of my own - a 
member simply leaves the Chamber and doesn't vote at all 
and is not paired and simply doesn't vote. That is 
absolute anathema to a Whip, because you are one down, 
you know; if you can't pair them you are shot. So I'm 
glad to say that never happened to me for my own party, 
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but it did happen to me, as it were, with people in the 
Country and National Party, where one or other of them 
might choose to leave the Chamber rather than vote and 
because we had a close relationship and were voting more 
or less on the same side it could, of course, make a 
difference. But during those periods our numbers were 
never quite so critical as they have been in most recent 
times and so one got by. 

EH You have spoken a little of the qualities 
perceived as necessary for the role. What were the 
practical sort of qualities of rounding people up and 
having them organised that were involved? 

McALEER Well, like most of these things, mainly 
reasonable communications. You'd ring around before the 
House sits; I mean, you do quite a lot of just routine 
things like reminding members that, let's say, the 
Address-in-Reply or some other debate is coming on, it 
is scheduled, and that they'd be expected to speak and 
they should prepare themselves. Then when the time 
arrives and nobody has prepared themselves you go around 
and you say, "Are you going to speak today?" and they 
say, "No, no, next week." And you say, "Perhaps the day 
after tomorrow', and they say, "Well, maybe the day 
after that", or they say, "I'm waiting for information, 
I can't possibly speak until I get the information", and 
so you say, "I hope it'll come soon." And so you just 
generally go around hounding them gently, consistently 
[laughs] to get them up to scratch. Of course, all 
members are the same [laughs] . They may wish to speak 
like anything, but as the moment approaches they tend to 
put it off. 

EH [laughs] That sounds horrendous! It really 
answers the next question that I had written here - 

problems that arose when keeping people in line. 

McALEER Well, that's not really keeping people in line 
except to get them to perform. The very critical moment 
of a Whip's life is when you are coming up to a division 
on a controversial Bill and you simply have to have your 
members in the House. So you've really got to alert 
them all not too far in advance, or, if you do. . . .of 
course they're warned well in advance, but closer to the 
time when they're going to remember and be on the ball 
you've got to make sure that they're either in the House 
or keenly listening on their PA systems so they'll come 
when the bells divide. I have never lost a division to 
an absent member. I have had absent numbers, but I do 
remember that before I became Whip, one time when Gordon 
Masters had the flu and was away from the House, poor 
Sandy Lewis was doing a substitute job for him. We were 
in Government at the time and we had an important 
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constitutional Bill, I think it was, coming up. The 

Leader of the House, Graham MacKinnon at the time, said 

to him. . . .more or less sent him a signal, you know, "Are 

you ready to take the vote?" Sandy said gaily, "Yes, 

she's right, sport - more or less." And the bells rang 

and we lost the division. Now it wasn't one of our own 

members; it was Tom McNeil, who was a Country Party 

member who didn't come to the bells, and I can't truly 

say that it was Sandy's fault. We never quite 

understood quite why Tom didn't hear the bells but the 

fact is always that if the members aren't in their seats 

and really under your eye you're always at risk and 

you're always worrying about them. And, of course, late 

at night if you're sitting until the early hours of the 

morning and they go to their offices and they go to 
sleep, even though you've got telephones and things, 

there's always a terrible chance that somehow or 

other.... In fact that did happen to me with a member. 

He had a very bad leg and was sitting up in his office 

nursing it, and he was fairly sick at the time, and he 

apparently went to sleep, didn't hear the telephone and 

didn't front for the division. It was a horrid 

experience [laughs] 

EH How long do people have to get into the 

Council Chamber after the bells ring? 

McALEER Three minutes I think. It's ample time. You 

must be in the House, of course, and to run from one end 

of the House to the other or upstairs or downstairs - so 

long as you start in good time, of course! [laughs] 

EH Yes. Physically, how did you manage it? Did 

you have a telephone that you - 

McALEER Yes. Both Whips have a telephone and while 
our own telephone system at the post office within the 

House is on duty, we have that extra help that you can 

get members paged as well as try and ring them in their 

offices. But once they go off duty at 11 o'clock at 

night, as they do nowadays, you are really left to (a) 
try to ring them in their offices and if they're not 

there and gone to some cubbyhole and gone to sleep then 

the best you can do is send out colleagues to scour the 
place and try to find them. There are dead spots as 

they get into other members' rooms and things. They are 
very hard to find [laughs]. 

EH Have you enjoyed the role? 

McALEER Yes, I've always enjoyed being Whip, mostly 

because it gave you more togetherness with the members, 
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and probably also induced you to follow the legislation 
more closely so that you knew where you were were at at 
any given time in the House. I think in many respects I 
enjoyed it more in my earlier days. It depends a lot on 
the leader how much responsibility he leaves you or how 

much he wants to have togetherness with the members 
himself and therefore undertakes the role of Whip as 

well. 

EH What qualities do you think you have brought 

to this role? 

McALEER I don't think I've brought any very 

distinguished qualities to it. I will say that I have 

managed to keep my temper while the poor old members are 
losing theirs towards the end of the session. One of 

the duties of Whip is to arrange for pairs and, of 
course, sometimes that becomes very difficult indeed 
with very many people wanting pairs at the same time, 

and to try and be fair to distribute them over a whole 
period without even unconsciously favouring some people 
because they are perhaps more on the ball and ask more 

often and get themselves into position to get paired. I 
mean, these are small things but they oil the wheels if 
you can do them rightly. 

EH Does this involve negotiation with the 

Opposition then? 

McALEER Yes, the system is that it is the Opposition 
which grants pairs but because we've always been in a 

majority, more or less in a majority on either side of 
the House, it hasn't quite operated according to Hoyle, 
but because my opposite number has always been Fred 
McKenzie we've been able to agree at all times without 
any difficulty about the pairs. When I said it hasn't 
operated according to Hoyle, I meant that while it's the 

Government's duty to keep a quorum in the House, of 
course we had such large numbers on the Opposition bench 
we really felt that we had a responsibility to assist in 

keeping a quorum and therefore we've always limited our 
pairs with the Government - I mean, with their 
agreement - and the system's worked well. There was 
always a fear that the arrangement might break down. In 
my early days there was an incident. I think it was 

when we were in Government; it was over something like 

the Bingo Bill, where there was a split in our own 
ranks. As far as I remember, Bob Pike was the Minister 
and he wanted to liberalise the playing of bingo whereas 

the majority of us believed that it should be reserved 
for charitable concerns. But the Labor Party I think 
were also wishing to liberalise it. And so voting 
numbers were very crucial and we had a paired 
arrangement with the Opposition and there were people 
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coming and going in the House and there was a time limit 

in it. Anyway the leader of the Labor Party in the 

Assembly came down and said that the paired arrangement 

shouldn't stand, so we lost our pair at the wrong time. 

Those of us who were voting for the more restricted use 

of bingo [laughs] lost out. Bob Pike and the other 

people triumphed. And, you know, it doesn't sound any 

big deal but once feelings.... You get terribly involved 

in these matters and there was very strong feeling 

because the breaking of pairs is considered to be a very 

bad thing indeed, especially as this had been imposed 

from the Labor leaders in the Assembly; it was 

considered horrible. 

For our own members it really wasn't nearly as bad as 

they thought because poor Fred McKenzie was away that 

night, too, so he wasn't there to make the pairs 

situation stick And, in fact, because it was bingo we 

probably shouldn't have had pairs because we ourselves 

had a free vote so we weren't really entitled to pairs 

but, I mean, all that aside it left a bad feeling on our 

side. For a very long time they were always saying to 

me, Oh, you know, you think you've got a pairing 

arrangement but it might go... .it might be upset.' And 

I knew but I was never able to explain to them that it 

was never likely to happen again because Fred McKenzie 

was so very straight and our arrangements after that 

were perhaps much more businesslike. It was very 

unlikely to happen again, it was just a one off thing, 

but it left a long legacy of distrust on our people's 

side. I didn't feel it myself, I understood more or 

less what had happened [laughs] 

EH Yes. How much of a sense of humour did you 

need to have for this job? 

McALEER Well, I think members of Parliament generally 

need a good sense of humour. People say we need to be 

thick skinned but really what you need is a sense of 

humour. The trouble is that it doesn't always operate 

at the time when you most need it; it operates after 

reflection [laughs]. 

EH At times when you most needed it. Is this 
calming people down when the political heat was really 

on? 

McALEER Oh no. I don't mean that it failed me so much 

as a Whip - I don't think it did, but it occasionally 

failed me when I'd been not succeeding very well myself 

somewhere or other and I felt extremely foolish, and 

I've sort of been able to laugh at myself. One 
allowance, especially towards the end of a session or 
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where there is a great deal of controversy, within the 
party perhaps, you know, not truly united mind. It's 
then that you've got to make allowance for members and 
not take them too seriously if they snap and snarl at 
you; they don't really mean it. [laughs] 

EH It sounds a very time consuming role, as 
well - keeping in touch with everybody. 

McALEER It's only really time consuming when the House 
is sitting. Of course when we're not in session, apart 
from keeping a record of where they all are in case 
there's some emergency meeting in the Parliament or 
something, it doesn't really take any time at all. 

El-I The other aspect of it, the fact that you're a 
woman doing this role, did this have its advantages and 
disadvantages? 

McALEER I don't truly think it had any effect, you 
know. I mean, one's temperament is the important thing 
and I don't think it ever prevented a member from 
explaining to me how badly he thought I was behaving 
[laughs] or it felt like it at the time I don't know 
if it saved me from more physical types of punishment 
[laughs] . We only had one or two members who were given 
to that. 

[Break in recording] 

I suppose there were certain places where I couldn't 
follow the members into to make sure they weren't 
skulking [laughs] . I'd have to send off somebody else 
to look for them and perhaps in their very most 
obstreperous moods I could be somewhat at a 
disadvantage, but I always had great assistance from my 
colleagues if those sort of occasions occurred, 
sometimes even from my colleagues from the opposite side 
[laughs] . Really, members of Parliament are very kind 
and tolerant to each other on the whole. They cover for 
each other and they put up with an awful lot sometimes - 
not to finger a member, even a member on the opposite 
side who is making an ass of himself. There is very 
great feeling; it seems strange but quite often a strong 
feeling of camaraderie, tolerance - not always. 

EH Those three years, 1980 to 1983, as it got 
closer to the election, did things change then for you? 
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McALEER I think things changed once Sir Charles Court 

retired. In a way that was a very big change. Yes, I 
think it wasn't a particularly happy period, you know, 
we seemed to have lost momentum and fresh ideas didn't 

seem to be coming forward. I think it was a party that 
was running out of steam, as it were. And, of course, 
it was a very bad time, if I remember rightly, a very 

bad time economically. I represented areas like 

Wanneroo, which was the so-called mortgage belt, a great 
deal of unemployment, people losing their houses. It 
was a very distressing time and there really wasn't a 
great deal that anybody could do, certainly as a 
Government we weren't coping but personally as a member 
it was very distressing because people were saying, "Do 
something, do something!" and there were very limited 

things we could do for them. 

[Break in recording] 

McALEER .... what did you have in mind? 

EH I had in mind both the retirement of 
Sir Charles and the Ray O'Connor taking on the 
leadership, and also the development of the Labor Party; 

they must have been feeling much more confident as they 
came up to the 1983 election. 

McALEER Yes. [pause] Sir Charles' removal, as it 
were, was really a very great blow, although undoubtedly 
there were members of the parliamentary party who wanted 
to see him go. And I thought from his own point of view 

that was a good time for him to go, but it did remove a 
very strong person from the parliamentary scene, from 
our parliamentary party. And Ray O'Connor, while 
personally popular, especially in the electorate, wasn't 
of the same calibre at all. That certainly contributed 
to the running down, as it were, of the parliamentary 
party. It was quite astonishing, really, observing the 
rise of Brian Burke once he set his sights on becoming 
the leader of the Labor Party and so forth. He'd always 
gone around in sort of turtle neck sweaters, you know, 

he was rather unshapely, overweight, sat down in the 
Assembly with his feet on the desk. Generally speaking 
he wasn't exactly. . . .he was really quite slovenly 

[laughs]. But all of a sudden, you know, he bought 

himself new suits and set his mind to things. That was 

just a symptom but that was the sort of way the party 
gathered up under his leadership and took off and made 
their running. It really was a very concerted effort 
right across the board, from the suits onward. 

All the same, we didn't expect to lose that election and 
I don't think that the Labor Party, while they might 
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have hoped to scrape in, they certainly didn't expect 

the overwhelming victory that they had. And they were 
certainly greatly assisted by the difficulties people 

were having out in the suburbs. 

END OF TAPE FOUR SIDE TWO 
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TAPE FIVE SIDE ONE 

EH A further interview with Margaret McAleer at 

Parliament House on 1 July 1992. 

Margaret, can we go back and re-discuss something we 

were talking about a couple of weeks ago; that is, the 

redrawing of the electoral boundaries in 1981, 

particularly the Kimberley-Pilbara seats? Harry 

Phillips in The House on the Hill said this, "Bitterness 

over electoral vote-weighting reached its peak with this 

1981 redrawing of the boundaries. " Could we discuss 

that now? 

MCALEER Yes, certainly. As you very well know, 

practically every few years - certainly within every six 

years - there seems to have been in Western Australia 

some major alteration in population within the 

electorates which does require a redistribution, and I 

in common with, for instance, dive Griffiths, who has 

been in Parliament for a much longer time than I, never 

contested a Legislative Council seat on the same 

boundaries as at the previous election; there were 

always some changes. It became evident with the growth 

of population in Western Australia that not only would a 

redistribution have to occur but that in fact more seats 

would have to be added to Parliament, and there was, as 

you know, an increasing imbalance between the population 

in the country and the metropolitan area; the 

metropolitan area was growing very fast. But at the 

same time, of course, the iron ore province, that is to 

say the Pilbara, had also attracted a very large 

population, but the same could not really be said of the 

most northern part, I do not think - the Kimberley. But 

the electoral arrangements for the north west Kimberley 

area were separate from those of the rest of the State 

in that they remained within the discretion of 

Parliament as to how the boundaries would be drawn, and 

so it was a different ball game to a redistribution with 

the Electoral Commissioners. And so the responsibility 

was very much a political one and therefore very much 

the responsibility of the Government, and any decision 

that they made was likely to be viewed by the Opposition 

as being for their electoral advantage and so forth, 

which after all was the reason why all the other seats 

were redistributed by Electoral Commissioners. 

1Harry Phillips, 'The Modern Parliament, 1965-1989' in David Black 

(ed) The House on the Hill, Western Australian Parliament, Perth 

1991, p.218 
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i am not quite sure really now, looking back, why still 

the north west seats were left within the gift of the 

Government, as it were. But, anyway, people had not got 

around to changing to the system. Although the 

Government - and I think this would be true of any 

Government - were not anxious to increase the size of 

Parliament, there was in fact an increase demanded, an 

extra seat or so demanded, for the southern population 

and therefore there was no great willingness to add 

another seat in the north as well. That is as I 

remember it. And so the decision to redraw the 

boundaries between the Pilbara and the Kimberley was 

predicated on the idea that there would not be an extra 

seat and therefore some way had to be found to try and 

even out the imbalance between the two seats, Kimberley 

and Pilbara. And so it was from that premise that all 
the difficulties arose - because of the distribution of 

the population which was much more concentrated in the 

iron ore region than in the Kimberley, and therefore the 
boundary from the Kimberley had to be drawn down 

vertically to include some of that Pilbara population. 

It was not at all well received, and the fact was that 

while the two seats were roughly in kilter population-

wise, compared one to the other, it did not tally with 

the rural seats in the southern part of the State where, 

as you know, the size of the electorates was only 

roughly 10 000 as opposed to the 20 000 in the 

metropolitan seats. Therefore, roughly a two to one 

weighting in favour of the country. It is also true of 

course that, quite irrespective of what was happening in 
the north west, there were still seats like the 

Murchison which covered a very vast area and which had a 

smaller population again, something between 2 000 and 

3 000 by this stage, I think, and so in that particular 

seat the weighting was very heavy indeed and not 
consistent with any particular rule of thumb. So, as 

you can imagine, this was very hotly contested and it 

really was a question of sheer numbers in the end; the 

Parliament had the duty and the responsibility for 

drawing the boundaries and the Government had the 
numbers in Parliament and so they were redrawn as it saw 

fit. 

EH Can I just continue a bit? Obviously the 
Opposition was very upset at this time; in 1980 Des Dans 
had spoken in the Address-in-Reply debate. How did the 

situation change during the time you have been in 

Parliament? How did it change into the 1980s? 

MCALEER It wasn't until the Labor Government took 
power and set about trying to reduce the imbalance - I 
mean, they would have liked to eliminate it altogether, 
of course, but that was not really possible with the 

majority held by the Liberal and National Party in the 
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Legislative Council. So with the help of the National 
Party they were content eventually to reduce the 

imbalance to practically two to one, as far as the 

Legislative Council and the Legislative Assembly seats 

were concerned; that is to say, country versus city, and 
by introducing proportional representation on a regional 

basis in the Legislative Council, which was quite a 

different system to not only the one we had employed 

before but the one which is used in the Assembly which 

remains preferential voting in single member 

electorates. But this, although only a compromise as 

far as the Labor Party was concerned, nevertheless was 

one they accepted with a fair amount of grace and it 

hasn't been a very serious issue since that time. 

EH How does the Liberal Party feel it is working 

now? 

McALEER I think the Liberal Party is not truly sure - 

and I am speaking about the Legislative Council now - 

that that is the way they would ideally like to go. 

They recognise the need to rationalise, as it were, the 

representation of the Legislative Council to reduce the 
imbalance but they don't truly like the regional system. 

But I do not know that they have come up with a better 

solution yet. 

EH What are the problems with it? 

McALEER I think for the serving members, like me, and 

ones who had experienced the previous system, the very 

vastness of the territory, the difficulty of giving the 

same sort of personal representation as you were able to 

give before, is unsatisfactory. And whereas the idea 

was, and has always been touted that once you gave the 

members of the Legislative Council such big areas they 

would behave like Senators in a sense and no longer feel 
any great electoral responsibility to their regions, 

except in a very general way, that has not happened in 

the Legislative Council, partly because it is a 

transitional period and the electors do not readily 

accept the fact that they do not have many more 

available Legislative Council members - or as available 

Legislative Council members as they used to have - and 
partly of course because so many of us who are 

practitioners under the old system also feel the need to 

give that personal service that we gave before. And as 
far as the Liberals are concerned our system of 

preselection also makes it difficult because all the 

branches of the Liberal Party within the given region 

are on the preselection panels, which means that you 

must really and truly give, or be seen to be giving, as 

much personal representation as possible within the 

areas of those branches, which are very local, which 
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means that you have to try and cover the whole region in 
a pretty concentrated way. Nobody can spend time just 
concentrating on branches, naturally, so that is an 
addition to the ordinary electorate work that you do and 
it is really extremely difficult. And you know how it 

is: Members of a branch say [about so-and-so], "We 
don't see him or her very often", and the fact that you 
might be toiling very hard in all sorts of other 
directions is not going to help you when it comes to 

preselection [Laughs]. 

EH I also wanted to ask you today about the 
Leaders in the Council. There were three Leaders in the 
1970s, Neil McNeill, Graham MacKinnon and Ian Medcalf. 
What were their strengths and how did they operate as 

Leader of the House? 

McALEER Yes, they were certainly three very different 
personalities and therefore provided very different 

leadership. Neil McNeill, as I think perhaps I told you 
before, was a surprise choice from the Government's 
point of view, anyway, as Leader of the Legislative 
Council; he had not in the previous Brand administration 
had a portfolio and did not really expect one, I don't 
think, because after all they are limited when it comes 

to the Council. However, he was very popular in the 
Council and he had done a tremendous amount of work for 
the party and in the meantime was chairman of the rural 
committee, and so when Arthur Griffith decided that he 

wanted to become President and there was a second 
election in the Liberal Legislative Council party room, 
Neil McNeill won. And you perhaps remember, and I think 
we went into it, but there were a lot of new members of 

the Legislative Council on the Liberal side. Well, no 
doubt a number of them, like me, knew Neil well and 
perhaps did not know others so well and things like 

that, and, anyway, he was chosen. So, as a consequence, 
he became number three in the Liberal-National Party 

coalition Government and was given a ministry; he was 
given the Ministry for Justice, as I remember, which was 
a good way away from his special expertise which was the 
dairy industry. However, I think he fulfilled that 
quite well, and it was obvious that we did not have at 
that time a lawyer, except for Ian Medcalf who could 
have been Attorney General, but Ian Medcalf at that time 
was still practising law as a senior partner in his law 
firm and therefore was very unwilling to accept a 

portfolio. So that was why we had to have a Minister 

for Justice. 

Neil was a particularly nice person and therefore in all 
his dealings with the members there were never any 

personality type hassles, but he was one of those 
leaders who play things very close to the chest and so 
not only did the Opposition never quite know what was 
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going to happen in the House, but my recollection is 

that very often the troops did not know either. Mind 

you, things were much more leisurely in those days in 

the Legislative Council, especially in the first session 

of Parliament, the Address-in-Reply session, because we 

went home quite early at nights, we took our time, there 

were fewer questions, and of course we always had to 

wait for the Assembly to finish their Address-in-Reply 

too, and there was no great pressure. 

I do not mean to say that we all went round in a haze 

every day all day, but as the pressure came on with more 

legislation coming down from the Assembly... .although we 

had a Notice Paper, we did not always follow it, and 

there was a certain degree of - not exactly confusion, 

but mystery, about the way our business was conducted. 

And of course this did not matter so much to us. We 

were following a general plan day to day; it was just 

the order of business. It was very difficult for the 

Opposition because as I remember it there were only nine 

members on the other side, and so they had to cope with 

whatever was thrown at them and if they were responsible 

for a whole number of Bills and different portfolios 

then they more or less had to bring all their papers 

into Parliament with them when they arrived in the 

afternoon because they never [laughs] quite knew what 

might crop up at any given moment; they did not have 

time to rush away to their offices to get their papers. 

Neil perhaps partly lost the confidence of the Liberal 
members of the Legislative Council, a mistake which was 

not his fault at all but - and I think I outlined it to 

you earlier - which was difficulty over the Liquor Bill. 

But, [there was] more than that, probably; with 

hindsight I did not know much about the ins and outs and 

intrigues that went on within the party at that time and 

nobody ever lobbied me, so I remained in ignorance. But 
I imagine that Graham MacKinnon, for instance, who had 

believed that he would win the leadership of the party 

in the Legislative Council, probably gathered strength 

in the intervening period and so when it came time for 

the next Parliament and the position was to be re-

elected, then Graham MacKinnon beat Neil McNeill, and 

felt that he had taken his proper place. [Laughs] But 
Neil was very hurt, and I think rightly so because he 

had taken tremendous pains, not only with leading the 

party but also in dealing very well with the Bills and 

with the Opposition; he was the person who never brushed 

off what was said from either side of the House, and of 

course now that I have been in Opposition I can 

appreciate much more that he gave very fair 

consideration to the points put up by the Opposition and 

also saw that the departments answered the points that 

were made and raised and that they were not neglected. 
I had a great deal of admiration for him which I 

acquired mainly when I was on his rural committee, in 
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the 1971-74 period, and he was a member who spoke often 

at length; he practically held the record, I think, at 
one stage in the Legislative Council on a dairy Bill 

because he worked in ever-narrowing circles. So he 

started his speeches with a very wide circumference and 

gradually worked in towards the point and so his work 

was very detailed and very thorough but sometimes took 

rather a long time to accomplish. But he was a terribly 
honest person, as well as being a very kind one; very 

straight. There was nobody you would trust more to do 

what he believed was right, and genuinely so. 

Graham MacKinnon, of course, in his own way, also tried 

to do what was right, and I always remember that in 

difficult decisions later on. .. .1 remember him saying to 

me once, "The thing is, in the end you are best served 

if you take what you think is the right course rather 

than the expedient one because in the end it generally 

turns out to be correct anyway; not just right but 

correct in its effects." And Graham was of course a 

much wilier bird than Neil McNeill. We used to call him 

the old fox, and he really was. And he was of course a 

great parliamentary performer in the sense that he 

enjoyed robust debate and taking the mickey out of the 

Opposition. Yet, in some ways, he was less autocratic 

than Neil McNeill in his dealings with his own side. I 

think perhaps I told you that he was the one who used to 

give the backbenchers Bills to deal with - or perhaps 

motions - instead of making the Minister responsible for 

them, and letting them try their wings and giving them 

every help that they needed. So it produced a feeling 
of involvement and togetherness, and it was an 

experience enjoyed by all of us. 

Sometimes Graham was a bit cavalier - he enjoyed taking 

risks, and I can remember him practically losing a Bill 

once which was simply something to do with an amendment. 

I do not know what the Bill was, but it was, say, 

permitting wildlife officers to go into people's houses, 

or something like that, to track down stolen birds, and 

one or two of our members became very upset because they 

said that an Australian's house was his castle and civic 

rights were being abrogated, and things like that. And 

Graham, through not taking them seriously, very nearly 

lost the Bill, and it was only because the Opposition 

came to his rescue [laughs] and said that really one 
must have these powers (and they voted with the 

Government in this) that the mutiny was quelled. But 

that was really close because he every now and so 

often.. . .1 won't say he was irresponsible but he got a 

bit carried away, full of joie de vivre and one thing 
and another, but when the chips were really down he was 
a great fighter and a very good debater. 
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He carried a very heavy load with his various portfolios 

and one probably does not always give sufficient weight 
to the fact that a Minister is doing so much hard work 

quite outside the Parliament and when you are Leader of 
the House it can be a very heavy load to carry. He was 

very much a political man in the sense that he, for 

instance, prided himself that he always knew the 
Standing Orders backwards and thought everybody else 

ought to, especially his Whips, and he enjoyed not just 

the cut and thrust but the whole parliamentary system, 

set-up, the nuances - all those things he saw as 

important and worth preserving but also worth 

exploiting - yes - and so on. 

EH What would he have seen as the nuances? 

McALEER Well, there are a lot of things in the 

Standing Orders and things that you can do, if you are 

really on the ball and interested, such things as 

exploit the news to your own advantage. You have to 
know your conventions and your Standing Orders and 

things well, and be interested in using them to get the 
best out of them. That is the sort of thing I mean. 

He had had, perhaps, his most important portfolios, or,  

some of his most important work had been done, before I 

came into Parliament - that is Graham MacKinnon. One, 
of course, was the organising of the fishing industry. 

When he first had the Fisheries portfolio which was 

never considered a major portfolio, but which became 

very important for Western Australia from an industrial 

and economic point of view. . .. He took the portfolio at 

a time when crayfishing was first becoming really 

profitable, so more people were streaming into the 

industry and there was no real regulation. And so not 

only did the resource have to be protected but fishermen 

also had to be disciplined in some way or other, or 

taught to discipline themselves, and he, in company I 

suppose with Bernard Bohan at that time, devised and 

persuaded the fishermen to accept an Act - which was a 
Fisheries Act which was really quite draconian in some 

of its provisions - so that the industry was closed and 

the regulations governing the taking of sized crayfish 

and so forth were enforced. 

Because the resources of the department were not very 

great so they could not have a mass of inspectors 

running up and down the coast - although those they had 
did run up and down the coast at a fair speed - they had 
to build into it the system that fishermen more or less 

policed each other. In a way this was not so difficult 

because it was a pretty cutthroat business, fishing; 

there was no taking other people's pots and so forth. 
So although I myself thought the Act was a bit too 
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severe, it did work well and it did achieve what it set 

out to do and it was accepted by the fishermen, who, 

after all, were the people truly involved. And so that 

was a really great success for him, and I think one of 

the great satisfactions of his career. 

The other one, of course, again before I was in 

Parliament, was when he brought in the fluoridation of 

public drinking water. I think he probably thought long 

and hard and consulted pretty widely to make sure that 

that was in fact the way to go, but having been 

convinced of it, even though it was terribly unpopular, 

he then pressed ahead with it. He was subjected to 

death threats, and the Gallery was full of people 

calling for his blood, but he went ahead and of course 

had the backing of the House and it was accomplished, 

but it wasn't an easy time, and you have to be a pretty 

strong character to stand up to so much pressure - and 

so much noisy pressure, I mean, public pressure - 

especially as the Leader of the Labor Party himself, 

Mr John Tonkin, was bitterly opposed to this use of 

fluoride. 

Graham's other great battle - and that was in my time - 

was when the clearing bans were put on the lands 

abutting the rivers in the south which were feeding the 

dams, because the rivers and dams were rapidly becoming 

saline and the catchment areas were not totally cleared 

but were already cleared enough to have done damage from 

a salt point of view. So in the Public Works Department 

they devised the scheme of not only preventing more 

clearing but of eventually putting some of the land back 

to forest. It was a very difficult thing to do because 

as soon as the word got out that there might be bans, as 

you can imagine everybody that could get hold of a 

tractor started to lay waste to the land. 

One very important facet which the party did accept but 

which certainly was not promoted by the Public Works 

Department was that the people who had been prevented 

from clearing their land should receive some adequate 

compensation. Public works, like all Government 

departments, was very loath to spend money in that sort 

of way, however it was well out of my area and I wasn't 

involved in the action down there. 

But Graham himself went around facing the multitudes of 

angry farmers who were clamouring for his blood as a 

consequence of these clearing bans, and again he had at 

least one very frightening experience on a dark night 

down there. He was in the open air on some sort of 

platform and the farmers looked like lynching him! 

Anyway, he faced the mob and things went through. But 

it was very difficult; it was difficult to do justice to 
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the people whose clearing was being banned - there were 

so many complaints - and to make sure of what was just 
and what wasn't just. The department really had a 

pretty difficult time and I think they did very well - 

but you can imagine! [Laughs] 

END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE ONE 
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TAPE FIVE SIDE TWO 

MCALEER In that very first 1974 Government, however, 

the portfolio he then had was Education, which is one he 

had not expected and didn't, I think, particularly 

welcome. His first duty was to implement the new 

Liberal Party policy of preprimary education, which 

again he found wasn't easy because all the kindergarten 

people were up in arms about it and thought that their 

kindergartens were going to be - which they were, to a 

certain extent - sidelined, because of the Government's 

preprimary schools. But of course the fact was that if 

you lived in a reasonably affluent area then you could 

afford to contribute to kindergartens, but if you lived 

in a much poorer area then you couldn't produce the same 

sort of thing for your children of five or four plus, 

and so it really wasn't a particularly equitable system 

as it existed and it was a policy that I certainly 

firmly believed in. 

I have a feeling that I am repeating myself, but Graham, 

again, had a parliamentary policy committee which he 

used to very good effect to sort of supplement his own 

work, going around and inspecting schools and other 

educational institutions, and reporting to him. So they 

had a great deal of satisfaction because they had a 

certain amount of responsibility, and I take it that the 
work they did was useful to him and he therefore 

extended his own influence in that way, and my 
recollection is that education really was quite exciting 

when Graham had the portfolio, and members of 

Parliament - certainly the Liberal members of 

Parliament - had very good access to the officers of the 

department and so while we all had schools and things 

which needed lots of work and things done for them, one 

always had the feeling of being very much in touch with 

what was going on, and able to put your point of view. 

I don't say that money being what it is one always won, 

but at least you always felt that you weren't shut out 

from the total effort. 

Again, Graham had to go around the countryside selling 
the preprimary idea, and I was present, even up our way, 

at various angry meetings of some parents and teachers, 

especially parents, I think; kindergarten people who 

were annoyed about the new policy. 

Anyway, the day came when, as is common in politics, 

those who live by the sword die by it, and after another 

round of elections for Leader of the Legislative Council 

and Graham was done, as it were, by Ian Medcalf. The 
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previous year Ian Medcalf had agreed that he would 

accept a portfolio and he was an honorary Minister for 

the first 12 months, I think. In order to do this, of 

course, he had to give up his work for the law firm to a 

large extent. And I don't think that he himself was 

personally ambitious to defeat Graham, but there was a 

group which rallied round him and promoted him and so it 

happened, and poor Graham was really cut to the heart 

again [laughs], and he wasn't a man who ever concealed 

his sorrows [laughs] - or his joy, for that matter, 

either! But his sorrows always weighed very heavily on 

him and the whole world knew that he suffered. 

Ian Medcalf was a very experienced parliamentarian by 

this time and a very even-tempered man, and it was with 

Ian as Leader that I first became Whip, and I remember 

him trying to explain my duties to me as a Wtiip; he was 

trying to say that it was a two-way thing and he used a 

phrase which I always remembered, which perhaps on 

reflection I don't think he would have used twice. He 

said, 'You have to be a sort of a spy for the Leader." 

[Laughs] What he meant was that you had to keep him 

informed and if there was dissatisfaction in the ranks 

and some dissidence about various Bills and things, the 

sooner the Leader knows about it and he can do something 

to harmonise matters, the better. He was very good to 

work with. He expected you to pull your weight and do 

the work and was very satisfactory to work with, because 

you felt that you had your part to play and did. 

Being a legal man, he was pitted by this time against 

other legal people on the other side, meaning not only 

Hon Joe Berinson but Peter Dowding and Howard Olney, and 

the rest of us in the Legislative Council, I think 

probably on both sides, used to roll our eyes and sit 

back when they dealt with legal Bills because, as is the 

way with lawyers, they conducted debate entirely among 

themselves and though Ian was one against three, he was 

well able to hold his own. He was very greatly 

respected for his legal ability, and of course he took a 

measured view and he wasn't wildly partisan and he tried 

to be fair and balanced and didn't have any great hang-

ups, and he was in that respect a very good Leader of 

the House for both sides. Nobody ever really felt that 

he was trying to do them down - I don't think; things 

like that. 

He was also, though not so obviously, as you might say, 

a "political animal" as Graham MacKinnon, but 

nevertheless very conscious that the electorate was out 

there and it wasn't much use us deciding that we wanted 

this or that if we weren't carrying the electorate with 

US. So it was a principle of his that one didn't just 

decide on a course of action and try and implement it on 

the spot; if there was any difficulty about it or it was 
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likely to be controversial, you had to get out there and 

sell it to the electorate first. And when we were in 

Opposition, of course, that was a doubly important 

principle for us because we were in such an invidious 

position in the sense of having the majority in the 

Council. So I think we were all disappointed when he 

finally decided to resign from the leadership and 

retire. It wasn't that he was ever threatened in his 

leadership, but that was the way things went. 

EH I was very interested when you commented on 

the four lawyers that were there. Did this mean that 

they became more entrenched in their party positions, or 

did they actually come closer together in their debates? 

McALEER Well, a little of each, in a sense. First of 

all, the three on the Opposition side, the three Labor 

Party lawyers, did work together in concert. It was 

like watching three kangaroo dogs hunting; one would 

lead and then fall back, and another would come forward, 

and so on. But they were three very different 

personalities, and so that's where the different effects 

came. Joe Berinson was primarily a politician; he 

hadn't practised much law and he was a much more recent 

graduate, which he achieved during his Federal 

parliamentary career, so although he was a lawyer he 

didn't claim to have the same standing as the other two, 

Dowding and Olney. So his great performances really 

weren't so much on the law side as pure parliamentary 

debate and tactics. Peter Dowding of course was a bit 

of both. He was a pretty histrionic type of performer - 

loved taking a point and even dredging up unused 

practices. I mean, once he had discovered that a member 

addressing the House could go up to the steps or speak 

from the President's Chair or something of that 

nature .... He tried out everything that could be tried 

out, just for fun. But he had a sharp mind and, you 

know ..... 

Howard Olney, on the other hand, who also had an 

extremely good head and a lot of experience in law, was 

much more painstaking and therefore much more in the end 

effective - and much more trouble, I would say, to Ian 

Medcalf, in the sense that Howard Olney was capable of 

persuading our members that what he was saying was right 

and reasonable and the criticisms he was making of a 

particular Bill might very well be just. I don't say 

that he was always right but he had that very persuasive 

way, and he was calm and he took pains; he was never 

ruffled and wasn't obviously point-scoring or losing his 

temper or anything like Peter Dowding, for instance. So 

of the three of them, in a way Olney was the most 

difficult to deal with from our point of view. But as 

Ian himself was calm and measured I think that he mostly 

managed to save the pass but I think sometimes that he 

felt he had to work pretty hard at it. 
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But Howard Olney, unfortunately I thought for 
Parliament, didn't enjoy it. He really, from the moment 

he entered Parliament - although he'd been preselected 

on two occasions before he finally came in - didn't 

enjoy the experience at all, so when Ian Medcalf offered 

to make him a judge he gladly resigned from Parliament. 

Now, one would think in the light of today's effort with 

Mr Greiner and Terry Metherall that perhaps there were 

some dirty doings there, but the fact was that Howard 

Olney represented a seat we could never win. So it was 

only a question of replacing one Labor man with another, 

and he was, as it turned out to be, an ornament of the 

bench. There was no wrongdoing there [laughs] or any 

impropriety. But it was an interesting time to see them 
all in action together. 

EH What were the debates? Do you remember any 

examples? 

McALEER For instance, I think that the perennial 

question of adoption was one that came up; I don't know 

that it was specifically adoption or. . . .For instance, I 

think I can just remember a debate about names, and I 

don't quite know under what Bill that would have fallen, 

but it was a question about the names that. . . .Oh, what 

was it? The register of births, marriages and deaths, 

and it would have been a Bill dealing with such matters. 

These things, they sound dull but they do have very 

practical ramifications for people involved, that sort 

of thing, and of course for winkling out the points 
there was nobody better than the lawyers. [laughs] 

EH Do you feel that this really added to the 

quality of the legislation that was passed? 

McALEER I think in many cases it undoubtedly did, but 

sometimes.. . .It was our impression that the lawyers 

pursued points for their own sake, that they truly and 

really just enjoyed themselves. [laughter] Making fine 

points hither and yon and perhaps not a great deal was 

added to the sum of things. 

[Break in recording] 

A continuation of the interview with Margaret McAleer at 
Parliament House on 23rd September 1992. 

EH I would like this morning to start with the 

1983 election and ask you from the Liberal point of view 

what were the issues for this election; and why the 

Liberal Party lost, or the ALP won, this election? 
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IcLEER I would have said that basically the Liberal 

Party lost the election because it had to a large extent 

run out of steam. It was really taking up - this is my 

recollection - more defensive positions than generating 

new ideas or going in for any sort of experimentation, 

if that is the right word. I mean, it seemed to me that 

many good ideas, or the occasional good idea perhaps, 

were, during that last year, knocked on the head because 

it was felt that if we lost Government that would be 

turned to our disadvantage - that, say, in tampering 

with Acts they would then be used in a way that perhaps 

we wouldn't actually wish. I take for example the 

dealing with the housing question. There was a very 

strong push from the housing department - whatever it 

was called then, it's Homeswest now - to have sort of 

pepper and salting with houses, in the sense that they 

were going to - which they do now, of course - join with 

private interests to develop large blocks of land so 

that you'd have partly fair quality housing and partly 

State housing. Now the Minister at that time, if I 

remember rightly, was Laurance and he was pushing that 

point of view - which was a departmental view, 

undoubtedly - and while it looked like a good idea and 

was. . .. Of course there was always a shortage of Federal 

funds and this was partly to get around it, in the very 

end it was sort of clobbered by the.... How shall I say 

it ....more hard-line members of the party because they 

felt that it wasn't quite how Liberal principles should 

operate, whatever that might mean, and I think they saw 

some disadvantage, some further socialisation perhaps 

might have been their way of thinking, of the housing 

scene if that were given. Anyway, I thought it was a 

great pity because I thought it was a way to go at the 

time and that it was a practical and reasonable way. I 

was sorry to see what I thought were not genuinely valid 

reasons for it being tossed out. 

That is only a small example but it is one that comes to 

my mind as a sort of attitude that was prevailing in the 

party room. I feel that given that. . . .we were certainly 

having one of our many economic downturns - that that 

wasn't a helpful sort of attitude; we weren't positive 

enough, forward enough. You have to remember, of 

course, that we lost Sir Charles Court as leader and 

we'd had 12 months or so of Ray O'Connor, who, while he 

was dexterous enough in Parliament, I think, he 
certainly wasn't one of the great innovators. On the 

contrary he took very, I thought, conservative and 
status quo sort of views of things. 

EH How was the Legislative Council affected? 

McALEER By the election? 
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EH Yes. 

McALEER Well, in the Legislative Council.... It was a 

great shock, of course [laughter] to have the roles 

reversed. But the difficulty which emerged, as it were, 

was that the roles weren't truly reversed in the sense 

that the Opposition parties still had a good working 

majority. Even in the small practical matters that 

told, because where normally, for instance, it is the 

duty of the Government to keep the House, the fact was 

that we had more numbers and so we felt to some extent 

an obligation to also help keep the House. We couldn't 

just say to all our members, 'You can go off in pairs' 

because that would have left the House quite empty. 

Fortunately we had quite good working arrangements but 

from our people's point of view it was a bit hard to 

discipline the troops, as it were, because they felt 

that at least one of the perks of being in Opposition is 

that you should be able to rush out and see your 

electors and things, as the Opposition had done in our 

day, whereas we really weren't quite free to do that. 

Also, while normally the Opposition grants pairs to the 

Government, in a way it was the other way about because 

the Government were the ones who were tight and it all 

had to be negotiated. It was done on a good basis 

ordinarily because Fred McKenzie was a very reasonable 

and honest and just Whip, and relations with him have 

always been first class. 

We've only ever had one upset and that wasn't Fred's 

fault; he was away - and it wasn't at this period, it 

was a little earlier. Brian Burke sent word down from 

the Assembly that pairs would be called off over some 

sort of a Bill - I don't think it was earth shattering - 

which caused a great deal of unease, and our people 

remembered it for years and years to come as though, you 

know, it was going to happen every week. [laughs] It 

took a long time to persuade them that normally that 

didn't happen with Fred. 

EH You were elected as Opposition Whip in 

February of '83. 

MCALEER Yes, that was at the Council party meeting. 

suppose by that time they'd become used to me. [laughs] 

EH You were happy to continue in this role? 

MCALEER Yes, I was. And it was, of course, less 

responsibility being an Opposition Whip than it is when 

you're in Government because after all you're not trying 

to get through Bills; you don't have that terrible, 
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terrible feeling. On the other hand - this is what I 

was really going on to say the majority that we had in 

the Council made life terribly stressful for us because 

we really had to make decisions on Bills. We couldn't 

just happily oppose them in the knowledge that they'd go 

through whatever we did; we knew that what we did was 

really going to affect legislation. Of course, much of 

the legislation was controversial and, while it caused 

us a considerable amount of unease we weren't able 

to. . . . for instance with the WADC, the public perception 

wasn't in tune with our own; they didn't see any cause 

for unease, in these matters and the deals that the 

Government was doing. We ourselves, while we thought 
they were not always adhering to the best parliamentary 

principles, couldn't really finger them as being 

anything else except that we were uneasy about them. 

That in itself wasn't always enough to justify trying to 

throw things out. 

We also had rather a trying time because the Assembly 

people, although they normally don't look to the Council 

in either party as being of any great consequence, 

suddenly thought that they were going to be heavily 

dependent on us during our stay in Opposition - our own 

colleagues couldn't win a point, we should be doing all 

the point winning down our end. Of course we felt that 

we must try and be responsible in our response to the 

legislation that was coming through. And, of course, we 

made mistakes; it's inevitable in such a situation. It 

was a trying time; it was a very trying time for the 
leader, I think. That's Gordon Masters, and I think he 
managed very well, but it wasn't all beer and skittles 

by any means. 

El-I Is it correct to say that you felt an 
obligation to support the Government legislation coming 

up to the Council unless you could see something 

drastically wrong with it? 

McALEER Yes, that's true. We had to allow that the 

Government was the Government. You know, it was the 

elected Government and therefore had the right to a 

legislative program. And although quite early on we 

were a bit shocked by the Government's style, which was 

radically different to our own and anything in our 

experience up to that time - 

El-I Can I just ask you in what way it was 

radically different? 

McALEER Well, I think it was that injection of that 

entrepreneurial bit that really took us all by surprise. 

I mean, it was spelt out by the Premier that Federal 
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funds were a bit tight so therefore the Stat
e had to 

look to getting funds in other ways - whic
h is all right 

in a general sort of a way, but it's how you 
go about 

getting them. And, of course, once you go outside 

Parliament looking for funds, and that's not s
ubject to 

any sort of scrutiny really. . . . For instance
, the very 

first thing, I suppose, was that Argyle diamo
nd deal. 

You are already abrogating Parliament and in
 a sense 

being -like King Charles I or other monarchs wh
o managed 

to get money outside Parliament and then could 
really do 

what they wanted to. Well, we were uneasy and
 we were 

trying to tread the fine line. 

And at the same time, of course, we were tryin
g to 

awaken the public to the problems - what we p
erceived as 

problems - but it simply wasn't on, in the sense that, 

for instance, everybody thought as far as Ar
gyle was 

concerned that they were going to have a di
amond in 

their pocket, and wasn't that just too s
plendid 

[laughs] 

Was the casino another. 

McALEER Yes, the casino was a very contro
versial- 

issue. In the first place, of course, was whether we
 

should have a casino or not. Well, the debate
 had been 

raging for years anyway, you know, and the No
rthbridge 

pseudo-casinos and policing and the degree of 
tolerance 

that was allowed - all that. So there were obviously 

many who felt that the way to go was better th
an having 

open slather. On the other hand, of course, w
ithin our 

own party there were supporters of the casino. 
But 

there again, just even the question of site 
was very 

controversial. Phil Pendal, for one, was totally 

against the present site - felt it was a misuse of the 

foreshore. Then, again, allowing that the casi
no was to 

go ahead, there then were all sorts of worries 
about ho-v.-

it would operate, whether it would remain withi
n Western 

Australian control, what sort of gambling 
would -  be 

allowed. There was a very strong feeling, cer
tainly on 

our side, against the two-armed bandits, a
nd I can 

remember Des Dans saying more or less that that
 wouldn't 

be allowed. But, of course, as it turned out, 

mechanical two armed bandits weren't all
owed but 

technology has moved on [laughs] 

EH You can press buttons instead! [laughter] 

McALEER Yes. Or you get the video things and whatnot. 

Maybe it was technically true that they didn't h
ave two 

armed bandits but they just got around it. 
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So undoubtedly in our party we had always had a free 

vote for things like gambling, as we did for liquor, 

which meant that people held some very different views 

and people held very strong moral feelings that gambling 

was bad anyway and anything that encouraged gambling was 

to be avoided. So although we weren't in disarray, 

there was a variety of views about it. 

EH When there's a free vote like that, how much 

pressure is there on people? 

McALEER It depends a bit. One of the things it- 

depends most on is what the numbers are in the division, 

I think. If you have a question which might have, 

say. . . . say, there were 14 members voting and you had six 

on one side and eight on the other, then you wouldn't 

find any problem. But when you get down to 13 versus 

one, or 12 versus two, and it is a controversial matter, 

then there is a certain amount of pressure because 

they're seen then as the people breaking rank. The 

homosexual Bill is a very good example of that. The 

homosexual Bills - the whole saga of it - because after 

the Select Committee which recommended way back, with 

John Williams as chairman, that it should be 

decriminalised, the first vote that I participated in in 

the Legislative Council in a Bill put forward by Grace 

Vaughan, I think, was passed in the Legislative Council 

because it was very strongly supported by the Liberals; 

a tremendous number of Liberals voted for it. Mind you, 

it wasn't a very safeguarded type of Bill, either. But 

over the years the voting - the feeling within the 

party - changed. 

[Break in recording] 

END OF TAPE FIVE SIDE TWO 
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TAPE SIX SIDE ONE 

McALEER I was really saying that the switchboard sort 

of seized up and the telephone girls wept because of all 

the calls that they were getting. I guess many of the 

calls were abusive, you know, because if they couldn't 

get through to me then they took it out on the 

receptionists. So it was really the lobbying which, in 

a way, you are only getting one very well organised 

section who are getting all the limelight and making all 

the running and anybody who might have supported you 

never got through anyway. [laughs] 

Eli This was the 1989 Bill, wasn't it? 

McALEER Yes. 

EH So you would have had lobbying from the church 

groups and then lobbying from the homosexual community 

as well? 

McALEER Well, at that time the homosexual community 

stayed pretty low key. They decided for once, after 

other battles they'd fought, that they would not be very 
prominent. Even though there were things in the Bill 

they didn't greatly care for, they decided they would 

keep a pretty low profile. And really that was a good 

idea. After all, they did their work but they didn't 

jam up the switchboard. So the problem came really from 

fundamentalist type people and people who felt very 

strongly. But nearly all of them had a strong religious 

tinge, and I say " religious"  in inverted commas because 

there didn't seem to be much charity associated with it. 

EH How difficult was it for you personally at 

that time? 

McALEER Well, the difficulty arose. .. .and of course a 
lot of Liberal branches were very anti which was also 

difficult. The difficulty arose simply because in the 

end I began to wonder if, you know, only Johnny was in 

step and whether in fact my perception, which really was 

that it should be decriminalised, was wrong and that the 

consequences that everybody else seemed to see that 

would follow from it... .perhaps I wasn't far sighted 

enough. So in the end, of course. . . .and I was very 
isolated in the sense that I didn't have any good advice 

on how to attack the Bill, to put in the safeguards 
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which I did agree that it did need. It came on me very 

quickly for some reason or another. I think. . . .Yes, an 

employee of mine had been killed a fortnight or so 

before and so I was a bit out of touch with things, so I 

was thrown straight into the melee and I didn't have and 

didn't perhaps know where to seek the sort of advice I 

needed. So I let it go. The Government offered me a 

preamble but I didn't think that that in itself was a 
strong enough or would provide the safeguards. In the 

next Bill Peter Foss did produce legislative safeguards 

within the body of the Bill which I thought was a more 

satisfactory state. Generally, I had very mixed 

feelings about it. I couldn't help wondering whether it 

was a bit through fright (or not) that I didn't support 

it. There were a lot of emotional feelings. As you can 

imagine, my own party was absolutely beside itself. 

[laughs] 

EH Most people were opposed to reform, weren't 

they? 

McALEER Yes. Everybody in the parliamentary party 

was. [laughs] It seemed to be most from outside. Of 

course it wasn't true; there were plenty of people 

outside who thought it quite reasonable but their voice 

wasn't heard in our party room. 

EH Had the HIV AIDS epidemic influenced any of 

this either way, because it could have influenced it for 

change or. 

McALEER Yes, but it didn't. I mean, it did influence 

it, of course, tremendously, and in the wrong way in the 

sense that it justified all the 11 ant15 11  feeling that 

this was the terribly dangerous thing you were letting 

loose in the community; you were just helping forward 

the epidemic, as it were. Yes, time-wise, of course, it 

was an unfortunate coincidence. 

EH We can go back earlier into the 1980s now, 

perhaps back to your role as Opposition Whip. I would 

really like to ask you how different it was in 

Opposition; in a way we've talked about this. Did it 

continue to be more difficult to keep harmony in 

Opposition? 

McALEER Yes, I suppose in the sense that there were 

more individual instances where members had a view which 
didn't chime in quite with the Opposition's policy at 

the time and so there had to be a bit more management - 

a bit more to-ing and fro-ing to keep things in line, 
especially under the stress of just being in Opposition. 
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EH The balance of numbers, when did that change? 

McALEER It didn't change greatly till the last 

session. [laughs] But from that time onwards it 

deteriorated, from our point of view. And it was sort 

of predictable that the Government would, even under the 

old system, come very close if it didn't quite capture 

the majority in the House. 

EH The Leaders of the House - first Des Dans and 

then Joe Berinson: How did they manage this situation - 

first Des Dans - and what sort of a leader was he? 

McALEER Well, I suppose Des Dans in a way had some 

difficulty in that he'd been, like all the Labor Party, 

in Opposition for a very long time and therefore he 

hadn't had ministerial experience and he was one of the 
older members of the party. So while he was the leader 

of the Council, and that gave him status within his own 

party, he probably wasn't really one of the group - the 

young Turks sort of thing. The casino was his 

particular baby and of course the America's Cup and all 

those arrangements, and it seemed to me that perhaps he 

also had some private griefs and difficulties. It 

seemed to me at the time of his leadership in Government 

that he wasn't so equable in temper and therefore 

perhaps didn't always manage the House quite as well as 

he perhaps could have. Everybody really liked Des 

[pause] but one couldn't help feeling that in the end he 

was probably quite glad to get out of it. 

Whereas Joe, of course - I know he's aged a bit since 

[laughs] and he's had his bad back which hasn't been a 

help for him. Joe Berinson came to the Legislative 

Council from Federal politics and didn't like the 

change. He spent all his early time in the Legislative 

Council telling us what sort of low status organisation 

he'd found himself in and I think, you know, it's very 

hard to make the adjustment from Federal to State 

politics. He felt he'd come from the big league to the 

small league and that our practices weren't the 

practices that he'd been used to and didn't deserve 

perhaps to be honoured. I mean, things like the 

Address-in-Reply and whatnot. He would never speak on 
them and he'd just say what a waste of time it was 

having debates of that nature. He wasn't ever a great 

electorate man. I don't think I ever heard him speak 
too much about his electorate. He was interested in the 

sorts of things lawyers are interested in and more 

general questions. 

EH What are the things lawyers are interested in? 
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McALEER [laughs] All these wretched Bills we've got 

before us - you know, criminal law. Fair enough, they 
have to be there but, I mean, there wasn't much grass 

roots stuff attached to them. 

Joe was a very consummate politician and so once he 

became leader he really showed the stuff that he was 

made of. In the earlier times in Opposition he was 

really overshadowed in some respects by Peter Dowding 

and Olney - just as backbenchers. But as a leader in 

the Council he was very shrewd and very fine in the 

sense of being really adept. And he has a great gift 

of. . . . Again, everybody likes Joe; he has a great aura 

of trustworthiness and so when the time came when we 

wondered whether his role was quite what it was 

purported to be, it was very difficult to attack him in 

the sense that everybody basically sort of always felt 

that he had a high moral tone and that he was able to 

convey this. He could have been, and sometimes was, 

cutting all our throats and so forth and might have done 

all sorts of terrible things but he always managed to 

have that presence of higher things and, as you know, he 

has always managed, up to date, to keep himself out of 

real trouble. 

EH Just for people in the future when they are 

reading this, we are really referring to the Royal 

Commission now, aren't we, into WA Inc dealings? 

McALEER Yes. But we did get one or two shocks with 

Joe which had nothing to do with WA Inc really, but 

simply that he gave us undertakings which in the end he 

wasn't able to carry out. 

EH What were they? 

McALEER I am trying to think but it was some of the 

earlier legislation like the development corporation. I 

can't bring it to mind freely; I would have to refresh 

myself on that. And I don't say that Joe gave them 

believing that he couldn't. When I say "couldn't" it 

was because when the party got together and he was with 

the then leaders they said, "No way, we can't do that 

sort of thing." But he might have been taking the easy 

way and thought perhaps they will, perhaps they won't. 

[laughs] He always said things with such conviction 
that, I mean, your first instinct was always to believe 
him. 

EH How difficult is this in politics, this 
situation? I would imagine particularly in the 
Legislative Council where it's the smaller House and you 

tend to know people a lot better. 
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McALEER Yes, that's true. Well, normally speaking, of 

course, people really aren't dastardly and so while you 

might attack the policies and whatnot it doesn't come 

down to a question of there being too much sleight of 

hand. But still, you always have to remember that 

politics are politics and therefore you can't expect 

total openness [laughs] and people have got to use their 

wits and finesse as best they can, and I think that's 

accepted on all sides. It's just that if you do get 

around to giving a genuine undertaking then one does 

expect it to be honoured if possible. 

It's quite true that members of the Legislative Council 

do know each other quite well and are friendly right 

across the House. With very few exceptions there hasn't 

been anybody disagreeable. But members' styles vary. 

Graham MacKinnon was always saying that one shouldn't be 

personal but he himself was quite often very personal in 

an attack, you know. And some members do this; their 

attacks are always personal. It generally sounds worse 

than it is, but still, for the onlooker, it might be a 

bit off-putting. However, as there are very few 

onlookers in the Legislative Council I don't know that 

it matters! [laughs] 

EH I'm not quite sure how to put this: Were 

there signs or signals that you could read perhaps in 

people, perhaps a leader like Joe Berinson, where you 

knew or could predict what was happening? 

McALEER Yes, I think that's probably true on all sides 

and everywhere in the House. But, of course, it's most 

important in the leader or whoever happens to be in 

charge of Bills and things. Des Dans, for instance, 

yes, he had characteristics which we could say that when 

he started to - perhaps the word bluster would be it, 

and to show signs of getting really angry, then he 

himself was in some difficulty. But Joe, for instance, 

who was very urbane and very fluent, but when he really 

feels that he's got a weak case, then he suddenly starts 

to act; he sort of uses his hands a lot and his eyes 

flash and he uses quite a lot of ridicule. You know, it 

is a great performance and everybody enjoys it, but it's 

almost a certain sign that he's having real difficulty 

with the case that he's putting. 

EH So this is a comfort to your side! [laughs] 

MCALEER It is certainly a comfort to me. [laughter] 

A further interview with Margaret McAleer at Parliament 

House on 6 October 1992. 
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EH This morning I would like to start wi
th the 

Labor Party the Burke Government and
 the agenda for 

reform that they had. Could we start then with your 

reflections on these early Burke years 
and perhaps some 

of the reforms they had brought in, 
like the equal 

opportunities legislation and the wome
n's issues that 

they legislated for? 

McALEER Yes, I would certainly put th
ose down as one 

of the pluses for the Burke Government
. They started, 

of course, with a particular fillip in
 having so many 

women coming into Parliament at the ti
me and that gave 

them a very good start with their co
ncentration on 

women's interests. The Labor Party perh
aps hadn't fully 

understood but perhaps understood b
etter than the 

Liberals anyway, that the women's vote w
as shifting with 

the change of women's role in the co
mmunity, in the 

sense that more and more women were go
ing to work for 

one reason or another. Therefore, their vote was 

becoming more volatile and whereas in 
the past it had 

been pretty conservative it really 
was becoming a 

significant factor and not necessarily
 a conservative 

one because there were so many prob
lems that they 

encountered in the workplace. Of course, one of the 

reasons they were in the workplace wa
s that a family 

often actually absolutely needed two inc
omes in order to 

educate children and pay for their ho
uses and things 

like that; therefore, they had differen
t needs and they 

didn't perceive these as being addres
sed by previous 

Governments. Without checking it I can
't remember, but 

I think probably in the 1 83 election a significant 

number of women did vote for the Lab
or Party. The 

Liberals were certainly a bit slow in 
picking this up. 

Liberals on the whole - and while it wasn't a bad 

thing - nevertheless were so focused on the fa
mily and 

problems in keeping stable families i
n the community 

that they to a large extent neglected t
he fact that you 

could still be a stable family but sti
ll have to go to 

work. You couldn't expect all women to 
stay at home and 

be mothers and childcarers and therefore
 there were very 

new needs and problems. The Labor Party I think did 

understand this a lot better. 

But during the last years of the Libe
ral Government, 

WEL,' in particular, I think it was - but certainly a 

committee - was working on the Equal Opportu
nities Bill, 

and I remember being disappointed myself
 that they never 

seemed to have any consultation with t
he conservative 

side; it was almost a totally Labor 
driven Bill and 

Labor driven work and so it didn't rea
lly come to the 

surface until the Government changed 
and there was a 

Labor Government and then they produ
ced their equal 

opportunities draft Bill. I myself was certainly 

'Women's Electoral Lobby 



MCALEER 100 

interested in it and, in a very general sense anyway, 

supportive of it sight unseen. It took a while 

to.. . .Perhaps we did discuss this before, did we? Did I 

tell you of the good role that Neil Oliver played....? 

EH No, I don't think so. 

McALEER So, just to speak about this particular Bill, 

I must say that I felt a certain anxiety as to whether 

the party was going to be able to accept it. There were 

signs that they were very undecided about it. Anyway, 

it so happened that Neil Oliver, who was really a very 
unusual member of Parliament in many ways but had very 

wide outside interests, had come across a consumer 

survey done for a chain of retail stores or something 

which had quite explicit politicairamifications insofar 

as it demonstrated how many women were in the work 

force, why they were in the work force, what their 

anticipations were, and things like that, which was 

unusual in the sense it wasn't quite obvious. . . .you 

wouldn't have perhaps expected it in a retail survey, 

but it was very wide ranging and it was very well set 

out on video and things like that. So Neil produced 
this in the party room and had a special meeting while 

we viewed the findings. And that was a very big eye-

opener, I think, to a number of my. . . . oh, to me too, but 

to my colleagues; it really convinced them that things 

had changed and predisposed them to accept the Bill 

quite readily. 

I suppose that the controversial part of the Bill, in a 

sense, as far as we were concerned - or the difficult 

area - was the affirmative action section. Although we 

accepted it, it's always remained a difficulty for us. 

I mean, one might say that at the time, looking, say, at 

the school situation where women had been so obviously 

so much in the majority in the teaching profession and 

yet occupied so few of the higher posts that there was 

obviously some need to do something. But affirmative 
action right across the board in a general sense wasn't 

something that my party has ever been able to accept on 

the whole. I don't know that I accept it as a general 
principle myself. I mean, we ourselves for instance had 

long discriminated in a favourable sense for Aborigines 

and accepted that quite readily there was a need to do 
so and nobody.. . .1 won't say that people didn't say in 

principle that there weren't principles brought forward 

and that people didn't say, well, all disadvantaged 

people should be assisted and that one shouldn't just 

point to them as Aboriginal disadvantaged people. That 

strain is always there and it is quite valid, in a way, 
if you don't want to be divisive. But where there are 

really obvious pockets of people who are greatly 
disadvantaged, then I think any practical politician 

tries to do something about it. Anyway, the Bill passed 

and that was a good thing, I think. 
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I must say in passing that [pause] I always think it's a 

pity to have to legislate for these sort of purposes. I 

know it's supposed to be educative; partly I expect it 

is educative for the populace to have the legislation. 

But really it's so much an attitude of people in the 

community - the way they look at things - that I'm just 

temperamentally averse to having to legislate for such 

things. 

EH Is that because there is a compulsion about 

something that should be there in the society anyway? 

MCALEER Yes, and although proponents of legislative 

change say that the whole point is that you won't get it 

unless you legislate, and that in itself educates the 

people to a different frame of mind, I don't think it's 

necessarily so. There are ways around legislation, you 

know. 

EH You can bring about change in other ways, do 

you feel? 

McALEER Yes, well I think that perhaps you should try 

to. 

EH Yes. Another aspect of these early Burke 

years was the employment of advisers and changes in the 

relationship between Government and the Public Service. 

Could you comment on that? 

McALEER Yes, well, the first appointment of advisers, 

of course there was a great deal of political capital 

made out of it and the Liberals certainly said quite 

vociferously that this was a kind of abuse of the civil 

service in the sense that we had a very good civil 

service and that it was shunting them to one side, 

things like that. But at the same time they did accept 

that there was room for advisers as a separate source of 

information for Ministers and that it wasn't necessarily 

in itself a bad system so long as it was kept in check 

and used as a way of checking advice and information. 

But where the rub really came in those early days was 

that advisers certainly suddenly proliferated; you 

couldn't get to speak to a Minister half the time. You 

always had to account to advisers who were quite fresh 

to the governmental scene. 

END OF TAPE SIX SIDE ONE 
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TAPE SIX SIDE TWO 

McALEEE. They did seem to have assumed powers and 

things that were unheard of up to that time. There was 

also the thought that they weren't necessarily 

appropriately chosen - that they were very much Labor 

Party enthusiasts who were being rewarded for past 

services and perhaps not appropriately placed in the 

ministerial offices where they were and that they were 

so inexperienced in Government as such that they were a 

bit too perhaps academic in their approach. But then 

the further development, of course, was that. . . .and the 

civil service I don't suppose enjoyed having them 

interposed between themselves and the Minister. And 

that really probably was part of the problem; they were 

interposed whereas our view was that they should have 

been, as it were, on another side. 

But at the same time the Government did seem to set out 

to weed out the civil service, to get rid of the old 

guard. They certainly made life so uncomfortable for 

them that a great many did resign when they had the 

opportunity and they made it easy for them to resign by 

giving them early retirement payments, and we did lose 

in very many departments a tremendous amount of senior 

staff - which left a gap of experience which was quite 

hard to fill, I think. It certainly couldn't be filled 

by advisers. Even today, or perhaps particularly today, 

if you look at the Police Force, for instance, the 

average age is around about 21 or 22, something like 

that, for the whole force, which leaves a very great gap 

between the sort of ranks and the very senior men. This 

breeds difficulties; I think you need a fairly even 

distribution if you can get it. 

Gradually the Government was working towards promotion 

by merit which, in itself, was quite good. You get a 

lot of deadwood if you just progress by seniority. But 

it brings its own problems, too, of course. I think we 
ourselves would have agreed - did agree, basically - 

that promotion by merit was at least a desirable 

ingredient in all departments. 

EH Would the Liberal Party want to continue the 

use of advisers in the same, or different, ways? 

NcALEER I think that things have changed in the 

present Government with the use of advisers as it was in 

the very beginning of the Burke years, because I think a 

lot of those advisers then became.... First of all the 
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contract system has been replaced in the civil service 

itself now. Many of those early advisers - or the 

successful ones anyway - were, as it were, integrated 

into the civil service so that you no longer had the 

quite same situation as you did in the early years. So 

while I believe that the Liberal Party would certainly 

never rule out the possibility of having outside advice 

in one form or another, I am not quite sure what form 

that would take in a future administration. 

EH There was another, well, I suppose you would 

call a "brave' decision - the 10 per cent salary cut to 

the higher paid public servants. What was the reaction 

to that? 

McALEER Well, of course the people who were about to 

have their salaries cut were, on the whole you might 

say almost without exception - very reluctant to have it 

happen. Members of Parliament were, of course, also 

involved, so partly for that reason and partly because 

it was a financial measure, we didn't feel able to 

defeat the legislation. We did oppose it but that is a 

different matter; you know, you can protest all you like 

but if you vote for it, well, then you vote for it. The 

chief reason for objecting really was that it came very 

suddenly. People had made their commitments based on 

the salary they were receiving - commitments like 

mortgages on houses and education for their children and 

all that sort of thing, and to suddenly have 10 per cent 

removed, even for a year or whatever it was to be, was 

likely to be very embarrassing for a great number of 

people and would cause hardship which they really hadn't 

brought on themselves. It was a device to make a bit of 

money for the Government, I mean, Treasury State 

coffers, but it disadvantaged one particular group who 

hadn't in a sense brought it on themselves in any way 

but who presumably the Government thought could best 

withstand it. And it did cause a lot of bitterness in 

many individuals who were sacrificed in that way. 

Looking back, I don't know that we would have changed 

our position. We still probably would have supported 

it, because if the Government said it had to have the 

money at that stage we believed them; we didn't feel it 

was our place to upset the Treasury. But we didn't like 

it. It's not the sort of thing I hope we would ever do. 

After all, we've in a small way had some similar 

experiences within our own party where, for instance, 

Sir Charles persuaded us on several occasions not to 

take pay rises. You never make them up and nobody ever 

gives you any credit. Although it's held up as being a 

great example to the community the rest of the community 

doesn't care one hoot. [laughs] 
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EH Another change that seemed to be very 

noticeable at this time was the use of Press secretaries 

and the use of the media to a much greater extent and 

the relationship between the media and Parliament. 

Could I ask you to comment on this as well? 

McALEER Yes. While the Court administration had made 

use of media officers in departments or attached to 

ministries, it was greatly multiplied in the Burke 

years. Of course Burke himself was a media man; he 

probably had much better rapport with the media and 

understood how to deal with them and the power they 

actually wielded, and how to harness that to his own 

advantage. So he did. And it certainly was a great 

love affair. They had beaut annual parties and the 

Premier would have a Christmas party or something that 

all the media people went to, sailing on boats down the 
river. They felt that Burke, of course, was one of them 

in that sense. They had so many Press attaches and 

things; the whole media seemed to be captured, as it 

were, by the Government. 

EH Did this make permanent changes for you in the 

Liberal Party in the way that you started to use the 

media yourselves? I suppose I am also asking your 

opinions about the media and the relationship with the 

media. 

McALEER I think we came to understand that, but not 

necessarily to apply very well our understanding. It's 

not as I heard Peter Kennedy express it the other day as 

simply a question of the Premier talking to the editor 

of The West Australian, but the journalists themselves 

were important; it was important to contact and keep in 

touch with the journalists who were actually writing the 

stories, and if you wanted to write stories you had to 

get out there and explain it to them and not just hope 

they'd pick it up by their own unaided efforts. So in 

practice in Parliament, shadow Ministers were encouraged 

to discuss their stories with the parliamentary Press 

and to visit with them, and anybody who wanted to get a 

story over would likewise have made an effort to at 

least send a copy to the Press or something like that. 

We often thought that apart from one or two senior 

people the Press in the parliamentary gallery wasn't 

terribly perceptive about moves in Parliament and that 

sort of thing, and while I know that members of 

Parliament give a lot more importance to the way things 

are handled in Parliament and points scored and points 

lost than the general public do, we always felt a bit 

let down by the Press that they weren't following what 
went on. If they followed it they certainly never 

showed it in their articles. 
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But I don't think that even now we ar
e totally On top of 

the Press situation. I was listening to a talk the 

other day by Peter Kennedy to the Pe
arce Liberal Party 

division. He was saying that you can't e
xpect 

politicians to be journalists in dis
guise; they are not 

necessarily going to have grea
t news sense and 

understand how to present things t
o the media but at 

least they need good minders who do
. So I suppose for 

the word hminderh  you could put Press p
eople attached to 

them who would be able to recognise 
news material when 

they see it and to disseminate i
t in a way that's 

acceptable to the Press. 

ER How much of this is manipulation; how
 much has 

it become manipulation? 

McALEER It becomes manipulation on
ly when the Press 

just swallow everything that is hand
ed out to them, of 

course. And I think for a long time 
as far as the Burke 

machine was concerned they were floo
ded with Government 

handouts and they accepted them and 
the whole tenor of 

the Press, the whole direction w
as driven by the 

Government handouts [pause] partly be
cause they were, as 

it were, convinced and in the Govern
ment's camp at the 

time. An incoming Government has goo
dwill and so forth, 

partly because sometimes journalists 
are lazy and what's 

already written for them they ac
cept if it's well 

written and appears to be what you 
want to put in the 

newspaper. 

EH The problems that we're now seeing or
 have seen, 

with the Royal Commission into WA 
Inc I suppose have 

brought out issues from these years 
and because it's so 

close to us it's probably more dif
ficult to look at. 

But what was the Liberal Party's rea
ction to the first 

of these business deals and what was 
its reaction to the 

close relationship between the Burke
 Government and the 

business community? 

McALEER I think it probably was a
 bit shattered to 

find the business community, who I s
uppose the Liberals 

had always looked on as being their n
atural allies, were 

suddenly having this great love aff
air with the Burke 

Government. Prominent business names were so 
much 

associated with enterprises and
 things that the 

Government undertook. I don't really
 know why they were 

so shocked, because business people
 always in my view 

take the view that Governments are 
a necessary evil or 

even an unnecessary evil, but they 
are there and they 

have to deal with any Government t
hat's in place and 

that's it. [laughs] So while they m
ight hand out money 

to one or both parties at the same ti
me it's really just 

a defensive measure [laughs] and 
they're not really 

interested in politics as such - only as it affects 
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their businesses. And you can I think in business learn 

to live with almost any Government if you go the right 

way about it. 

We had a long history of believing that Government is 

not very apt in business and so we weren't conditioned 

to think that the Burke Government was heading in the 

right direction when it started to take part in 

enterprises. I suppose that we were very interested to 

see that it was the kind of standing on its head of the 

old Labor Party. . . .1 can't say principles, but where 

before they had sort of socialisation and 

nationalisation as the way to go, in this case, instead 

of taking over these things, they decided to join them. 

So they were coming at the same objective perhaps from a 

different angle. But in the end, of course, what proved 

to be true was that the businesses they chose to 

associate themselves with, as we now see, were not solid 

enough, or the business people were too smart for the 

Government, so the Government in Western Australia got 

the 'worser" end of the stick. 

EH Does this make it more difficult to work as an 

Opposition, in a sense that the Labor Party had moved 

closer to the Liberal Party's traditional ground? 

NcALEER I think it made it very difficult, not only 

because it probably cut our funds down but there was a 

period in those earlier years when we didn't seem to 

have (possibly the country areas were different) any 

constituency left. The whole country seemed to be 

swallowing the Burke line, as it were, and it was very 

hard for us to make any objections. We could object all 

we liked but there didn't seem to be anybody out there 

who ever agreed or registered that there was anything 

valid in our objections. So we had the feeling that we 

were thought to be opposing for opposing's sake or that 

we hadn't got used to being out of Government, we still 

thought of ourselves as a sort of Government manqué, you 

know. It was a very difficult time - and all the more 

difficult because we had the power in the Legislative 

Council to defeat legislation if we wanted to, yet we 

didn't really have the public support, I don't think, 

for many things - certainly not to cut off the Burke 

entrepreneurial efforts in their early days. 

It was salutary to us in the sense that it brought home 

to us very clearly that in order to oppose measures and 

therefore, of course, later on to bring down measures we 

really must remember that you've got to have the public 

with you. It's no good, however good you think your 

reasoning by yourself, unless you can communicate and 

convince other people out there, you're wasting your 

time. 
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EH Did this lead to some of the leadership 

crises, in a way, that the Liberal Party started to 

face? Did it bring out the divisions in the party? 

McALEER Are you referring to the Bill Hassell problem 

in the end? 

EH Mm. 

McALEER I never knew how much to attribute to the 

business element there. I know it was quite commonly 
said, and continues to be said, that, say, for instance, 

Connell brought him down. Of course there were people 

in the party who had links with business people, 

naturally, and it was a difficult time in the sense that 

we didn't wish to be cut off from business and yet there 

they were having this love affair with Burke and so 

their relations with us were.... They naturally kept a 

finger in the pie with us because that's business, but 

it wasn't a very happy one. 

Certainly Bill Hassell, I suppose, would have been 

thought of by some party members that he was a bit too 

severe in attacking interests, the common interests as 

it were, of business and the Government. It was thought 

a bit harsh that our "friends' out there were being 

hurt. Of course, the important part of that was not 

because they themselves had many votes but they did have 

lots of money which wasn't coming into the Liberal Party 

coffers. However, I am not sure that that was 

absolutely critical in Bill's demise. He played his 

cards very close to his chest. I don't really know who 

he took advice from. He never really appeared to be 

very close to any of his colleagues - perhaps Richard 

Court, you know, but I really think it was due more to 

the sort of stresses and strains as much as the 

personality difficulties or anything. And, of course, 

there was this usual media campaign where they were 

saying that he wasn't telegenic and didn't have charisma 

and the party couldn't win with him - that sort of thing 

that circulates about almost every leader that we've 

had, which, of course, is always stressful in a party. 

Yet we had a very good example right in front of our 

very eyes of how little it mattered in reverse because 

Ray O'Connor, when his Government was defeated, was 
polling awfully well as a popular leader; it didn't make 

any difference. [laughs] So I think it was a bit of 

all those things. 

One of the examples that is often held up is the fact 
that Bill Hassell didn't go to a meeting in Laurie 

Connell's office. I didn't go either; quite a lot of 
people didn't go. 
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EH What was the meeting about? 

McALEER I can't remember what it was about but it was 

something like Laurie Connell, say, had written to the 

party to say that he wanted to explain some aspect of a 

business deal - can't remember what it was about just 

now; I will have to refresh my memory - and it is not 

the policy of our party room to ever have outsiders come 

to speak to it, but because we had a number of 

committees, one of which was suitable to the subject, 

they arranged that Laurie Connell should come to speak 

to the committee in the party room. Our practice was 

that if anybody else was interested in the topic that 

they could come and sit in. Almost at the very last 

minute Laurie Connell sent word that he couldn't come - 

wouldn't come - up to Parliament and invited the 

committee down to his office. Of course, in itself that 

was not too peculiar because often the committees in 

fact did- go to visit people; they didn't necessarily 

require them to trek up to Parliament House. But in 

this case, while the committee itself went - and I would 

have probably gone to listen to Laurie Connell if it had 

been in the House - I wasn't bothered to go down to his 

office to listen to him. So some went and some didn't, 

and Bill Hassell didn't. This was held to be, by some, 

a grave insult to Laurie Connell who, I may tell you, 

made some - I am quoting hearsay - excuse that he was 

too nervous to come and face people up at Parliament 

House. Have you ever heard such nonsense in your whole 

life [laughs] So it was just a sort of put-up job and 

I never really gave it much weight, but it came towards 

the end, I think, and people did see some significance 

in it. It may or may not have been there. 

EH So the entrepreneurs of the '80s really did 

wield enormous power? 

McALEER Yes, yes, they did, because everybody was a 

bit caught up, I think, in this, you know. We seemed to 

get a fresh millionaire a day and things like that. 

Yes, they did; they had a lot of influence. Being a 

"boy from the bush" and representing rural interests I 

was very much on the fringe of such things. It just 

sort of didn't affect me personally and I wasn't really 

in the inner circle, as it were. So I can only just 

tell you what I noticed on the way. 

EH Yes. 

END OF TAPE SIX SIDE TWO 
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TAPE SEVEN SIDE ONE 

A further interview with Margaret McAleer, Parliament 

House, Wednesday, 21 October 1992. 

EH Ms McAleer, we couldn't do our interview last 

week so we're commencing again today. It was the day 

after the Royal Commission report into WA Inc being 

released and we were going to discuss the details of 

that. I wonder if we could commence with that this 

morning. 

McALEER Yes, of course. It was, as you say, a very 

busy time with people coming and going. 

EH What was the atmosphere like in Parliament? 

McALEER Well, of course, in the Legislative Council it 

was a lot flatter I would say than it would have been 

down in the Assembly, because we didn't have the Premier 
there making her speech and, in fact, as time went by 

and nobody actually put any reports on our desks, we 

were beginning to feel a bit frustrated. I said to 

somebody, "Are we going to get the report today?" and 
they said, "Oh, I think it's around somewhere. Ask one 

of the attendants," and I did and he said, "Oh, do you 

want the report, "  in a very surprised sort of voice. I 
said, "Yes, "  and all my colleagues sitting alongside me 
said, "Yes, please." So then he went away and he 

brought a piece of paper which we signed saying that 

we'd got our allotted copies of the report, and they 

came staggering around with them in a cardboard box 

because, as you know, there were six reports and that 

was that. So then, of course, everybody I think spent 

the rest of the afternoon dipping into the report and it 

was felt that while undoubtedly the media had done a 

very good job in a very short time in getting the 

salient points before we ourselves embarked on it in any 

detail, it was going to need a bit of careful reading, 

so we were glad that we were going to have a week of 
recess when presumably that might be done. 

EH Were there any reactions that night? 
Reactions, for example, to resignations that had taken 

place during the day? 

McALEER There was certainly surprise. The immediate 

surprise was, of course, Bob Pearce's resignation and it 
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was very noticeable in the corridors around Parliament 
House with a tremendous number of advisers and people 
like that standing around in huddles and talking. I 

went down to the Assembly later on for something or 
other and was astonished to find I think it was Geoff 
Gallop speaking in the debate and practically nobody on 
the Labor benches there at all. Somebody afterwards 
told me that they were caucusing but I'm not quite sure 
T171-ri actually. It certainly looked very odd. They 
weren'c Parliament all that afternoon or evening 
except one or two Qf them at a time, whereas the 
Liberals, of course, WC' •  The Opposition, so to speak, 
was sitting up there like  Jacky taking part in the 
debate and showing the flag support. But there was 
undoubtedly considerable shock. I mean, everybody 
recollected what had happened over a.rce and had, you 
can imagine, known that it was our man Keith Simpson who 
was the victim, that we had felt very strongly that 
Pearce and the Premier at the time had abused their 
position, that you can't go around telling what people 
do with their bank accounts, so to speak. But also the 
suddenness with which it was done caught everybody by 
surprise and then, of course, it was some time later 
that afternoon that Bill Thomas announced his 
resignation and that was in a sense even more unexpected 
because while, I suppose, some people might have known 
about the record, Cabinet records, it wasn't something 
that was common knowledge, I don't think, or had been 
discussed in any way. 

One of the things about the report is that while 
(because we all listened one way or another, as 
everybody did, to the evidence as it was given) there 
weren't terrific surprises, what was of interest, of 
course, was to see how the commission had dealt with 
matters. I think at the first reading or the first dips 
into the report, my colleagues, who were just sitting 
around me, rather felt a bit disappointed if that's the 
word. They felt that the commission hadn't honed in on 
some of what seemed to us the more obvious failings, 
say, the Midland saleyard. They felt that say, for 
instance, the Minister, Julian Grill, had escaped. 
Somebody said to me that he escaped scot-free but, in 
fact, when I read the report myself or read the 
conclusions anyway, I saw that there was no question of 
anybody escaping scot-free over the Midland saleyards. 
True that the commission couldn't find any evidence to 
say it was corrupt or illegal, but they said everything 
else about it, that it was the most frightful piece of 
business, that the public servants had behaved in a 
quite incomprehensibly inept way, and whatever they 
could say to damn the whole transaction they did say, 
short of saying there were indictable offences. So I 
think the first quick readings didn't always.. . .you 
know, things weren't apparent as you would expect they 
were. And I suppose we all suffered this; the public 
too I think probably were suffering the fact that we 
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wanted to see immediately all their heads chopped off in 

one fell swoop. 

EH It won't be until the second report comes 

through with the recommendations, will it, that we'll 

see perhaps what action needs to be taken from this one? 

çLEER Yes. I mean, it's true that it'll be very 

interesting indeed to see what action the commission 

suggests but, you know, there's been a good deal of 

comment and one can't help feeling a certain sympathy 

for it. You can make all the laws and all the 

regulations you like but if you haven't got goodwill in 

the people who are supposed to be upholding them, 

they're ineffective, and so the whole point of the 

commission's recommendations, in a way, will not I think 

be the mechanics, interesting as they may well be, and 

may have very, very good suggestions and we all hope 

they do, the point will be the hope that people will 

understand what's actually required in the approach to 

politics, that you must be honest and you must consider 

the community's welfare and you must be accountable, and 

understand that that's been lost. I think there is a 

long way to go before this sort of thing is really, 

truly accepted. I think we've all been corrupted to 

some extent.. 

EH Does this throw into question the actual 

parliamentary system and process at all? 

McALEER I don't think so. I think it only throws into 

question the parliamentarians. There used to be a 

saying many years ago that the best form of government 

was a benevolent dictator and I suppose that's true if 

he's benevolent enough, but you can't sort of 

institutionalise something like that. For all its 

faults I still don't see a better system than 

Parliament. I don't say that the system can't be 

improved. 

EH Is it possible to legislate under the 

Westminster system, or are you depending on the goodwill 

and honesty of the people that you've described? 

McALEER Well, I don't see how you can totally. . . .well, 

we'll have to wait till we see what the suggestion is, 

but I don't quite see how you can legislate against, 

say, an executive which consistently misleads 

Parliament. There are too many ways around it. You can 

support your committees, for instance, and say that 

they're part of the watchdog system, select committees 

or standing committees. But you've only got to think 
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back to the Midland saleyard where we had two 

committees, one in the Legislative Council and one down 

in the Assembly, and they came up with different reports 

because one was Opposition dominated and one was 

Government dominated. At the same time Neil Oliver, who 

did a tremendous amount of work on the Midland saleyard 

and was really the great opponent of the Government, 

they managed to not only try and discredit him but to 

get the National Party on their side so that we were in 

a position where we had the National Party demanding 

that he not be on committees. Now, that sort of thing 

doesn't lend itself to legislative safeguards, in a way. 

The committees were there; in fact, we managed to 

produce one with quite a good report but they say, and 

I'm sure it's true - I think it's probably true - that 

in the Assembly Midland saleyard committee, which was 

set up to counterbalance the one in the Legislative 

Council, the chairman who was a Labor man, of course, 

was consulting all the time with Government and so 

[pause] it's very difficult to separate the back bench 

from the executive. When it's not truly political and 

when there's not something dreadful at stake, of course, 

it works quite well and you can have, as we are having 

and have in delegated legislation often, a chairman 

who's a Labor man who is able to stand up to the 

Ministers, disallow their regulations and things with a 

great deal of aplomb when they fail to be cooperative. 

But, you see, while this is very admirable and serving a 

very good purpose, there's no life and death in it for 

political purposes. It's quite different when you know 

that your party's at stake. Those are places where 

difficulties arise. 

You see, when some people suggest that perhaps many of 

these committees should always have Opposition chairmen. 

I'm not totally for this but say you did, well you'd 

immediately then have the Government trying to discredit 

them on political grounds, as with Western Women. You 

can't say there isn't an element of politics in it - of 

course there is - but once they're discredited like that 

then they lose a lot of their effectiveness because 

people don't necessarily believe them, even though they 

might be totally correct. 

EH One other issue that's come up in the Council 

since has been the records from the commission, and I 

think there was a move by Philip Pendal to... . [break in 

recording] We'll leave that till next time, the 

question of the lodging of royal commission transcripts 

in the archives. 

We'll travel back a bit in time now from the immediate 

question and I wanted to discuss with you changes in the 

Liberal leadership over the period from 1983 from 

O'Connor to Hassell to MacKinnon to Court. To what 
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extent, first, did these reflect perhaps philosophical 

differences in the Liberal Party, or were there other, 

more complicated, factors that came into play? 

McALEER Yes, well, to take the very first one which 

was I suppose Hassell versus O'Connor, I think perhaps I 

might have said to you earlier that O'Connor came to the 

leadership more by virtue of the fact that he had so 

much experience and below him the other contenders were 

all, on the whole, very junior; not only much younger in 

age, but had had far less ministerial experience, 

whereas O'Connor, of course, had tremendous ministerial 

experience and he'd laid a great deal of groundwork for 

himself, I believe, because I wasn't one of the people 

that he ever lobbied. The word was that he gained a 

great deal of support by offering preferment to various 

people. In fact, I think he made the offer to two 

people separately to be agent generals, which caused a 

kind of conflict [laughs]. But, I mean, that's all 

hearsay and gossip. I don't know that for a fact you 

know, I wasn't present when it all happened. 

So, of course, having lost an election he was 

then. . . .you can't say that he wasn't a popular choice 

because between the jigs and the reels Charlie resigned 

and O'Connor stood in without any turmoil, but having 

lost the election I think his stocks were certainly down 

because he couldn't offer any preferment then to 

anybody. He was a pragmatist, he was a conservative 

type, he wasn't a great innovator, and he always leaned 

towards caution. He was very cautious, in fact, in many 

of the things he did, which probably was a good thing. 

So Hassell was, of course, a new broom and enthusiastic 

and, of course, extremely conservative, but it wasn't a 

question there of conservative against less 

conservative. That didn't enter into it, I shouldn't 

have thought. 

I suppose it's not unfair to say that there was always a 

certain degree - and I'm not really speaking from 

hindsight now but that's certainly been borne out - a 

degree of worry about O'Connor that, while everybody 

supposed he was running straight and had every reason to 

do so, there was always just that niggling anxiety at 

the back of the mind that his entrepreneurial spirit 

might lead him into some sort of waywardness. So 

Hassell, of course, wasn't interested in business and 

was young and enthusiastic. I felt sorry for O'Connor. 

It's a hard thing to have done to you, and his actual 

acceptance of the vote in the party room was very well 

done. He kept countenance and was gracious. The fact 

that he, as we now know, subsequently then rushed off to 

the Labor Party and told all about the Liberal Party 

suggests that he wasn't quite so gracious inside 

[laughs] but outwardly he behaved very well. 
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I think we did have a bit of discussion about what part 

Connell may have played in Bill Hassell's downfall and 

the sort of business element. 

EH Yes, we did. 

McALEER And I agree in this sense that, leaving 

Connell himself apart, there was complaint from these 

chaps who were busy supporting the Labor Party but who 

were ostensibly Liberals that they weren't really 

getting true sympathy from Bill Hassell. Can you 

wonder [Laughs] And so, of course, any of these sort 

of complaints always tend to worry parties, I suppose, 

in the sense not because they controlled many votes 

then, I think they did, more than anybody could imagine 

that they did, but of course they did control a lot of 

money and we weren't getting it, and we would never have 

got it, when you look now at the record and see what 

sums of money they were paying to the Labor Party. 

However, those things do have an effect, but I really 

think that Bill partly lost - I think I've said it 

before - lost the confidence of his shadow cabinet 

because he's not an outgoing character; he didn't manage 

to sort of make them feel that they were all part of the 

same decision making. I think they must have felt 

fairly shut out often. I think I've also said to you 

that I've never been sure where he took his advice 

because he didn't seem to have any close, really close 

colleagues. Richard Court was a close colleague but 

Richard wasn't really experienced enough to be a true 

adviser, I wouldn't say. So Bill in a sense isolated 

himself, I think, and that I'm sure must have 

contributed quite a lot to his downfall. And, of 

course, simple ambition on others part. 

I'm not sure how ambitious Barry MacKinnon was for 

himself, but certainly Graham MacKinnon was very 

ambitious for him and although he wasn't around when 

Bill Hassell was toppled - I think he was away 

travelling; by that time he'd retired - but he would 

have done a lot of the groundwork. I've never been 

truly up in all the machinations that have gone on 

because on very few occasions has anybody ever bothered 

to lobby me, which is kind of discreditable, I suppose, 

to think that nobody every bothered about you, which 

meant that I didn't always know, even as a Whip. 

Perhaps I should've but I didn't always know the comings 

and goings and deals and lobbyings that were carrying 

on. 

EH How much of this would've been in the lay 

party and factions in the lay party and other external 

communications with Cabinet? 



McALEER 115 

McALEER It's difficult to tell how much influence the 

lay party has in these matters because often it seemed 

to cut right across. . . you find some pretty strange 

allies I think in these things. I don't think Bill 

really lost his grip on the lay party, I think it was 

more parliamentary than anything else. Of course, 

there's always this perpetual campaign that said he 

wasn't telegenic, he didn't come over well on TV. Then 

he got contact lenses and those things that you do to 

make yourself look more beautiful and he spoilt the look 

of his eyes [laughs], so all this terrible anxiety to 

get back into Government and to have a leader who you 

think can win undoubtedly played a very big part and, of 

course, all our enemies, so to speak, spent their time 

saying that Bill wasn't a winner and that has its 

effect. It has a very big effect. 

EH Was it difficult for the Liberal Party simply 

because the Labor Party seemed to be so strong? 

McALEER They very much in the ascendancy, yes, very 

much so, and we were in a very depressed state I guess 

you could say, because there was WA Inc in full blast 

and blooming, and really and truly we weren't making one 

dint in it in spite of all the really tremendous efforts 

to get some solid information. You could suspect and 

say that in principle things were wrong, or that you 

believed that such and such things were going wrong, but 

to get the hard evidence to convince the public wasn't 

possible. And, of course, as you I think also asked me 

about before, the Labor Government had a tremendous 

liaison with the Press and a Press establishment of 

their own, so it was pretty uphill going. 

I should say, though, that Bill worked tremendously 

hard. He was very upright, although occasionally I 

found him a bit too conservative for my taste in many 

respects, and a bit too inclined, of course, to 

interfere with the Legislative Council [laughs]. 

EH In what way? 

McALEER Well, because, as the Legislative Council, the 

Liberal part, the Opposition seemed to be the bulwark 

against the worst excesses of the Labor Government, 

there was a determined effort on the part of the 

Assembly people, of which of course Bill was the leader, 

to direct the Legislative Council members as to how they 

should handle various controversial Bills and things. 

Naturally we didn't always agree with how the Assembly 

people thought we should behave. They were, as it were, 

trespassing on our independence, and we went through a 

really very rocky period when we were trying to define 
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our own role that we did have this independence and yet 

we weren't a separate party. Of course, the Assembly 
took the view that if we differed from them then we were 

setting up a second Liberal parliamentary party as it 

were. So that, in so far as Bill Hassell had enemies 

which were in the Legislative Council who actively 

worked against him, I think that his behaviour in that 

respect would've contributed to that enmity. 

EH The ascendancy of Richard Court over Barry 

MacKinnon, how did that leadership change? What was 

behind that? 

NcALEER Yes, well, that was a long and wearing sort of 

a struggle. Barry MacKinnon, of course, just leaving 

aside the bloodletting, as far as those who live by the 

sword die by it and so on, and he certainly ditched Bill 

Hassell, but he was very moderate. He should've been 

acceptable and was certainly for a time to all sides 

because he, well, he was wanted. He wasn't extremely 

right and wasn't extremely left, he wasn't terribly 
rigid, but he was very open and a good chairman in the 

party room, so he had a lot going for him. Again, he 

suffered from the Government and the Labor 

establishment, that he was continually denigrated for 

his public appearances, especially on television, and 

it's quite true that especially in the beginning he used 

to fall about a lot, so to speak, when he was speaking 

and was hardly the model of dignity that carries great 

authority with it. However, he did improve a lot on 

that. 

But Richard, of course, had always been Bill Hassell's 

man, and while he became the deputy to Barry, and that 

was a kind of compromise, I suppose you might say, 

situation and I am sure he was quite loyal to him in 

many respects. They weren't at all soul mates and the 

fact was that Richard's loyalty basically was to Bill 

Hassell and whatever Bill represented, and Richard has 

always been ambitious. I remember after one time that 

he threw his hat into the ring, I can't remember what it 
was for but, say, it was for the leadership of 

something, one of these party things, and I was, of 

course, nearly always the scrutineer being the Whip. I 

remember him asking me in the nicest possible way 
saying, "I know I musn't ask you for the numbers, but 

was I damned out of hand by the vote?" which, in fact, 

he hadn't been. He was popular and when the time came 

that he confronted Barry and had to resign from the 

deputy leadership of the party, everybody was sorry 

about it because he was in his own self popular and 

people liked having him as the deputy leader and thought 

he did well. But at that time Barry was still able to 

hold his own and so Richard, of course, had to go. It 

was a very ill thought out kind of challenge to Barry. 
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I don't think it was thought out at all, it just 

developed very quickly and he suddenly found himself 

saying to Barry, "You ought to resign." I think Barry 

nearly did. 

END OF TAPE SEVEN SIDE ONE 



McALEER 118 

TAPE SEVEN SIDE TWO 

McALEER To go back to your original question, as time 
went on that's when the sort of philosophical or party 
alignments things really did play a big part in the 
Barry-Richard rivalry. Richard was and is a pretty 
conservative type, much more so than Barry, much more 
really business oriented even though Barry was an 
accountant, but Richard had the shadow portfolios for 
mining and things like that which suited him admirably, 
it was natural for him. He wasn't conservation minded; 
business first and foremost, so that put him on that 
side, and his links within the party were undoubtedly 
where Barry quite openly came on a collision course and 
confrontation with the Crichton-Browne faction, as it's 
come to be called. Richard was acceptable to them, I 
would say, and accepted them - to what degree I don't 
know, but certainly enough to have their support against 
Barry. 

EH Thank you. I'd like to just follow on a 
little bit about the factions in the party and the 
Crichton-Browne faction. What does that faction 
represent? I wonder if you could describe that a bit 
more. 

McALEER I wouldn't like to have anybody issue a writ! 
[Laughs] Well, to tell you the truth I've never quite 
known what it represents. It doesn't represent 
necessarily a right-left or wet-dry - not necessarily a 
wet-dry - type of alignment. I honestly have often 
thought that it simply represents a group of people who 
wish to get power for its own sake; position, say. 
Position means power in State and Federal Parliament and 
the wings of the party, and that has been the great 
thing that really bound them together. I suppose by and 
large as they became established you'd say they were a 
fairly right wing lot, but I don't think that was the 
mainspring. I think that's just how it is. 

EH And within the lay part of the Liberal Party 
do they have a large amount of support? 

McALEER Well, yes. In a sense yes and in a sense no. 
You have to remember, I think, because the Liberal Party 
is made up of branches that in a way they're insulated 
from the sort of power struggles which go on really 
mainly up at the top in State council and so forth, and 
a lot of the branches have got very little idea, (a) 
that there might be any struggle going on at all, or (b) 
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when it's brought to their notice what it's about. At 

the same time, of course, they're vulnerable to 

attention. What I'm really saying is that Crichton- 

Browne, for instance, has always been extraordinarily 

energetic in getting about the branches and supporting 

them, especially in remote areas up the north. He's 

travelled more and more widely within the State and so, 

of course, quite regardless of any of his ambitions or 

his outlook or anything else, he's been very well 

accepted by a tremendous number of branches, because 

he's there doing desirable things by being present and 

supporting them. So when if he then, as it may have 

happened in some cases, was looking for proxy votes or 

his agents were, so to speak, nobody would've hesitated 

because they didn't see it as part of a power struggle, 

they just thought that it was convenient, you know. Some 

branches are very lazy like anybody else and the thought 

of going down to conferences and things often didn't get 

much support, especially as you can imagine that once 

you're in the Opposition and you haven't got a 

government to deliver the goods on motions and things, 

the branches lose a certain amount of enthusiasm for 

putting them forward. The proxy system, which came to 

be terribly abused, I think, was quite easy to 

manipulate and develop if you had people going about 

doing it. 

For instance, Wilson Tuckey also, who was always pretty 

good to his branches and went around a lot, nobody would 

have hesitated and didn't hesitate to send off their 

proxies to his office. I mean, I ask you; a member of 

Parliament's office is really not the place to be 

gathering proxies but it was done and, you could say if 

you wanted to, from the best possible motives. 

EH I suppose what is really regarded as popular 

issues that came to the Parliament's attention during 

the 1980s, important issues such as conservation and the 

women's movement in particular, how ready was the 

Liberal Party to respond to these new initiatives? 

McALEER Yes. Well, in some ways it wasn't very ready 

at all. I mean, it was getting there but slowly. I 

should say really just to finish off our last 

conversation that once I became a member of Parliament, 

although I'd been tremendously active in the lay party 

before I became a member of Parliament, I'd also lived 

through all the times that the lay party members 

resented parliamentary members taking over chairmanships 

and being too active in their councils, as it were, and 

so I didn't then mix myself any longer in lay party 

affairs except for my own branches to appear and render 

account or whatever, chivvy them along a bit, but I 

never really actively worked in the lay party once I 

became a member of Parliament. So, again, I'm not 
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always the best witness because I was a bit distanced 

from some of the goings on. 

EH How common was that for parliamentarians to do 

that? Did many follow the same path as you? 

McALEER Well, they varied a lot. For instance, the 

members for the Murchison, say, Norman Moore and perhaps 

Phil Lockyer to a lesser extent earlier on, 

anyway. . . .but Norman Moore for instance was a great man 

for trying to set up new branches and things like that 

because he happened to be a dear friend of. . . .1 mean, I 

like Norman, I get on well with him, but he was very 

close to Crichton-Browne, of course. His actual mixing 

in those things would've had some influence in a general 

sort of a way, but on the whole I think for most members 

of Parliament there are two streams. There are people 

like me who've come up through the party who so to speak 

are children of the party, they've done their stint over 

many years sitting on empty chairs, filling empty spaces 

and taking party office and doing all the bits and 

pieces, so they have one sort of view of the party, as 

it were. Then there are the other people who have been 

nominated from outside who've never really had much to 

do with branches and what not, and who really probably 

don't understand the system as it has been for many 

years anyway. That doesn't mean to say that they don't 

mix it in branch affairs, but I think they're probably 

less likely to be influential. 

EH The previous question was how in touch was the 

Liberal Party with issues like conservation. Well, 

we'll start with conservation. 

McALEER Well, it was making a very big. . . . it was, in 

fact, making a very big effort to find a modus vivendi 

with the conservationists. There were one or two 

environmental people who were well known, who were doing 

their best to find a way that the Liberal Party could 

not only pay more attention to the conservation issues, 

but at the same time the famous words and phrases that 

we have all the time like "sustainable"; sustainable 

economic development and sustainable conservation, 

whichever way you like were looked at. So they were 

working at it but, of course, it's a very difficult path 

to tread and, while I think that there were many quite 

green people in the Liberal Party - I'm mildly green 

myself just by upbringing and so forth - we weren't seen 

outside by the conservation movement as being at all 

sympathetic. Partly, of course, this stemmed from the 

time of the great developments in the Pilbara, not 

because they were seen there as doing great damage I 

don't think, but simply because the image then was so 

very strong for the development. 
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Sir Charles had not been given to uttering really 

conservation type messages, that wasn't his image, so 

the party in a way, I don't say suffered, but also had 

an image that there was no room in it for 

conservationism or greenness, where in fact there really 

were quite a lot but the public perception didn't see 

that at all. We certainly suffered from the Greens, 

have continued to suffer over many years. Mind you, 

we'd never be able to accept, I don't suppose, the more 

extreme positions which say that in many circumstances 

development's a bad thing and environment must come 

first. We would always be trying to find a way to make 

them work together. 

Now, for women. Right, well, yes, the Liberal Party has 

always had a sort of in a way an ambivalent position; 

I've never thought them terribly anti-woman. You know, 

they've had a bad reputation outside, as it were, for 

not promoting more women in politics and things, and yet 

women have been very important in the party itself. 

Some of their strongest characters have been women right 

through since Menzies' day, not only in Victoria and 

other places but certainly here in Western Australia. 

But I think in a way they followed the wrong channel in 

developing, as it were, an inner wheel with its apex at 

State women's council and then the branches had women's 

sections. That was done for a very practical reason in 

the sense that if you were looking to involve young 

women, wives and mothers, and women didn't work so much 

in those times, it was a lot easier for them to meet, 

say, during the daytime together in groups than it was 

to come out at night with their husbands to branch 

meetings when both people had to leave the house and do 

something with the children. But, of course, that did 

tend to segregate them and you would hear remarks from a 

woman like, "Oh, yes, I go to my section meetings but, 

of course, my husband goes to the men's branch." Now, 

the branch was for everybody but in the party itself 

among the women it developed that men's image. While it 

wasn't true overall, there was that element in it, so 

when you also got to State women's council which 

represented women. ... Oh, yes, the branches had sections 

and then the divisions also had a women's structure, 

divisional structure, so you had a chairman of the 

women's division within the division and that 

perpetuated the structure. Although that gave the 

chairman a seat on State council apart from State 

women's council, she was integrated into the general 

structure but, again, it perpetuated this inner 

structure, this segregated element. Mind you, it often 

served a very good purpose. 

I formed a couple of branches when our farming men were 

disaffected towards the party. We had a couple of 

branches - I think I might have told you - which were 

actually women's, we formed branches which were totally 
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peopled by women and they held all the offices and so 

forth, until such time as their husbands got annoyed and 

came back again! So there was that element, where you 

could in various circumstances, like our own up round 

Geraldton and the Murchison, have very strong women who 

were able, because of the circumstances, to mix it with 

the men and didn't have women's sections but were just 

part of the branch structure and so it was very level 

pegging. But inbuilt in the party itself had come this 

segregation which wasn't, I think, helpful. 

EH How difficult did that make it for women to 

gain endorsement? 

McALEER It made it difficult because it affected the 

women. It wasn't the effect on the men, it was the 

effect on the women who saw themselves as lesser lights 

and had often a fear of being not accepted in the 

general melee in the branch. Whereas they might speak 

quite boldly in the section meeting among women, they 

felt that they were very vulnerable when they stood up 

at a branch meeting. I don't think it was true, I'm 

sure it wasn't true, but that's how they felt and that 

was a very great disability. It meant that they didn't 

voluntarily leap forward at all very much, and when they 

did they couldn't be very sure of overt women's support; 

they might have it secretly but they weren't necessarily 

going to go round trumpeting it. 

EH Is there an awareness of the need to change 

and make the party more open to women now? 

McALEER Oh, I think it's perfectly open to women. 

mean, it was open to women then. 

EH Yes. 

MCALEER I am telling you why things worked against 

women, but it only worked against it because it affected 

the women, you know. 

EH Yes. 

McALEER I came from a background outside the party 

which wasn't woman dominated. Even though I did my 

stint in the party with the women's sections and was 

chairman of the women's division, but it was for various 
reasons and much broader. I'd been on the shire 
council, worked on the farm, always among men, and I 

felt that I suffered a bit when it came to selection, 
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say, for the Senate, because the women said to me quite 

openly afterwards, "Oh, we didn't get up and speak for 

you because we felt that might put the men off." That's 

the sort of attitude that I'm talking about. It wasn't 

that they weren't supporting me, it wasn't that they 

didn't think they should have women candidates, but in 

their minds they were. . . .whereas now things have changed 

a lot. So many more women work. They mix outside. 

They're not in women only organisations or, if they are, 

it's more for pleasure. But I think it's a very 

different kettle of fish and I think that it's perfectly 

open to women now. I'm not saying that women don't have 

handicaps; of course they do, we all know that; you 

know, having to manage homes and do jobs and how are you 

going to manage it all, but as far as the party itself 

goes I don't think it was ever very bad. I don't think 

it's bad at all right now but, you see, we're still in a 

situation where we're trying to encourage women 

candidates. You can say, well, why are we still in that 

situation and I'm not really sure. But if you look 

round local government, for instance, you'll see it's 

only in very recent years that women have suddenly 

started to really flood into local government. There 

were very few when I first started. A lot is to do with 

the attitude of women. 

Yes, I was apologising to, or I do apologise to you for 

going on and on about this but it's because it's a 

subject which has greatly interested me because, from my 

very early times in the Liberal Party as an active 

member, I did have a lot to do with the women's side of 

things. I had very good material to work with and had a 

splendidly active group of women up round the Kalgoorlie 

central division, and yet I didn't arrive at producing 

many candidates - any candidates - for a long time at 

all and yet very good material. So I've always been a 

bit perplexed. ... it's always been a challenge, let's 

say. 

END OF TAPE SEVEN SIDE TWO 



McALEER 124 

TAPE EIGHT SIDE ONE 

A further interview with Margaret McAleer at Parliament 

House on 11 November 1992. 

McALEER [Laughing] I can never bear to see a 

gathering without going to have a look to see what's 

happening. 

EH I should say for the benefit of the tape that 
we've just been interrupted for three quarters of an 

hour by a demonstration of cray fishermen from 
Fremantle. Is that right? 

McALEER The wives of cray fishermen. They were 

protesting against home porting. 

EM Perhaps we'd better not be distracted by home 

porting and I'll go back to our link with last week's 

interview. 

The last time we met we finished talking about grass 

roots movements of the last decade, particularly the 
women's movement and environmental and conservation 
issues. I would also like to ask you about Aboriginal 
affairs and land rights and the Liberal Party's 

position. I suppose Noonkanbah was what has labelled 

the Liberal Party in a way and I would like to ask you 
what attitudes and policies the Liberal Party has 

pursued in that area. 

McALEER Yes, well, when you say the Liberal Party, of 
course, you have to remember that federally the Liberal 
Party did spearhead the land rights and things in the 

Northern Territory, that's to say the Federal Liberal 
Party, but in this State the situation was rather 

different. I must say I felt a certain sympathy in the 
sense that if you have a population that has no access 
to capital or basis for borrowing, getting hold of 

money, and you want to sort of establish them, then 

you've got to think up some way of providing that. So I 
saw, originally anyway, land rights in the Territory as 
being just that - a way of giving them a capital base. 

[Pause] However, of course, all that happened long ago 
and the Federal Government at that time had complete 
control of the Territory. There was a very small white 
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population there and it didn't seem that the land rights 

that were granted disadvantaged anybody who was already 

settled. 

When it came to Western Australia, of course, it was a 

rather different setup. I have a lot of Aboriginal or, 

as you might say, part-Aboriginal constituents. There 

are very many in Geraldton, 2 000 plus, perhaps more 

now, and they are scattered all around Mullewa and the 

fringes of the wheatbelt where they come in from the 

Murchison or move to and fro from the Murchison. Of 

course there is a very big Aboriginal population in 

Moora, that was in my old Upper West Province electorate 

and now of course I have got the agricultural region 

where there are Aborigines scattered all through them. 

But they are all in an urban situation and by and large 

land rights didn't offer them anything, and I always 

thought it was a distraction from their particular needs 

and wants. 

That is not to say that they weren't themselves 

interested in land rights and sympathetic towards their 

fellow Aborigines in the north, and so of course when 

Noonkanbah itself was on there was a good deal of strong 

feeling about it. I remember finding myself at an 

Aboriginal ball just round about the time of Noonkanbah 

and they observed a moment's silence for, well, for 

Noonkanbah, which I found a very uncomfortable moment, 

because even though in principle I thought it was 

probably correct or let's say technically it was 

correct, because of the tenure of the land that there 

should be access for exploration purposes, (in this case 

it was oil, of course), one had to be disappointed that 

it had come to this moment of confrontation. It was, in 

its way, quite a good operation and it would have been 

even better if they'd found oil! [laughs] Of course, 

they didn't. 

I was influenced in quite another way, which really had 

nothing to do with Aboriginal land rights in the sense 

that I had always been on the side of the landholders 

who felt that they had a right to either have mining on 

their land or not. The pastoralists themselves had had 

rather a bad time with miners back in the early 

seventies and later on, and from that point of view I 

also felt sympathy with the Aboriginal position because 

they were no different in not wanting to have mining 

companies running loose all over the place. 

So as far as Noonkanbah was concerned I really had very 

ambivalent feelings indeed. That didn't mean to say, 

though, that I really espoused land rights for Western 

Australia; I didn't. I thought that the policy we were 

following, which was to make land available where 



McALEER 126 

Aboriginal communities wanted to have it and where they 

could be serviced and set up their own establishments as 

a community, was okay. I thought land rights, when 

Brian Burke eventually had the preliminaries to land 

rights, all the claims which were processed, I thought 

it really produced a terrible shambles, because for one 

thing there were a tremendous number of competing 

interests among the Aborigines themselves. It lent 

itself to some sort of manipulation in the sense that 

they had to have advisers and people to actually put 

things in writing. 

Incidentally, quite a lot of money just disappeared into 

the blue because it's very hard to account for all the 

comings and goings, and it was a very expensive process. 

In a sense it just. .. .really, what they looked like 

gaining in the end was vast amounts of desert but 

nothing which, as far as my constituents were concerned, 

was going to be of any great benefit. I would much 

rather have seen the money being spent on housing and 

various school aides and things like that than what I 

thought was really a wrong, a false trail and something 

which in the end wasn't going to benefit the bulk of 

Aboriginal people. 

I understand that Aboriginal people feel, where they're 

brought up in a particular area, a very strong 

attachment to it, that they relate to it very closely, 

but there seemed to me to be other ways of satisfying 

that rather than alienating huge tracts of land to do 

it. But one couldn't help feeling a certain sympathy 

with their aspirations and dreams. 

Our people around Geraldton, or one group of them 

anyway, without actually claiming much in the way of 

land rights, were very keen to have control of a 

pastoral, property up the coast so that they could train 

young Aborigines who were unemployed in various pastoral 

skills and perhaps fishing skills, and I did endeavour 

to assist them with that because the Aboriginal... . I 

can't exactly remember the title now but it was one of 

these Federal Aboriginal Affairs setups which Mr Charlie 

Perkins controlled, had money to hand out for the buying 

of stations. Unfortunately, when we applied for that 

money and I spoke with Mr Perkins himself, they had 

spent all their budget and they didn't look like 

particularly favouring our claim. I can't say for sure 

that the people I was trying to help in this respect 

were, or would have been, able to fulfil their 

ambitions, but their organising skills had already been 

tried out in setting up an Aboriginal Medical Service in 

Geraldton, and they certainly had a very good intention 

of trying hard to help their people. 
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The Aboriginal Medical Service, which I had to deal with 

in respect to Geraldton, was another rather embarrassing 

thing for me because our Government, not unnaturally, 

believed that the duplication of services, meaning the 

Health Department proper and then the Aboriginal Medical 

Service, was fairly wasteful in terms of money and 

people. They didn't encourage the Aboriginal Medical 

Service in any way; it was in fact kept alive with 

Federal money. I remember finding myself sent to 

represent Sir Charles Court down at East Perth to the 

Aboriginal Medical Service and being unexpectedly called 

on to speak. Of course, I was in a very difficult 

position because not only had I not prepared anything to 

say, or got any advice on what I might say, but I was 

only too well aware that Sir Charles Court's view was 

certainly that he would like to do away with the 

Aboriginal Medical Service, whereas I myself had a good 

relationship with them in Geraldton and had assisted 

them in small ways as best I could. I remember Mr 

Huelin, who is now dead but a one time Liberal and later 

on became a sort of worker for Aboriginal rights, saying 

to me, 'Never heard a worse speech in my whole life. 

[laughter] 

The Aboriginal Medical Service in Geraldton, for 

instance, and also in Perth, did seem to serve a need in 

the sense that many Aboriginal people did feel more 

comfortable in going to a doctor in that centre, even 

though the doctors were always white or European, 

although we had one Egyptian one who was a great 

success. And later on when the regional hospital 

cooperated with them a bit more, I think it did have 

limited success. But of course there were an awful lot 

of Aboriginal people who were quite used to and 

comfortable in going to the ordinary doctors around the 

place. In some sense it was perhaps a bit gimmicky but 

still it has persisted. But they had terrible trouble 

in getting medical men to come there in the first place 

and to stay for any length of time, and it was very hard 

to keep it afloat. 

In addition to that, in so many cases with the 

Aboriginal community, like the white community, you 

found very conflicting interests and they very often 

appeared to be on a family relationship basis. So while 

one party, as it were, might be in ascendancy there 

might be in the wings quite a strong opposition group 

who really opposed all that was being done by the group 

in power and felt very bitterly about it. Obviously all 

societies have these sorts of groups, but in the first 

place, of course, the ins and outs of it were less 

accessible to us on the outside, the non-Aboriginal 

people, so you could be misled quite easily by not 

understanding what the setup was. And also it led to 

pretty bitter infighting wherever the groups might be. 

So some of the unsocial behaviour of Aboriginal people 
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in the towns was, I guess, sparked off by these inter-

family, inter-group enmities. 

Nevertheless, from quite small beginnings the Aboriginal 
people, really with great disadvantages, have organised 

themselves, or are organising themselves, more and more 

and achieving the education which is so necessary if 

they are to be independent, because that makes them no 

longer reliant on outside advisers to the same extent. 

They have not only set up some successful communities 

but are participating more in the general society, so 

that you find very well qualified Aboriginal people who 

are able to, and who are willing to, take an interest in 

their own people's particular difficulties. I think it 

is sometimes very hard for Aboriginal people who have 

achieved in general society if they don't feel a 

particular mission to return to more primitive 

traditional Aboriginal communities. I think there is 

probably a great deal of pressure put on them when I 

believe they should take the view, which I think have 

heard expressed the other day by a young Aboriginal 

medical woman, that in doing well they themselves are 

role models and show the way for others and that they 

are better to get on and do what they can do well than 

just confine themselves to a narrow interest which is 

not their mainstream interest. 

EH This is probably a good opportunity to talk 

about the select committee inquiring into the mining 

amendment Bill of 1985, because that would have linked 

with or affected Aboriginal people. Could we just 

discuss that select committee? 

McALEER Yes. It didn't really affect Aboriginal 

people in the sense that it was confined to the 

important amendments related to freehold farming land 

that the Government was bringing in. Well, it was a 

Bill which had amendments which were non-controversial 

which were required by the mining industry, and that 

part of the Bill was not contested. But there was a 

very big section in the Bill which wished to do away 

with, or purported or proposed to do away with, the 

possibility of private landholders vetoing mining and 

exploration on their land. Why the Bill was, I say, so 

big was because then there was a whole section inserted 

to provide a compensation board and so forth in place of 

the current arrangements. The people that I represent, 

or mainly, say, those outside the towns, felt they had 

hard won the right to veto in the early seventies, after 

really being overrun by miners in the nickel boom and 

sometimes exploited and abused, so they weren't at all 

anxious to give up or have that veto taken away from 

them. It was said by the mining companies, and I'm sure 

it is still said, that private people with this 

advantage hold them to ransom and play one off against 
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another, one company off against another, so as to raise 

the ante. 

The argument ran that the minerals belonged to the Crown 

and private landholders who, say, were farmers or 

orchardists, had no right to exclude mining which would 

produce, so they said, such enormous benefits for the 

whole community of Western Australia. At any time in 

dealing with the south west land division they were 

talking about a very small percentage of Western 

Australia, but of course it has become much more, even 

since then it has become much more desirable as a mining 

province because with new techniques they have been able 

to discover minerals under the skin of the earth, so to 

speak, that were never suspected before and didn't 

conform to what the ordinary geological predictions used 

to be. 

Anyway, I felt, I must say, personally very strongly 

about this, that if people wanted to allow mining, that 

was great and by and large most farmers were quite 

pleased because these were also difficult years 

economically and if they were able to strike an 

advantageous bargain which, of course, depended on the 

discovery of minerals, which wasn't very frequent, then 

they were glad to have the opportunity to do so. I 

don't say that there weren't cases where they did play 

one company off against another, but after all. . 

However, so we were confronted in the Legislative 

Council with this mining Bill and we discussed it in the 

party room, and we were prepared to make a tremendous 

number of amendments which really had the effect of 

striking this whole section out, and I went into the 

House to propose the amendments. 

I was as well prepared as I could be, but in the 

meantime our leader, Ian Medcalf, persuaded us at the 

last moment that in such a standoff situation we really 

should be trying to seek a way through it all and not 

just totally reject the miners' point of view. So we 

proposed and set up a select committee of which Ian 

Medcalf was the chairman. So the whole point of that 

select committee was to try and find a method which 

would at least allow exploration and allow the State to 

have a very fair idea of what mineral assets it did have 

without disadvantaging the landholders by putting them 

in a situation which the Mining Act still does to this 

day, that if you allow exploration you are shot in the 

sense that they can go on to the next stage of mining 

without any recourse to the landholder, which means that 

all contracts and all negotiations have to be conducted 

at the very beginning of exploration when really nobody, 

certainly not the landholder, has any idea of what might 
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be the outcome and where he has to think of all the 

possible disadvantages that he ought to be covering in 

respect to his land and so forth, and that does put them 

at a disadvantage and it is difficult. 

So anyway we had the select committee and we came up in 

the end with a sort of a compromise which called for 

rewriting of the Bill and to separate out the 

exploration from the actual mining process and so 

separate contracts or negotiations to precede both, and 

then the mining not to be automatically following on the 

exploration stage. We left in, which has always been in 

the Act, the power of the Minister if the national 

interest was seen to be engaged, meaning there was a 

tremendous find or something or other, that he could 

give approval for mining to take place. But we also 

left there the possibility for anybody who simply didn't 

want mining, who wasn't looking for a cash return from 

the mining companies, who just simply didn't want mining 

on their land for one reason or another, that they 

should have the right to refuse. I think we may have 

suggested that should be reviewed every five years, in 

the sense that they should be asked again every five 

years whether they still wanted to carry on that way. 

But that was the general thrust of our recommendations. 

I personally have always felt that the mining companies 

made just too much, that they exaggerated the 

difficulties that they encountered or that often the 

difficulties were of their own making, that they weren't 

good negotiators. There were, in fact, very few people 

who actually wouldn't tolerate mining on their 

properties, although it has to be said that I myself am 

one. But it is unusual, and the fact is that given time 

everybody dies or sells their property or something like 

that and so eventually it becomes accessible. Of 

course, that doesn't suit the business point of view 

that the miners have. You can take the long view 

sometimes about these things. 

I strongly believe that rights of individuals shouldn't 

just be trampled on for what may well turn out to be 

pseudo-community benefits. It's only too easy to say 

one must be sacrificed for the good of the many. 

END OF TAPE EIGHT SIDE ONE 

[Tape eight side two not recorded] 
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TAPE NINE SIDE ONE 

This is tape nine of an interview with Margaret McAleer 

recorded at Parliament House on Wednesday, 31 March 

1993. 

EH What was your evaluation, Margaret, of the 

1989 election and Peter Dowding's term as Premier? 

McALEER Yes, well, in a sense two very different 

questions. The election, as you probably remember, was 

a great disappointment and was even more of a 

disappointment to our supporters because they felt that 

really we ought to have won it and there must have been 

very serious lack on our part that we didn't. But I 

didn't really feel that myself; I thought it was a 

triumph for Peter Dowding and the Labor Party but I 

thought it was more their good campaigning than really 

our bad campaigning, in the sense that way back in June 

of that year when Peter Dowding had first been chosen as 

leader for the party, there was a very strong campaign 

on TV and also through all the electorates to promote 

Peter, saying, 'Peter Dowding is working for you," and 

so forth, and he came over I thought very well and they 

certainly held a tremendous number of functions where he 

was present. You know, those morning teas they have out 

in their electorates and everybody in the district gets 

a guernsey, and they went along and I thought that they 

sold him pretty well then. 

That was well before the election campaign, six months 

before or more, and then on TV he simply was very 

credible.. And he said to people, "The past is the past; 

we've got over all that now and we've got to look to the 

future," and whereas the conservatives were trying to 

say, "They have really done all these dastardly things, 

and WA Inc,' people simply felt that they had been 

listening to it for so long that this was pure 

politicking and they didn't really believe that some of 

the strange things had happened, and so we didn't really 

get credibility for what we were accusing the Government 

of and we weren't seen, of course, as having more to 

offer on the positive side. 

It was a campaign that personally I myself greatly 

enjoyed because it was the first time that we had had 

the regions with the proportional representation, and we 

had a team of five and we were particularly united. It 

was of course a nice, short campaign. We campaigned as 

a team; we went practically everywhere together. We had 



McALEER 132 

a simple but good agenda for the last five weeks, we 

toured the whole agricultural region and it was just one 
of those campaigns where things went along and you felt 

that if you were not making a great impression, at least 

you were making an impression. Money, of course, was 
always the problem for the Legislative Council because 

the party while it had always had good intentions to set 

money aside for a Legislative Council campaign, when the 

chips were down they never had the money to fund it. So 

in the end it was every region for themselves. We had a 

quite simple TV advertisement which we were lucky enough 

to get good spots for, and of course we only had to use 

the GWN - 

EH Yes, from Geraldton, the regional.... 

McALEER Yes, from Bunbury and. . . .which covers the 

whole of the country, and we had good spots and it was 
during cricket or something like that [laughs], when 

people were watching, and it seemed to work. We got in 

early so people noticed our advertisement, and when we 

came as a team they sort of noticed us, and it wasn't 

really until after the campaign when the National Party 

President said to us, "Our people took you too lightly; 

you had a very good campaign," that we really were able 

to pat ourselves a bit on the back and say, "Yes, we 

did!" But all the same, we worked well and we felt 

quite good about it, but of course the whole result was 

anything but what we would have wished. 

Just to go back to Peter Dowding's reign, even though we 

were attacking PICL and all the rest of it, I don't 

think we ever really understood the extent of his own 

involvement in trying to, let's say, recover the 

position that he found himself in when he took over 

premiership and I can't, in hindsight, see why, being 

what one, would have thought a strong character, in fact 

he didn't decide to cut the painter and why he 

compounded his problems by further involvement. But I 

suppose it is easy to speak when you are not in those 

horrid positions. It's a wonder he didn't turn grey, 
poor fellow, [laughs] all the things he got involved in 

eventually. 

I think too by that time it was probably more difficult 

for Joe Berinson. We may have had some discussion about 

this. 

EH We have discussed it to a certain extent, but 

after this election I think there was only a majority of 
two in the Legislative Council. Was that. right - after 

the 1 89 election? 
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McALEER Yes. 

Eli It was closer, so was there more - 

McALEER Yes, when we lost Reg Davies who of course 

started off as a Liberal member.. . .when we lost him then 

we were in the position where he held the balance of 

power. 

EH Yes, so you would have been able to put more 

pressure on the Government then, in that you were - 

McALEEP. No, we were - 

EH Less pressure. 

McALEER No, we were able to put less pressure. We 

didn't have the pressure to exert so much on the 

legislative matters because we couldn't be sure where 

Reg would be, even if were able to agree with our 

National Party colleagues, but in matters of running the 

House, matters of procedure, of sitting late hours - 

that sort of deal - we could always rely on Reg to 

support our view [laughs] that we shouldn't be ground 

into the dust [laughter] to please Joe. 

HE Did Joe agree [laughs]? 

McALEER Well, of course, he had to. He could always 

count [laughs]. While he might try every trick in the 

book, the fact was that in those sort of matters we 

didn't have great confrontations [laughs], or anything, 

no. 

McALEER Were you able to bring more pressure on Joe 

Berinson in this term of Government because of WA Inc? 

McALEER We certainly tried. We had a new leader, as 

you know, in George Cash, which also brought a different 

style to our behaviour, George being more aggressive. 

And also, of course, coming fresh from the Assembly he 

hadn't quite.... There is a difference, in attitude, in 

practices and things like that, and so he perhaps 

brought some baggage with him from the Assembly. But I 

think, by and large, we felt that we were firing on all 

four and doing our very best. We had new members. We 

had Peter Foss who it was obvious quite soon was a great 

asset; we had Derrick Tomlinson his colleague who also 
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was a very hard worker, and it was a fairl
y productive 

time, I thought, for our side of the L
egislative 

Council. 

EH Margaret, could we just go back and talk abo
ut 

PICL for a moment, prior to the 1989 electio
n? 

McALEER Yes, of course. One thing blends 
into another 

and I've really forgotten now what date P
eter Dowding 

left - suffered the coup and was thrown out. H
owever, 

previous to the election which was certainly
 the peak of 

his performance, I mean the time when he 
was much in 

command, the PICL Bill, with the aid of Park
er of course 

was going through Parliament and the Li
berals were 

opposing it and had said so, the Nationa
l Party had 

given us.. . .or we understood, let us say, th
at they were 

probably going to support the Government, s
imply on the 

grounds that it was a development and on
e shouldn't 

wreck the development of the State no mat
ter how many 

queries you had, if they weren't really substantiated.
 

Anyway, the day came for the vote and the Na
tional Party 

weren't great sitters and you never quite kn
ew when they 

were going to appear or not appear and thing
s like that, 

and so as I remember it, the two members who
 were in the 

House, which would have been John Caldwel
l and Murray 

Montgomery, as the division was being calle
d were lined 

up on the Government side and we remaine
d on our own 

side, being noes, and Eric Charlton sudd
enly arrived 

from outside and before our astonished gaze 
spoke to his 

two members and led them across the bar of t
he House and 

onto our side and so the Bill was defea
ted. And, 

honestly, we couldn't believe our own eyes
 and I don't 

suppose the Government could either; it
 was a most 

dramatic moment [laughter], and of course we
 didn't know 

what the strength of it was; we had no idea 
why they had 

changed their minds. Then over the succee
ding days of 

course Eric was subjected to (a) a lot of p
ressure from 

the Government, trying to persuade him 
that he got 

things wrong, and quite a deal of attenti
on from the 

media. And, as I remember it all, he said, "I got a 

phone call which persuaded me that this was
 a dastardly 

deal that must be opposed.' Anyway, even though I 

suppose we wondered what the ultimate result
 of all this 

was going to be, there we all were, and i
n a way that 

was the beginning of the end. 

EH Yes. Now we should return to the Dowding 

period and his premiership. What was your
 opinion of 

how he managed once he was actually in po
wer, and the 

move to have an investigation into this pe
riod started 

to gain momentum? 
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McALEER Yes, well, I take it that if he had remained 

there we would never have got a Royal Commission in 

which case we might have indeed blocked supply. But - 

EH Was that a consideration, blocking supply? 

MCALEER Oh, yes, a very serious one, mm, and while 

there were always of course worries and doubts about 

taking such drastic action, even those who argued 

against it were prepared, if really pushed, to do it, 

and the feeling that something had to be done. But of 

course in Peter Dowding's case, before the 1 89 

election - well, we were coming up to an election and we 

really could hope that we would win that election and 

therefore we would be able to deal with the matters. 

And then after, when Carmen became Premier, we were 

looking at a four-year period unless we could persuade 

the Premier, or let's say unless the Premier could be 

persuaded, that nothing was going to happen and time was 

going by. So Dowding was very hard-line and there was 

no give in him at all, and of course having read now and 

seen what happened in the Royal Commission [laughs] one 

can understand why; he was far from a cleanskin. 

EH Was it a surprise then that he was toppled 

within the Labor Party? 

McALEER Yes, I think so. Well, after all, he was 

caught by surprise so you can imagine that we were 

equally [laughs]. I mean it was just like any coup that 

one ever reads of; there he was away in Switzerland and 

things all happened. We took a special interest in him 

in a way up in the Legislative Council because we'd had 

him so long in the Council and so we took a particular 

interest in his style as Premier, and although one heard 

rumours from behind closed doors that he still had his 

fiery temper and things like that, it wasn't nearly so 

obvious on the floor of the House in the Assembly, I 

don't think, as it had been in the Council. And I think 

he learnt a lot and in many ways rose to his new 

situation very well, exercised a lot more control than 

he ever exercised up our way [laughs]; not that you 

could always be sure that it wasn't a piece of theatre 

[laughs]. But he always had the disadvantage in that he 

was a bit inclined to talk and so very often in giving 

long-winded answers to questions and things he would 

really say a little too much for his own good sometimes, 

when he was with us, which was helpful to us [laughs] - 

EH Yes, it sounds very helpful to the Opposition. 

[Laughter.] 
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McALEER - whereas if you give nice short answers then 

you don't leave much for people to hang their hats on. 

But I think that temptation was removed from him down in 

the Assembly - or he removed it from himself. He was a 

much more disciplined character and of course did 

project extremely well over television and to the 

public. 

EH Moving on then to the Lawrence Government - 

that was about a year into the Labor Party's term, as I 

recollect. Was there an immediate difference in the 

administration when Carmen Lawrence took over? 

McALEER Well, there was an immediate difference in the 

publicity that they were putting out about themselves; 

Carmen, of course, was projecting a totally different 

character, but in many ways it didn't change. Things 

continued as they were. 

EH Were you able to capitalise more on the 

situation. . . . there was Bevan Lawrence's' "movement" for 

a Royal Commission, and was that able to support you in 

the Council? 

McALEER Oh, yes, that indeed was tremendously 

important, because that mobilised the public which was 

something that we really never seemed to have been able 

to do ourselves so while we supported it, it was 

separate and it had much more grass roots impact than 

anything we ever said, because by this time of course 

people were so cynical about members of Parliament, 

politicians, that what you said cut no ice. Although 

one point I failed to mention was that after the 1 89 

elections, almost straight after, the court cases 

started which involved people who had been mixed up with 

WA Inc, and that in itself suddenly began to lend 

credibility. So, having elected the Labor Government, 

people then said, "Ooh, aah, perhaps what the 

conservatives were saying was right." Of course, it was 

a bit late [laughs], from an election point of view, but 

that in itself had a pretty big impact on the public, I 

think, and Bevan Lawrence certainly mobilised tremendous 

outside support. 

EH When Carmen Lawrence caved in to that pressure 

and agreed to a Royal Commission, did you feel that was 

inevitable or was it a surprise? 

1Peop1e for Fair and Open Government. 
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McALEER It wasn't a surprise, but I
 don't think we 

thought it inevitable either, and tha
t's really what 

caused our own troubles over the blocking of supply - 

because while there was the hope that sh
e might give it, 

there wasn't in the least any certa
inty. But in 

precipitating an election we weren't su
re that we would 

actually be able to gain.... If we lost
 the election we 

were worse off, and there seemed to 
be many ways in 

which it could be turned against
 us by clever 

campaigning, and so we really were ter
ribly torn as to 

what were the best tactics to use, and 
so in the end it 

was the view that steady pressure wou
ld work. So we 

were relieved [laughs] 

EH Yes. Now, Carmen Lawrence herself and her 

role as Premier: Could you give an ev
aluation of how 

you perceive that she carried out that r
ole? 

McALEER Yes, I don't really feel th
at just off the 

cuff like this I am really doing justice
 either to Peter 

Dowding or about to do justice to Carmen
 either. 

We all know that she had very high rati
ngs, and I think 

deservedly so because she is very artic
ulate and [has] a 

very agreeable manner; she was always t
o the point, she 

didn't waffle about. . . .not originally, anyway. [Laughs] 

In the end perhaps she had to waffle a 
bit [laughs], but 

she gave the impression of being stra
ightforward and 

lifted her sights on how Parliament sh
ould behave, and 

had a very agreeable personality whic
h certainly came 

over extremely well. In fact, they didn't do much 

either legislatively or in the way of p
rograms - and I 

don't want to be unfair about this - I think they'd 

really lost steam by then. A great m
any of the more 

sparkling members had fallen by the wa
yside with Peter 

Dowding - Parker, Julian Grill, and so 
forth. If they 

hadn't actually gone out of Parliamen
t or gone out of 

office, they were all much more subdue
d because of the 

accumulating troubles over their heads
, and as happens 

with Governments that are there for a l
ong time, I think 

they really had lost their way a bit 
and had no fresh 

ideas or fresh direction. So while Carmen struggled 

very bravely to present them as a new 
Government - not 

recycled but something new with fresh d
irections and so 

forth, and to a certain extent as a pu
blicity exercise 

that worked quite well - in actual fact noth
ing much was 

happening, which of course suited us. 

And I should say also that, progressively
, their 

legislative program just fell by the 
wayside. They 

didn't get their Bills drafted, they l
et Bills go; one 

had the impression that the less they w
ere in Parliament 

the better they liked it and they w
ere willing to 

sacrifice almost anything not to make to
o many waves. 
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EH Did this feed into the Liberal Party and start 

to give you hope for the 1993 election then? 

McALEER Yes. Although for '89 I think we had done 

quite a good job on policies - I mean, the Government 

was always saying we had none but it wasn't true 

[laughs]; we had a great body of policies. But I think 

we got even a fresh wind, perhaps as you say because of 

this, which made us.. . .well, we were determined that we 

were going to be truly positive, that we weren't going 

to be seen as negative again as in 1 89, as that was 

indeed how we were seen. So we really made very big 

efforts not only to bring private members' Bills into 

Parliament to back up some of policies or our issues, to 

work with our committees and the lay party and shadow 

portfolio people with their own committees. Yes, we 

made a tremendous effort to be positive and to get stuff 

out on time so that we would be ready. 

EH Yes. And so, Margaret, in the 1993 election 

that you have just won, this must have given you a great 

sense of satisfaction from the party's point of view, 

then? 

McALEER Yes, indeed it did. We were a bit aghast by 

the commentators who kept on saying that we were going 

to have a landslide, because although we would have 

liked to believe it we didn't really think they had much 

to back it up. So we were hoping to win, of course, and 

as the election drew closer the signs were very good, in 

the sense of the vibrations one got, that we were going 

to make it this time. We really went into that election 

with a good deal of confidence, and not on the account 

of the commentators so much. .. .but when things are going 

against you, you got this feeling of resistance from 

people you were talking to or addressing; it is just 

like talking into a fog or against a wall, you know. 

You just know that you are not getting though, whereas 

this time even our opponents seemed to be keeping their 

heads down out in the public, you know, if they were 

Labor supporters they really didn't stand up and fight, 

they just bowed their heads and let it flow over the top 

[laughs]. 

EH So, when you are campaigning you do get a 

sense of people listening to you or switching off, do 

you? 

McALEER Yes, you do, very strongly. 

EH Mm. Whereabouts did you campaign yourself for 

people? 
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McALEER Ah, well, I just assisted my various 

colleagues, really. The new agricultural team had its 

own program and it really attached itself to Wilson 

Tuckey early on; he was holding a great series of 

meetings on the GST throughout the O'Connor electorate 

which takes in nearly all of the agricultural region, so 

they went with him. I more or less helped Assembly 

people, you know, especially those up my own way, in 
Geraldton or Greenough more. 

END OF TAPE NINE SIDE ONE 
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TAPE NINE SIDE TWO 

McALEER A retiring member has limited value, I think, 

as far as campaigning is concerned, and I just really 

felt that I had plenty of my electorate work to do, and 

things like that, and I felt that just being round doing 

normal things, as well as helping doorknocking, that 

sort of thing, was probably about the best. . . .attending 

all the functions and things around the place, was about 

the most useful thing I could do, and keep the flag 

flying and our presence about the place. 

EH Yes. 

McALEER A sitting member still has advantages over a 

candidate because you get in at so many places. 

EH Mm. Where were you on election night? Were 

you back up in the electorate? 

McALEER I was in Geraldton, yes. I started off in the 

morning at Wongan Hills where Bill McNee and the Moore 

Liberals had had a big dinner and rally, you know, to 

cheer themselves up on the eve of the election, and then 

I just went round the polling booths and worked my way 

finally to Geraldton by night-time to hold Bob 

Bloffwitch's hand. [Laughter.] 

EH As a retiring member, what is your role now? 

Do you continue in the Government up until May when the 

Parliament sits and continue with your electoral work? 

MCALEER Yes, indeed. There is some confusion among 

people as to whether I am actually retired or retiring, 

EH Yes. 

McALEER But, yes, I just keep doing my normal things 

and am treated as I am, as the current member, so the 

new Ministers, for instance, some of those who are going 

forth, like Roger Nicholls particularly, will invite one 

to go along when he is visiting his new Community 

Development people and things like that; just normal. 

But of course it is reduced because a lot of people 

think of you as being retired anyway so they don't 

bother 



NcALEER 141 

EH Yes. Is it also an opportunity to pass on - a 

sort of hand-over I suppose I'll say, to the next 

generation coming in? Does this happen in political 

parties? 

NcALEER Well, it perhaps might in some cases but in 

this case not so - and I think this is probably true 

always in the Legislative Council - because the new 

members are only members elect, and therefore not paid, 

they have to still concentrate on keeping a roof over 

their heads, and while undoubtedly people do ask them to 

do things and they are already involved, basically they 

are still back in their own places, winding up their 

affairs and doing all that sort of thing. 

EH Yes. I omitted to ask you about the smoking 

Bills that went through in the 1980s. [Laughter.] Were 

these difficult Bills to deal with, because there was a 

big change from about 1983 when the anti-smoking 

movement first started? Could you just comment on the 

Bills that were coming through, and how they were dealt 

with? 

NcALEER Yes. The person I most associate with those 

Bills was Peter Wells who of course although a nonsmoker 

himself felt very strongly about banning advertising and 

things. Peter Wells had a Salvation Army background and 

a very strong continuing involvement with them, so he 

was not pro-smoking and he certainly wasn't pro-alcohol 

either [laughs] . Nevertheless he did take a very strong 

line against the banning of cigarette advertising and I 

would say was the spearhead of our resistance to those 

Bills. Again, these things were always a bit difficult 

but in principle we simply felt that it was such an odd 

situation where you were not only increasingly taking 

money, the Government was increasing its revenues from 

advertising and it was legal - I mean, cigarette smoking 

and use of tobacco was legal - and yet at the same time 

they were saying it was a terrible thing and, you know, 

it was just so ambivalent. And of course there was 

still, and I guess there always will be, a certain 

question mark over exactly what advertising was genuine 

in promoting brands as against what was actually aimed 

at, say, encouraging young people to take up smoking. 

And just personally, because I am so unobservant, I am 

fairly unaffected by a lot of advertising because I just 

never see it [laughter], and so I found it harder than 

most, I think, to give great credence to [laughter] the 

fact that it was having these terrible effects on 

people. 

EH Actually, I can't help but interrupt because 

you are at the moment smoking a very traditional brand 

of cigarettes [laughs], so you have obviously been 
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unmoved by the cigarette advertising for about the last 

20 or 30 years. Is this right? 

McALEER Well, that is quite true, and in fact I used 
it once in a speech I was making on the Bill and 

said. . . . mind you, I did have a bit of a conscience abou
t 

smoking in public, too; I tried never to smoke in 

schools, for instance, after a while. So I said in this 

speech something to exactly that effect; that although I 

had in fact registered the Marlboro advertisements which 

I greatly enjoyed on television, with the music and the 

wild west sort of atmosphere, I hadn't ever wished to 

smoke them. . . . or I had tried once a Marlboro cigarette 

but it was so dreadful [laughs] that I preferred to 

smoke my own brand which hadn't been advertised for 20 

years, but I didn't name it. So everybody up in the 

Gallery [laughs] was terribly anxious to know what were 

the cigarettes I was smoking, which hadn't been 

advertised for 20 years. [Laughter] 

EH Well, we must tell the future generations! Is 

it still Craven A cork-tipped? 

McALEER Yes. Yes, indeed [laughs]. I'm only grateful 

to think that they kept making them while they hadn't 

advertised them. So, at least it suggests that all old 

smokers were so hooked that they didn't need any 

advertisements, and they were quite impervious to being 

shifted from one brand to another! 

Anyway, we spent a lot of time, of course, being lobbied 

by the tobacco people, and again spearheaded really by 

Peter Wells we tried to ensure that they would observe 

the sort of the codes that were being promoted, the 

self-discipline that they really would avoid targeting 

the very, young people and so forth, and we felt - and I 

think Peter Wells felt - that as time went on they 

really weren't showing as much form as they might have. 

And so gradually our support was whittled away because 

of public pressure and the fact that we didn't feel that 

the cigarette companies were doing as much as they might 

have to help themselves. And so in the end we more or 

less gave way. But in a sense the principle remained 

the same; whether you really should ban something which 

you are capitalising on at the same time, I mean 

Government. I still find it very strange, and I was 

sorry that we abandoned that. 

EH In 1989 you had the responsibilities as 

assistant shadow Minister for Women's Interests. I 

wanted to ask you what was involved in this and the sort 

of priorities that were being discussed in the Liberal 

Party. 
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McALEER Yes. Previous to that, when Barry MacKinnon 

had taken it upon himself to be the shadow Minister for 

Women's Interests, he was probably the best we'd had up 

to that point because he really was more with it, let's 

say, than most people, and he got together, I thought, a 

very good little committee to advise him. They were 

party people but they weren't taken from any recognised 

body, like State Women's Council; they were just people 

that he felt would be helpful, and he gathered them 

together and he set them to work on policies. But there 

were little problems in the sense that the State Women's 

Council which felt that it really represented the women 

of the party, were a bit miffed that they weren't the 

direct advisers to Barry in this matter. That was 

neither here nor there in a sense, because all Ministers 

and shadow Ministers get their own committees and not 

necessarily drawn from the formal part of the party. 

They worked along fairly well, but when Barry suggested 

to me that I assist him in this matter I was rather 

reluctant because I felt that I'd never had, really, a 

great deal to do with women's interests as such. I'd 

more been a totally electorate person and I hadn't 

identified myself particularly with any great interest 

group, and it certainly wasn't very strong within my 

electorate, that sort of thing. So I didn't think that 

perhaps I'd be very helpful; I don't know that I ever 

was, either. 

Barry, of course, couldn't go to most of these committee 

meetings and I used to go and sit there. But I really 

had difficulty getting anywhere because when I asked 

Barry eventually in kind of despair what he saw as my 

role, and he sort of said to make sure that the 

committee produces a good policy, the thing was that he 

didn't relinquish any sort of control and the committee 

really just continued to look to him as the be-all and 

the end-all from a reporting point of view and from 

directions and everything else, and so while I might try 

to work by a bit of influence, I wasn't ever given the 

standing that was necessary to say, "Well, I think you 

should have more members," things like that. I did in 

fact think that they should have been broadened and that 

they were fine but they were too much of a 

particular. . . .1 don't know how to express it. Let's say 

they were almost all friends - it wasn't the friendship 

part, but they were all very similar. They were 

dissimilar people but they had similar sort of 

backgrounds and similar sort of reactions, you know. 

EH Mm, so it wasn't really representative of a 

wide group of women's interests? 

MCALEER No, I didn't think it was wide enough, no, and 
while they thought as widely as they could, they still 

weren't, in background, I didn't think, varied enough. 
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And I thought that reflected in deliberations. . . .A
nd 

although I had some bits of discussions with Barry abou
t 

that, nothing really happened. So in the end I reall
y 

contented myself by supporting them, but as far as m
y 

own activities were concerned I concentrated then o
n 

trying to speak to as many women's groups as I could
, 

from WEL to relinquishing mothers groups, and just t
o 

make myself available to go around. Barry couldn't 

always go, and I not only went for him, to represen
t 

him, but also made my own sort of alley and so as to be 
a Liberal presence and try and get an idea of wha

t 

people were thinking and feeling. So although I enjoy
ed 

it I never thought it was very significant [laughter]. 

I should just say this, that I thought that Barry w
as 

good for women's interests, because he wa
s 

sympathetic... .Pam, his wife, working, and being ve
ry 

much a family man with problems with his children and 
so 

forth, I thought he had the right attitude to giv
e 

encouragement to women who were trying to make polic
y 

and influence government. But because he couldn't spe
nd 

enough time on it himself, I think in the end it we
nt 

much better when he named Cheryl [Edwardes] as th
e 

shadow Minister. I think for a while I might have 

stayed assistant, but Cheryl never needed any assistan
ce 

[laughs], so that was neither here nor there. But 

having control of policy and policy making she was ab
le 

to start out afresh and broaden her policy makers, a
nd 

also to speed things up a great deal. So I thought th
at 

turned out to be a very good move. 

EH Yes. 

McALEER I don't say I wouldn't have liked to tr
y 

myself, but I didn't have the opportunity. 

EH Margaret, you were also a member of the Joint 

Standing Committee on Delegated Legislation from 198
7. 

Could you assist the role and functioning of thi
s 

committee? 

McALEER Yes, it is a committee which I really enjoy
ed 

being a member of, which I thought was an importa
nt 

committee and important from our parliamentary point 
of 

view. Way back when I first came into Parliament Jo
hn 

Williams was always pressing that we should have exact
ly 

that sort of committee because up to that time member
s, 

if it took their fancy they read the regulations, a
nd 

some people were interested in some particula
r 

regulations. But on the whole it was a chore that 

members didn't undertake, so there really was a need for 
a body of people to take a consistent view of t

he 

regulations that were going through. Well, in spite 
of 
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John Williams' efforts, eventually Sir Charles Court 

decided - and I'm not quite sure on what advice - that 

we would have an outside committee to do this work, 

which was called the legislative review, or delegated 

legislative review committee, or something. It was very 

high powered; they had Gordon Reid and they were all 

lawyers and they really did very good work, but the 

trouble was when they brought in their reports which 

said the Government had put through things which were 

ultra vires and whatnot, nothing happened, because you 

see the reports came to, say, the Legislative Council 

and were read or not read as the case may be, but there 

wasn't anybody to keep pushing them, so they were just 

noted and the Government wasn't forced to take any 

action - it was left to their conscience, so to speak - 

and so a lot of very good work was going on without 

having much effect in Parliament. 

Where I believe it did have more effect was with local 

government because that particular committee undertook - 

they worked very speedily, they were very well organised 

people - to look at the by-laws which were often a bit 

roughly constructed and in need of pruning and things 

like that. And so they had a very good relationship 

with local government because they used to write to 

them; they didn't have any teeth, of course, but they 

used to write to them and advise them on why they had 

gone over the edge a bit and I think they had quite some 

influence in that sphere. However, eventually, I am glad 

to say, the Legislative Council became serious about 

having committees and eventually got the blessing of the 

party and everybody else concerned including the then 

Government, Labor Government to establish a series of 

Standing Committees on Delegated Legislation. It was, I 

think, the second Standing Committee set up. We were 

fortunate that our chairman Bob Hetherington was 

enthusiastic about it and, if not knowledgeable to begin 

with, made himself fairly knowledgeable, and of course 

we had the advice of Laurie Marguet the Clerk who was 

also enthusiastic. 

And I thought that together Bob and Laurie - and I 

suppose one must give great credit to Laurie because he 

was knowledgeable and interested - they laid down a very 

good framework for the delegated legislation committee. 

It deals with regulations on the basis that they must 

first of all conform to the Act which is authorising 

them, but also that they are not against natural 

justice, and produce good Government the same as 

substantive legislation does. It had as an example the 

Commonwealth longstanding Standing Committee on - oh, 

what's its name? I've forgotten - which had a very good 

reputation, and so while other States were also either 

beginning or had already established such committees, it 

was the Commonwealth one that was the doyen and the 

exemplar for us all, and they were very good to us, we 



McALEER 146 

visited them on several occasions,
 and visited with our 

other State colleagues and general
ly tried to build up 

experience for ourselves so that 
we would be able to 

handle these regulations in a prof
essional, workmanlike 

way. It was very much a learning p
rocess because there 

is very little written on such mat
ters and not a great 

deal of precedent to go by. It was
 also not a committee 

which never had any popular appeal
, and so of course it 

was very hard to get members. The 
parties would say to 

the people, "Well, you go and be a 
part of the delegated 

legislation [committee] because 
they've got to have 

somebody and you'll be it." And I think there were 

often some reluctant members, but 
once members started 

on the work then they did find i
t interesting, as a 

rule. 

The problem was that the way regul
ations come through, 

of course, with the long recess 
you found absolutely 

mountains of regulations built 
up which were still 

within the period of disallowanc
e because Parliament 

hadn't been sitting, but there were
 so many of them that 

if you started at the beginning, b
y the time you got to 

the next lot the time for disallowa
nce had gone by. 

However, our main aim, of course,
 wasn't to disallow. 

In fact, we in our early years didn
't do any disallowing 

but we did do our best to establis
h good relationships 

with as many departments as we co
uld so that we could 

discuss difficulties in their regu
lations. We had some 

trouble of course getting things 
set up so that they 

automatically gave us copies of r
egulations they were 

drafting or had just published, and
 acknowledged that we 

were going to be part of the who
le process, and that 

took time. Our chairman had to go
 to the Premier, of 

course, to get the necessary aut
hority to direct the 

Ministers - or her Ministers, as it turned 
out - to 

cooperate, and of course there alw
ays remained the odd 

Minister, who totally disapproved o
f the whole deal, and 

David Smith was certainly one of th
em 

EH David Smith? 

McALEER Mm. So therefore his dep
artments proved very 

difficult and uncooperative. In setting up the 

delegated legislation committee
 the Government had 

insisted that they hold the chairm
anship, and that in a 

way worked fairly well. It put a great deal of 

responsibility on the chairman bec
ause it meant that he 

had to be willing to set the inter
ests of the committee 

above the party interests, because 
the way it worked was 

that before we came to public conf
rontations we used to 

try by every means, if we could
n't get on with the 

department at least to go to the
 Minister. And the 

chairman in this case went to the
 Minister to explain 
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our position and the difficulties we saw in their 

regulations and why we needed some cooperation, and I 

must say that both Bob and later Tom Helm seemed to 

fulfil this function very well. In fact, I think Tom 

Helm who perhaps started life as rather a cowboy in 

politics [laughs] became very responsible indeed and in 

fact in the end we had a great spate of disallowances 

[laughs], Government regulations that must have caused 

him some confrontations in private. Of course, no such 

committee could function without having legal assistance 

and a research officer. Once Laurie became too busy 

altogether, having set us up, then we got our own 

research officer. 

Yes, we acquired our own research officer, Jane Byrne, 

who was trained as a lawyer, but in addition to that we 

retained, and had almost from the beginning retained, 

counsel to assist us with matters that were truly 

tricky, and so where we had really difficult matters 

they were sent to our counsel for an opinion and we paid 

them a retainer - or paid them also for the work they 

did - and if need be then our counsel, we had two or 

three while I was there, came to discuss the matters 

with us so we were as well equipped as possible. And of 

course in addition to that we had a clerk to assist. We 

were always conscious and we were always trying to 

involve the public with it because the whole point of 

the delegated legislation in a way was not simply to 

keep the Government on the straight and narrow but to 

make sure that regulations were community usable, so we 

tried very hard to involve outside people.. We didn't get 

very many witnesses from outside but we got some, and it 

will probably expand, just to run regulations past them 

and especially when there is some difficulty you need a 

community viewpoint, how it strikes them. 

EH Mm. Were there any outstanding examples of 

regulations that were particularly difficult or 

departments that were - 

McALEER Yes, I suppose one of the earliest 

difficulties we had was on a particular set of 

regulations which were emergency regulations, which were 

actually put in place by the Health Department, of all 

people, to deal with the satellite that was thought to - 

EH The one that was falling to earth - 

McALEER - crash, yes, mm. And it seemed strange that 

it should be the Health Department.. . . [laughs] in a way, 

that they were the ones who were going to take the 

authority, and there were very strange and draconian set 

of regulations to deal with what was going to be a very 
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difficult and sudden thing. And of course it caused u
s 

a lot of anguish when we first read them [laughs], but 

we discussed it with the health people and we realised 

that in the circumstances, because we had no laws to 

deal with such a happening. . . .well, it was a one-off 

thing for the time being and we understood that that was 

the best that could be done. But we were then 

thoroughly convinced that much more thought should be 

given to emergency situations which might arise in the 

future and so over the years we spent quite a lot of 

time giving thought and trying to influence people to 

confront the problem. It was an interesting sort of 

exercise, yes. 

EH Yes. What about other department like the 

police or education - 

McALEER We got on tremendously well with the police, 

not that we always got our way but they were from the 

very beginning very cooperative, and their legal people 

and their legal branch were especially good. They were 

probably the best of all the departments that we dealt 

with in a consistent way, and they always sent us their 

regulations. They came to visit us and talk to us, and 

we had very happy relations with the Police Department; 

they were one of the very best - 

END OF TAPE NINE SIDE TWO 
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TAPE TEN SIDE ONE 

McALEER You were asking me if we had much to do with 

the Ministry of Education. No, we didn't. There were 

two ways in which we became active, as it were. One was 

if the regulations themselves seemed to us to be out of 

kilter. So out of the great body of regulations that go 

through, while they must be scrutinised not many of them 

on the whole needed any attention. And it so happened 
as far as the Education Department was concerned we 

didn't come across many, if any, that required dealings 

with them. The other way, of course, that regulations 

were drawn to our attention was if a backbencher or 

member in the House moved for disallowance on his own 

account, in which case the House might refer the 

regulation to us, but not necessarily so because often 

there would be perhaps a political reason for wanting to 

disallow a regulation whereas our brief was certainly 

not political. We were a committee of all parties and 

we felt that policy wasn't a reason at all for us to 

discuss a regulation. I mean, half the members might 

not approve of the policy but that didn't make the 

regulation wrong. 

EH Margaret, we have discussed at length your 

role as the Opposition Whip. During this last period in 

Government, had it changed at all? 

McALEER As Whip in Opposition? 

EH Yes. 

McALEER It only changed in this sense: that a Whip does 

as much, or as little in a way, as the leader wants. I 

thought that. . . .1 had the impression, let's say, that 

George Cash was anxious to establish himself as the 

leader and in fact he often took over functions which I 

might otherwise have done in speaking to members and 

things like that. There is very much to-ing and fro-ing 

between the Leader and the Whip how much the Whip does 

and how much the Leader does. George, I must say, was 

always very supportive. [laughs] A Whip hasn't got 

many sanctions, as I've told you, and you really need 

the Leader's support because the members are always 

trying to play one off against the other. [laughs] 

EH The third committee I wanted to ask you about 
was the committee I think of three members that was set 

up right at the end of 1992 to investigate aspects of 
the Police Force. Is that correct? 
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McALEER Yes, that's true It was a very general 

brief. 

EH First, what was the brief? 

McALEER Honestly, I can't tell you the actual wording 

now. Reg Davies had been complaining in the Parliament 

for some time that the Police Force needed an overhaul, 

so to speak, so eventually the terms of the motion which 

set up this committee was the result of a concerted 

effort by Peter Foss and Reg so as really to give a very 

wide brief so it wouldn't appear that we were just 

targeting particular aspects of the police, you know, or 

that we were gunning for them, so to speak. It was set 

up to examine the whole situation and see what help 

could be given rather than to be trying to victimise the 

Police Force. So it was very wide. I myself was very 

glad to be on that committee. When I first appeared I 

think Reg Davies was disappointed because he had already 

spoken to somebody else. From the party's point of 

view, of course, I was a handy one because I wasn't up 

for re-election, therefore I wasn't thought to be so 

busy and we knew that it would be a very concentrated 

effort towards the end in the Parliament to do any work 

at all on the matter. So I was keen to be on it and 

everybody was agreeable. 

EH Have you had a continuing interest in the 

police? Was there something that attracted you to it? 

McALEER I have always been interested in the police. 

My involvement though was mainly with the police in my 

electorate and simple matters like trying to get them 

decent houses and police stations. But in a sense I had 

a very long association with the police because my 

father was the police surgeon in Geraldton. I had grown 

up with policemen around the place and I took a kindly 

view of policemen on the whole. I had long been 

interested in the police and yet it's very hard in 

Parliament to come to grips with them in an ordinary way 

because Parliament's so busy trying to remember that it 

is the legislator and not the law enforcer and there is 

always that delicate relationship even between the 

Minister and the police, let alone backbenchers. You 

have to be terribly careful that you're not, you know, 

seen to be leaning on them or doing things like that. 

Also, of course, from our own morale point of view 

public expressions of doubt and horror about some of the 

things that occur are not always helpful either. So it 

was an opportunity which I'm only sorry didn't come to 

me earlier because I really was interested in the way 

the organisation works and what could be done to improve 

it. So it was a very short but happy experience. 
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EH Yes. How did you go about your investigations 

and how far did you get? 

McALEER We had this difficulty that because of the 

Dethridge case and so forth the expectations of people 

out there, and no doubt that of the police too, was that 

we were about to begin on a witchhunt and we were going 

to concentrate on those episodes. Of course that wasn't 

our intention at all and nor was it Reg Davies', 

although he used that in order to get his committee set 

up. So we got a tremendous amount of submissions at 

once from people involved and we didn't say we wouldn't 

investigate it but it wasn't the way we wanted to begin. 

So we really set out to start a general survey by 

interviewing the commissioner and then going to see the 

police and going to see the lockups. Of course, reading 

what material we could - we had a very short time - we 

got some pretty quick insights in the sense that, in 

respect to, say, recruiting, which was of particular 

interest to Reg Davies, the academy is too small, the 

recruits can't live on site, the Police Force in the 

first place is very young, which I had known for a long 

time. 

Many years ago one of the police officers, one of the 

administrators, explained to me that the average age is 

about 21 and I don't think it's much greater now. So 

you can see that they have an absolute problem built 

into their situation right away that they haven't got 

the staged hierarchy. They are terribly short of 

experienced officers. It was compounded when they were 

given those better terms for retirement at an early age 

and quite a lot of senior men left the force straight 

away and they always can. So you are losing people at a 

very valuable time of their lives. At the same time 

they have to try to protect their recruits by not 

sending them to the most ghastly spots - but they do, of 

course, because they haven't got anybody else. So the 

inexperienced are exposed to situations where with older 

and wiser heads they would perhaps manage a little 

better. When you look at the circumstances they do do 

extremely well. But it's not a situation you'd want to 

continue. For instance, when you talk about bringing in 

another 600 or 800 policemen you really don't want to 

bring in 600 nineteen year olds. They are not limited 

to nineteen year olds but that's what they tend to get. 

So you really have to look at ways and means of getting 

experienced police or experienced people at slightly 

older ages into the Police Force. 

The academy looks nice. It's got a super position out 

on Maylands on the river but it's too small. They are 

terribly constrained for space for teaching and they 

need more staff. But they're working on it and I 

thought that the commissioner had already begun on his 
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policy of community policing, 
but it wasn't being 

accepted very readily by the ent
ire force. A lot of 

police felt that they were there f
or enforcement and not 

to be the people's friend. 
[laughs] But I still 

thought, and I'm sure we all did,
 that it was certainly 

the way to go. I had complained just occasional
ly, 

sporadically, over the years th
at this patrolling by 

cars and so forth wasn't doing an
y good and it was just 

removing the Police Force more and
 more from the people. 

So I was very interested in
 all this sort of 

development. 

We sought ways and means.. . .they
 were only tentative 

because we were just beginning.
 We felt that the 

committee would have value as a ba
sis or preliminary for 

a similar committee to be set u
p later. A tremendous 

body of work remains to be done.
 So when the fortnight 

ran out and Parliament was to b
e prorogued we worked 

right up to the last moment, which
 was noon on that day, 

and then prorogation took effect 
and that was it. So we 

weren't able to report. I think w
e roughed out a bit of 

a Press release that Reg made on
 the general thrust of 

our interests. But I very strong
ly felt that it was a 

committee that ought to be continu
ed. 

EH Do you think that there's a hop
e for that, 

that something will happen with yo
ur material? 

McALEER I would hope so. Reg, I 
suppose, himself will 

be pressing for it. But I suppos
e a bit depends on the 

Police Minister now, Bob Wiese,
 but I would think he 

ought to welcome it. But there's a great deal to be 

done to assist the police and
 of course money is 

involved but one needs to recogn
ise the real problems 

that the organisation has. 

EH Margaret, we are really jumping 
all over the 

place with these questions but 

McALEER I have a briefing at 12.00 noon.. . . [In
audible] 

[Break in recording] 

A continuation of the interview wi
th Margaret McAleer at 

Parliament House on 5 May 1993. 

EH Margaret, can I commence today's 
session with 

asking you to comment on the d
iscussion that we had 

previously about a report on the
 committee system and 

how it's working. 
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MCALEER I really want
ed to speak about the

 

relationship of the academi
cs to what is actually goin

g 

on in Parliament and what 
has brought this to mind i

s 

the second report of the R
oyal Commission which was 

in 

fact, although it's got the
 commissioners' signatures 

on 

it, they say, all prepar
ed by academics either i

n 

Canberra or elsewhere. 
I had drawn to my attenti

on 

recently by our research
 officer for the delegat

ed 

legislation a couple of pub
lications, one from the IPA

, 

a very substantial publ
ication on Government i

n 

Australia 

EH What is IPA? 

McALEER Sorry, the Institu
te of Public Affairs, whic

h 

is, while conservative,
 considered to be quite

 

authoritative, and anot
her was the bulletin of

 

committees which came from 
the Federal Parliament and 

in 

both cases they were descri
bing the political system i

n 

Western Australia. They didn't even get the
 terms 

right. They spoke of Select Com
mittees, Standing 

Committees and vice vers
a and more or less the o

ld 

British system. They didn't get the numbe
r and the 

nature of the committees i
n either the Assembly or t

he 

Legislative Council correc
t. Either they were totall

y 

out of date, say, ten yea
rs out of date or else th

ey 

were just incorrect. I had 
heard similarly, of a cours

e 

in administrative law where
 the lecturer gave a very o

ld 

fashioned picture of the 
state of committees in th

e 

Parliament of Western Aust
ralia. One wonders therefo

re 

when you get recommendatio
ns from a body of academic

s 

whether in fact they are a
lso not quite with it as f

ar 

as the present practice of
 Parliament is concerned a

nd 

that there is a gap there 
where they are not liaisin

g 

properly with the Parliame
nt to understand the actua

l 

institutions that have been
 set up within it and the w

ay 

that they work. They are 
in fact talking in an ivo

ry 

tower situation which is n
ot necessarily applicable 

to 

the practice of Parliament. 

In a similar way I do belie
ve that Parliament basicall

y 

has to be its own watchdog,
 its own regulator because 

no 

really outside body can imp
ose goodwill, good practice

, 

honesty, and all the rest 
of it on the members if th

ey 

don't have it interioral
ly. There are all the 

mechanisms necessary for P
arliament existing there a

nd 

for keeping Parliament acco
untable. The fact that we 

don't always use them becau
se of the party system is n

ot 

really an argument for putt
ing in an outside body. Jus

t 

to go specifically to the 
question of, or an example

 I 

give to you the one which w
e've discussed, I think, th

e 

delegated legislation 
committee which is now

 a 

parliamentary committee but
 previously was set up unde

r 

the Court Government as an 
outside committee, statutor

y 

committee, while the work 
they did was quite good th

ey 
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had absolutely no effect on the Government or the 

parliamentary practice because they had no teeth. 

Parliament simply must grasp the nettle itself and be 

prepared to discipline itself, I think. 

EH This is not a trivial question really. It 

concerns the grooming of members of Parliament. The way 

people appear seems to have taken on added importance in 

the 1980s as television has played an increasingly 

important role. How did you go about organising those 

sorts of things, the getting to the hairdresser, the 

organising of clothes? Have you got any comments to 

make on the effect that this has had on parliamentary 

members? 

McALEER Yes, I think I really first became conscious 

of that in a way because television has sort of 

increased and television appearances have increased 

gradually over my years in Parliament. They didn't, I 

must say, greatly affect me because my own appearances 

on television have been very rare, but I became 

conscious of it when Brian Burke was first aspiring to 

the leadership of the parliamentary Labor Party and he 

had gone around in turtle necked, rollover collar 

sweaters and generally a fairly baggy looking 

appearance. Then all of a sudden he sort of bought 

himself a new suit and went in for dieting, and when he 

attained Government he immediately had all of his 

Ministers put into suits with ties and generally altered 

their rather casual appearance. From then on the Labor 

Government was very careful of its Ministers' 

appearance. While all the chaps all got themselves into 

suits, it was perhaps more striking with the women 

because their wardrobes were totally refurbished and 

their hairstyles, as were the men's of course, and a 

great deal of attention was paid all through the Labor 

Government to this aspect of things. 

In the same way the Liberal Party therefore also, 

although it had prided itself on wearing suits but 

nevertheless not all members did [laughs], also became 

conscious that in general contact with people whether 

they were in the gallery or whether members and shadow 

Ministers were going out into public, or more 

specifically on television, that appearance and clothes 

were really very important. So even in the 

parliamentary Liberal Party they had people come in to 

advise in a general way on colour coding clothes, 

especially with a view to television appearances - what 

sort of ties one might wear with what colour suits and 

things like that. It has become something that people 

are very conscious of. In Sir Charles Court's day he 

was a great stickler for his Ministers anyway appearing 

well dressed whenever they made public appearances. It 

wasn't always received so well by the Ministers because 
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I think they felt that he might
 have slightly overdone 

it in some circumstances. But a
s a general rule it was 

good because I have certainly fo
und in the country that 

people do dress up for occasions
 and they expect members 

of Parliament and people of that
 type also to dress up. 

They are not flattered if they c
ome in their shorts and 

open neck shirts. So I think by
 and large it's been a 

good thing. Nevertheless, in the
 House, in the Assembly 

and also in the Legislative C
ouncil, in spite of a 

rearguard action which was fou
ght by the President, 

clothing has become more casua
l and jackets are not 

always worn. There have been sor
t of battles of whether 

you should wear safari jackets 
or what safari jackets 

were considered suitable for Par
liament and things like 

that. 

But bearing in mind that people 
do come into the gallery 

and that one day they may also
 be televised I think 

there's a lot to be said for l
ooking the part, being 

dressed up and not just lookin
g like a collection of 

people who've straggled up from 
the beach. [laughs] 

EH Is it more difficult for women b
ecause there's 

not a sort of standard dark sui
t and white shirt and a 

colour coordinated tie to man
age in a wardrobe and 

getting to a hairdresser and tho
se sorts of things when 

you're so busy? 

McALEER With the possible exc
eption of the hairdos 

it's no more difficult for wo
men I don't think. I 

always remember with some amusem
ent in Dame Enid Lyon's 

first book about her life, her a
utobiography, that when 

she and Senator Tangney were fi
rst about to take their 

seats in Parliament in their re
spective Houses as the 

first women, how they consul
ted on what would be 

appropriate gear for them to w
ear. They sort of came 

out with nice little dark dresse
s with lace collars, so 

that was a sort of the approximat
ion to the suit. 

I remember also being rather as
tonished once going to 

see Federal Parliament in act
ion in the old House, 

noticing the women there wearing
 what looked to me like 

afternoon party dresses. I obvi
ously was programmed to 

the idea that they should hav
e a more businesslike 

appearance. I think the basic rule remains
 that you 

should be as neat as possibl
e and be attractively 

dressed without drawing atten
tion to yourself as a 

fashion model. I still think it inappropriate 
for 

women, although practices v
ary much in our own 

Parliament and in the Assembly 
especially where there 

are more women, younger women, 
to wear some fairly way 

out clothes. I don't think that
's a terrible thing but 

I don't think it's very appropria
te. 
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But hairdos, yes, it's a problem. 
I've always found it 

a problem and I've often wondered
 how characters like 

Margaret Thatcher and others manage
d to appear every day 

without a hair out of place and my
 own after one day's 

hairdo, reverted to its natural un
ruliness. [laughs] I 

understand, of course, that they pr
obably had someone to 

do it every day, that was the se
cret. But for busy 

people, and especially for Mini
sters, it is a real 

problem because you've got to fin
d that hour or half 

hour somewhere very early in the
 day probably to get 

yourself well groomed. 

I remember one of my constituents 
once saying that the 

only difference between men and wo
men parliamentarians 

was that women had to rush home a
nd wash their undies 

every night. But of course if you were a count
ry MP 

away from wife and family you wou
ld be in exactly the 

same position, similarly, of co
urse, if you were a 

bachelor. So it's equally a burden for me
n as for 

women. But time is always short an
d it is very hard to 

do the chores. As far as buying cl
othes is concerned, I 

always found myself in the positio
n of one day, simply 

because I'd put on weight or the fa
shions had changed or 

I felt that I had no clothes of ha
ving to rush up town 

and buy a swag of clothes and let 
them do for the next 

twelve months. [laughs] 

EH Are there any particular issues you
 would have 

liked to pursue in your parlia
mentary career but 

circumstances prevented you, or pe
rhaps positions that 

you could have held but were preven
ted from doing so? 

McALEER I don't quite understan
d what you mean by 

prevented from holding positions. 
What would prevent 

me, except not being chosen? 

EH Yes. [laughter] 

McALEER I suppose like anybody I 
would have liked - I 

think we might have had this conv
ersation before - to 

have tried myself out in the minis
try. I was asked that 

once on a radio interview I thin
k and I said I would 

like to be Minister for Police. And that's true. While 

I didn't really pursue the matter o
f police very much, I 

was always very interested in the
 whole of the Police 

Force and the possibilities i
t had for further 

development and so on and I regre
tted that I found it 

difficult to pursue until the ver
y last moment when I 

joined that committee, one of the reasons being that 

politicians are always in a rather difficult position 

vis a vis the police. There is a perception that one 

should have an arm's length relationship so that you 

wouldn't be seen to be trying t
o interfere in the 
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administration of the law and also because the police 

always seem to be in a very sensitive frame of mind that 

they regard almost all suggestions coming from outside 

as being an attack on them. If you do it publicly the 

media are just as likely to frame it that way. 

So I did always feel that I piked a bit on following up 

my interest in the police. It really remained just in 

the mind. 

EH Yes, the public perception of the Police Force 

and the administration of the Police Force and its 

responsibilities to the Parliament have always been 

difficult, haven't they? 

McALEER Yes, it is a difficult area but one that's 

really worth pursuing and probably, as I said I hope 

that in one form or another Reg Davies' committee is 

reinstituted. I feel there's a lot to be done that a 

Minister would benefit from, from having a parliamentary 

committee of some sort as a backup to do a lot of spade 

work that needs to be done. 

END OF TAPE TEN SIDE ONE 
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TAPE TEN SIDE TWO 

McALEER Another is
sue that I was int

erested in for a 

number of years an
d which in fact is

 now receiving a 

great deal of atte
ntion, but which I

 really didn't do 

anything about exce
pt refer to it occa

sionally, is the 

cost of justice for
 ordinary people. 

Increasingly, of 

course, this has
 become more exp

ensive and more 

difficult, and mem
bers of Parliament

 are often very 

aware of it becaus
e of the number of

 people who apply 

for legal aid and t
hen for one reason 

or another are not 

accepted as being 
eligible. Then you

 have to speak to 

the legal aid peo
ple to see if the

 case could be 

reviewed and so fo
rth. You come to reali

se pretty 

rapidly that peopl
e are simply precl

uded often from 

getting justice, n
ot necessarily lar

ge and criminal 

matters but in day
 to day sort of th

ings. They can't 

afford the cost of
 lawyers and publi

c money for such 

things is naturally
 limited. You can't just fun

d the 

whole community to
 go to court. If y

ou did the courts 

would be more overw
orked than they are

 now. 

EH Yes. 

McALEER It is th
e same in Americ

a. It is not a 

Western Australian
 phenomenon, it is

 not an Australian
 

phenomenon. In America at the
 last presidentia

l 

election it was o
ne of the planks 

in George Bush's 

campaign to try to 
reduce the costs. T

hey seem to be a 

very litigious peo
ple over there. Bu

t it is a serious 

problem and I notic
e that the present 

Attorney General, 

Cheryl Edwardes, sp
eaking of some sort

 of community - I 

don't know that she
's given it a name;

 it's not exactly 

a tribunal but som
ething that would 

interpose between 

the courts and peop
le and allow them f

or more day to day 

things to compose di
fferences and so for

th. 

Eli Have there been 
people who have 

been an 

inspiration or a g
reat support to yo

u in various ways 

that we haven't men
tioned so far in th

e interview? 

McALEER I can't
 remember peopl

e we might have
 

mentioned. But, of course, t
here are a tremen

dous 

number of people t
hat I owed and do 

owe, but also owed
 

in the past a grea
t deal to, and the

 only thing that 

makes me hesitate 
is that I might be

 about to miss out
 

somebody who I gr
eatly, you know, 

do owe a lot to. 

(pause] Just to start wit
h my own parliame

ntary 

colleagues which p
erhaps is the easi

est thing because 

they're there, I al
ways felt that I ow

ed a good deal to 
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certain members, well,
 mainly members of the

 Legislative 

Council when I was f
irst a member and st

ruggling. To 

Neil McNeill, for inst
ance, who was the then

 leader and 

who I'd had a good lon
g association with in 

the Liberal 

Party lay party beca
use he was the chair

man of rural 

affairs for a long tim
e. 

To Vic Ferry, with 
whom I shared our v

ery first 

secretary who was, a
nd I think I've ment

ioned this 

probably, but he reall
y was the most conside

rate sort of 

partner in these ma
tters and always su

pportive. 

Terribly discreet man 
in many ways. Didn't r

eally voice 

his views on all the p
ersonalities and vario

us intrigues 

and things that were
 going on in the pla

ce but was 

always willing to hel
p you when you were s

tuck with a 

constituent's problem 
and give advice. You k

now, things 

like Press releases; 
there are so many sma

ll bits and 

pieces in parliament
ary life that, espec

ially when 

you're inexperienced, 
you really are gratefu

l to people 

when they'll take yo
u by the hand and gi

ve you that 

assistance. 

Barry Blaikie was an
other one in the Ass

embly who I 

always found very supp
ortive and helpful eve

n though he 

was more likely to sa
y, you know, well, th

ose are the 

options and you sink
 or swim. [Laughs] But he was 

helpful and kind when 
I was in need of it. 

I remember Ron Thompso
n who gave us all as n

ew members a 

very great welcome in
to the Parliament, a 

really open 

hearted sort of welcom
e as then Leader of th

e Opposition 

and saying especially 
that we were all membe

rs here, men 

or women, and that, o
f course, was always 

I found the 

general attitude. I n
ever really felt that

 I suffered 

from being a woman in
 any respect. Mind yo

u, I've seen 

members, women members
 occasionally - after all, there 

weren't that many wom
en members in our end

 - who said 

that they wished to be
 treated equally and y

et still, of 

course, naturally used
 feminine wiles [laugh

ing] at the 

same time that they we
re having the best of 

both worlds, 

and I suppose we all
 tend to do that, on

ly you don't 

notice it so much in y
ourself [laughs]. 

President Clive Griff
iths I always found v

ery helpful, 

very supportive. When
 I was Whip, of cours

e, I enjoyed 

good relationship I t
hink on the whole wit

h my various 

leaders which were Ia
n Medcalf and Gordon 

Masters, and 

most latterly George 
Cash, and probably th

e one I felt 

closest to was Gordon
 Masters. Gordon had 

a very - oh, 

a very open, cheerful
 approach even when, 

say, making 

speeches and he was ru
bbishing the Governmen

t as best he 

could, all stops out,
 but he always did it

 with great 

good humour [laughs] a
nd he was a person of 

a very good 

temperament. He'd bee
n Whip previously him

self and he 
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had, I thought, the ideal temperamen
t for jobs like that 

because he really didn't get rat
tled, he was good 

humoured, he had plenty of sense o
f fun. All those 

things are important in members of 
Parliament to make 

the organisation work, because t
here are a lot of 

tensions especially towards the en
d of sessions when 

members are tired and really work
ing such very long 

hours and try to do things and nat
urally tempers get 

frayed. 

I was, of course, most particularly 
attached to - and I 

think I mentioned this - Jack Heitman who was my 

colleague in Upper West Province a
nd much the senior 

member of the two of us. Of all members I think I 

probably owed most to him because of
 our day to day work 

out in the electorate. I can remem
ber being in Moora 

once and having my car break down
. I was on my way 

somewhere or other and the car was
 in a garage and I 

looked to be stuck there. All of a 
sudden I saw going 

down the street Jack driving quit
e independently on 

whatever mission he was on. I was ab
le to wave him down 

and he then took me off somewhere
 or other, perhaps 

drove me home to Arrino or somethi
ng. But it was just 

typical that, although that was a ph
ysical thing, in so 

many ways he rescued me and shepher
ded me and I really 

came greatly to admire him as a pract
ical politician. 

When I'd been a lay member of the 
party and he'd been 

coming to those small branch meeting
s that one has and I 

hadn't perhaps thought him a ball 
of fire, but when I 

was actually working side by side wi
th him I really came 

to appreciate how much he did for
 his constituents, 

practical solutions and very prompt
 indeed. [Laughs] 

So many of us leave things to go b
y for weeks hoping 

perhaps that time will solve the prob
lem. 

So I've had good relationships w
ith really all my 

colleagues. Perhaps the ones that I didn't rel
ate to 

immediately, in coming to know them
 better I then came 

to appreciate them, and that's one 
of the pleasures of 

being Whip in that you do get to kn
ow all your members 

reasonably well and you do apprecia
te them. I've never 

felt any enmity; you know, no sort
 of. . . .sometimes in 

life when you don't know people terr
ibly well of you've 

got different interests you do feel 
a kind of hostility 

to them, but I haven't really, I can
't remember feeling 

hostility of that sort to any of my 
colleagues on either 

side of Parliament because we're a
 small House and we 

have a lot of togetherness and y
ou do get to know 

people. 

The interesting thing is that, if I 
may put it this way, 

even the bushwhackiest of members ha
s a contribution to 

make. Members are very unexpected i
n their talents and 
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their capacities, an
d if they at all enj

oy the work 

they're doing as most
 do because they don'

t stay there 

if they don't, then 
they do make a contr

ibution. And 

really, because I re
alise that people ou

tside don't 

understand or can't 
know how demanding a

 politician's 

life is and that thoug
h it is its own reward

 because you 

do enjoy it and you p
rogram yourself for t

he tempo, but 

it is a tremendously
 demanding life and 

I've always 

thought when people r
ubbish members of Par

liament there 

were very few who rea
lly deserved to be th

ought lazy or 

neglectful. Members have differ
ent interests, of 

course, and not al
l members are grea

t electorate 

members, not all are g
reat parliamentary in 

the sense of 

Chamber-type members,
 but that doesn't mea

n to say that 

they don't all have a 
place. 

EH On a practical level 
the support that you 

had 

from parliamentary sta
ff. 

McALEEP. Yes, and I s
hould really have gon

e on to that 

because one of the
 very necessary su

pports that 

especially inexperi
enced members need 

is from the 

Clerks, in particular
 the attendants. When

 I was first 

here we had John 
Roberts was the C

lerk of the 

Parliaments and he
 had tremendous ex

perience, a 

tremendous presence, 
too, and was very, ve

ry helpful and 

supportive to new m
embers, and to all 

members, of 

course, but I was a n
ew member so I can on

ly speak from 

that experience. 

I was rather amuse
d to meet him rece

ntly at some 

gathering or other a
nd he said to me, "O

h, I remember 

when you were first 
in Parliament." No, 

he said, "Now 

you look quite rela
xed but when you we

re first in 

Parliament you alw
ays looked terribl

y anxious." 

[Laughs] I was a bit
 taken aback [laughi

ng], but, you 

know, there it is. Anyway, he was a rat
her imposing 

personality and cert
ainly dominated the 

Parliament or 

the Chamber while he w
as there. 

But all the Clerks h
ave been helpful and

 nice to deal 

with. The atmosphere 
in Parliament is very

 pleasant, it 

really is. It's I suppose a clu
b-type atmosphere in

 

many ways but member
s and staff, the att

endants, the 

people in the dining 
room, they're all fri

endly, they're 

all welcoming. One ge
ts on terribly well. 

EH Can I ask you to 
- this is a personal

 

question, really - you married a few y
ears ago. Could 

we just record the cir
cumstances and who you

 married. 



McALEER 162 

McALEER Right. Actually your question amused me a bit 
because it made me remember one time when I was having 
an interview on radio in Geraldton and the unexpected 
question that interviewers always keep up their sleeve 
was, "Why did you not marry until you eventually did?" 

[laughs] and I've found it a bit hard to explain that 

[laughs] . I had to say that I supposed the people I 
fancied marrying didn't want to marry me [laughs] . But 
I did anyway eventually marry Angus Cameron who was a 

Scotsman and that was a very happy time for me. 

I was fortunate, of course, as members of Parliament on 
the whole, of course, are married and do have family 

responsibilities, and if they have young children it's 
particularly difficult for them. In my case, as I 
married late and we had no children, I was in that happy 

position where my husband could travel with me a great 
deal, often drove and allowed me to read or rest and so 
forth, and I always noted with some dismay that people 
or new constituents remembered him far better than they 

remembered me. [Laughs] Of course, members of 
Parliament as you know are always trying to make an 
impression on their constituents. But family life, I 
had the best of both worlds but it can be very hard on 
the families of politicians because people are away so 
much, especially country politicians who only get home 
on the weekends, and then they're busy out seeing their 
constituents, and for a young man or a young woman it is 
a great difficulty, I think. 

EH Are there directions or particular initiatives 
you would like to see the Liberal Party take in this 

term of office? 

McALEER Well, I think that the. ... [pause] Sorry for 
this long gap. 

EH No, no, it doesn't matter. 

McALEER I was pausing.. . .1 really think that the 
direction that they're trying to take is a correct one. 
We're getting a very bad Press just at present and 
perhaps some things could have been done with more 
finesse. One never quite knows about these things. 

There's always a difficult period when you've got a new 
administration and Parliament's not sitting because all 

those decisions are being made out there. And even for 
backbenchers they don't really have much togetherness 
with their Ministers, especially when they haven't been 

in that situation, that is in Government, for a very 
long time and so neither the backbenchers nor the 
Ministers necessarily remember what the best practices 
were. I really think sometimes that after that long 
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time of being in Opposi
tion, where our own mem

bers were 

necessarily on the re
ceiving end of decisi

ons, they 

weren't part of the d
ecision making proces

s on the 

whole, they just got
 their announcements

 by Press 

release, that there
 has been a little 

lack of 

togetherness which was
n't, of course, appare

nt in Sir 

Charles Court's day bec
ause he and his Cabinet

 had only 

been out of office f
or three years and t

hey were 

basically the same mini
stry as before so they 

just took 

up more or less from w
here they left off and

 they knew 

all the ropes. Also th
ey didn't have to make

 perhaps 

very radical changes b
ecause, again, they'd 

only been 

three years out of Gove
rnment and were pursuin

g a known 

line on their own. Wher
eas for our people it's

 really a 

much more difficult 
situation, but I thi

nk their 

intentions, which in sp
ite of the bad publicit

y they're 

getting about environme
ntal things and so fort

h, I think 

their intentions are go
od, that they do intend

 to follow 

out our policies whi
ch by and large were

 pretty 

acceptable, and I only 
wish them well in doing

 it. 

As I heard Peter Foss s
ay the other day, it's 

not really 

so much what you deci
de to do as the imple

mentation 

which is very importan
t, that you manage to 

do it in a 

practical and acceptab
le way and I hope that

's the way 

they'll go. I hope als
o that they will consu

lt. While 

I think you can over-c
onsult the public so t

hat things 

are held up for years, 
desirable things are he

ld up for 

years and years, but I 
do think that in this d

ay and age 

we've become used to 
fairly general consul

tations, 

public consultations an
d that it's important f

or people 

to feel that Parlia
ment's really an im

portant 

institution and somethi
ng they'd like to prese

rve, that 

they should look on 
Government and Parli

ament as 

belonging to them an
d relating to them a

nd not be 

something out there ma
king decisions that th

ey have to 

wear. 

EH This is really a conc
luding question about

 

your retirement. You'r
e retiring in a couple

 of weeks' 

time at the end of May
. May I ask you someth

ing of the 

plans that you'd like 
to carry out, or perha

ps how you 

plan to enjoy post-parl
iamentary life. 

McALEER Well, people 
of course naturally h

ave been 

asking me this for a lo
ng time and eventually 

I came to 

the conclusion that th
e easiest thing to say

 was I was 

just living in the min
ute and enjoying my la

st months, 

now weeks in Parliamen
t, which I have been, 

and doing 

whatever constituency w
ork I can and visiting 

all my old 

haunts and having a las
t hurrah. But, of cours

e, I have 

always been a farmer an
d whereas I've been as 

it were a 

weekend farmer I shal
l be a more full time

 farmer. 

Somebody suggested that
 my of fsider might fin

d all this 

unusual and unexpecte
d help that he's goin

g to get 
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rather an e
mbarrassmen

t [laughs],
 so we have

 to meet 

that problem
 when it ari

ses. 

EH This offside
r's your bro

ther? 

McALEER No,
 no, he's a

 chap who w
orks for me

. No, my 

brother and
 I run quit

e separatel
y. I have my 

own 

business, as
 it were. Oh

, no, my bro
ther wouldn'

t have 

had any pro
blem. He always k

ept me firm
ly in the 

rouseabout s
tatus [laugh

ter]. 

EH Sorry for th
at interrupt

ion. 

McALEER Whe
n you were 

saying that
, just to g

o back a 

bit, to peop
le I owe, an

d outside I 
owe a tremen

dous lot 

to a tremend
ous number o

f people, I'
m just speak

ing off 

the top of m
y head, I di

dn't really 
wish to star

t naming 

them but I 
should real

ly name my 
brother as 

being a 

person who's
 been very c

rucial in my
 time in Par

liament, 

I think, by 
nominating m

e once at a 
Liberal conf

erence, 

the Kalgoor
lie central

 conference
 he gave me

 my very 

first start 
in office in

 the divisio
n and always

 helped 

me along. In
 crucial tim

es it was te
rribly impor

tant; 

you need som
ebody close 

to you who w
ill give you

 that 

push and ba
cking if th

ey're able 
to. Mind yo

u, we're 

brother and 
sister so we

 didn't alwa
ys see eye t

o eye 

[laughs]. 

But to go ba
ck to where 

I was, I exp
ect it to be

 perhaps 

a very diff
icult perio

d of adjust
ment becaus

e one is 

programed, a
s in so many

 professions
 and busines

ses and 

trades; you'
re programme

d to a certa
in rate of w

ork and 

long hours, 
long travell

ing. It's no
t a hardship

 when 

you're gear
ed to it bu

t when you 
stop it's l

ike a 

racehorse; 
you know, t

here really
 ought to b

e some 

running down
 period wher

e you don't 
just toss th

em out 

to pasture. 
And I have s

een former m
embers have 

really 

quite almost
 psychologic

al problems.
 I hope that

 won't 

occur to me,
 but in that

 sense I rea
lly have jus

t a kind 

of question
 mark in my

 mind. People say "
how you're 

gonna to kee
p her down o

n the farm n
ow that she'

s seen 

Paris?" 

END OF INTERVIE
W 

END OF TAPE 
TEN SIDE TWO

 


