
PRESIDENT’S REPORT 2017–2018 
 
The Committee of the History Council held seven regular meetings and four executive meetings 
in the financial year 2017/18.   
 
The 2017//2018 Committee of the History Council of WA was as follows:  
Emeritus Professor Jenny Gregory AM (President), Associate Professor Bobbie Oliver (Vice 
President/Australian Society of the Study of Labour History Perth), Helen Munt 
(Secretary/Professional Historians Association WA), Nick Drew (Treasurer), Jan McCahon 
Marshall (Membership Secretary), and Committee members, Alison Atkinson-Phillips, Robin 
Barrington (Indigenous representative), James Cameron, Neil Foley, Andrea Gaynor (UWA 
Centre for WA History), Peter Gifford, Pam Harris (Fremantle History Society), Anthony Lunt 
(History Teachers Association WA), Geoff Moor, Samantha Owen, Cindy Solonec (Indigenous 
representative). Pamela Statham Drew (Friends of Battye).  I am very grateful to all Committee 
members for their contribution of time, knowledge and expertise.  
 
One member of the Committee, Alison Atkinson-Phillips, resigned during her term to take up a 
post overseas; and three other Committee members will not be seeking re-election because of 
other commitments; Robin Barrington, Jim Cameron and Peter Gifford.  All have made a valuable 
contribution and we thank them for their input. 
 
A VOICE FOR HISTORY 
 
Communications: Items of interests and news of events continue to be posted on the History 
Council of WA Facebook site, which now has nearly 1200 followers.  The Quarterly Newsletters 
continue to be used to update members on matters of interest.  
 
We were very pleased to receive a grant from the WA History Foundation to enable us to obtain 
new software for our website and update our quarterly newsletter format.  The new format has 
now been used several times and the new look website will be launched in August 2018.  
 
ADVOCACY 
 
Meeting with Policy Officers—Local Government, Heritage, Culture & the Arts. 
In November 2017, Bobbie Oliver and I had a meeting with the Minister’s Chief Policy Officer and 
key Policy Officers to introduce them to the History Council of WA and some of key policies that 
are relevant to their portfolios.  These include construction of purpose-built storage premises for 
SLWA and SRO; a holistic approach to heritage; protection for heritage of Rottnest Island; as well 
as the provision of Historical expertise on all committees that make decisions about the  
preservation of historical records, history teaching and heritage sites.  
 
National Archives of Australia (Perth) 
The History Council continues to have membership of the NAA Perth Consultative Forum. After 
we became aware of the planned closure of the Berwick St Archives in late 2018, the search for a 
new location, and the transfer of little used files to the Sydney NAA repository, in December 2018 
we made representations about these issues to the Attorney General, Hon Christian Porter, 
under whose portfolio NAA falls. We were pleased to receive news that a 10-year lease has been 
signed between the Archives and Western Australia-based company Compu-stor, for a repository 
in Belmont, Perth. We await news of the location of the new office and reading room for public 
access to the records. We remain concerned about the files that have been transferred to 
Sydney, as they include WWII personal files.  Although little used at present, there is likely to be 
considerable interest in these files in the lead up to the 75th anniversary of the end of WWII in 
2020. 
 
City of Perth History Centre 
Bobbie Oliver, Helen Munt, and I met with the team at the City of Perth Arts, Culture & Heritage 
unit led by Manager, Tabitha McMullan in February 2018. We were grateful for the opportunity to 



press home the importance of the City’s history collections and public access to those collections, 
as well as our concern about changes following a restructure of the unit. With the suspension of 
the Council and the appointment of three Commissioners with responsibility for the continuing 
functioning of the City, future directions were unclear. A further meeting in June indicated that a 
Cultural Management Plan in line with the City of Perth Act 2016, and a Bicentennial Action Plan 
are being developed, and the history collection is being digitized over a four-year period to enable 
wider access. We have offered to provide advice where possible and will continue to follow up 
with the City.  
 
History at Curtin University  
The History Council wrote to the Vice Chancellor of Curtin University in March 2018 expressing 
deep concern at the proposal to reduce the history program at Curtin University from an eight unit 
major to a four unit minor.  Currently, it appears that the History Major will continue to be offered 
in 2019.  
 
Proposed Sale of Landgate  
Neil Foley, Jim Cameron and I wrote to the Treasurer in April 2018 expressing our concern about 
the impact of any such sale on the huge collection of important historical records of which 
Landgate is the custodian. Many of these records are state archives. Some have been 
transferred to State Records Office and are freely available for research purposes, others are 
only available on payment of a fee to Landgate. This is contrary to the intent of the State Records 
Act 2000 and records keeping practice around the world. Our other concern is that if these 
records are sold into private hands they may not be adequately protected and preserved. Neil 
and I were then invited to meet with the Treasurer’s Principle Policy Officer and were advised that 
tender documents are being drawn up for a forty-year commercial lease of the automated section 
of Land Titles.  We recommended that the advice of the State Archivist be sought. 
 
Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972 Review  
The History Council made a submission to Phase 1 of this review in May 2018. It can be viewed 
(as 077 among 138 other submissions) at https://www.daa.wa.gov.au/heritage/review-of-the-
aboriginal-heritage-act-1972/.  After consideration of submissions, the Government will release a 
Discussion Paper calling for feedback and this will lead to the development of the Amendment 
Bill. The Government aims to have an amended Aboriginal Heritage Act passed by both houses 
of Parliament by the end of 2020. 
 
Draft Heritage Bill 2015  
This bill is now before WA Legislative Council for discussion over the next few months.   
 
Eastern Guruma and the protection of Ngajanha Marnta (or Spear Hill) 
Thanks to a working party led by Cindy Solonec and comprised of Robin Barrington, Andrea 
Gaynor, Peter Gifford and myself, in May 2018 the History Council made an important 
submission in support of the Eastern Guruma people under section 10 of the Commonwealth 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act 1984. Following approval by the 
State Government to FMG to build a railway line through the area adjacent to Ngajanha Marnta 
(Spear Hill), a registered site, in the east Pilbara, the Eastern Guruma people are seeking 
protection for around fifty culturally significant sites below the hill that are in danger of being 
destroyed.  Submissions are now before the Federal Minister for the Environment. 
 
Births, Deaths and Marriages Records 
We were pleased to learn from the 2018-19 WA State Government budget papers that 
amendments are being prepared for the Births, Deaths and Marriages Registration Act 1998. 
However, the proposed amendments largely relate to national security issues. The History 
Council has long advocated, mainly thanks to the work of Neil Foley, that these records are state 
archives and should be treated as such. We are pleased that the Registrar now offers free online 
historic index searching of births (1841-1932), deaths (1841-1971) and marriages (1841to 1936). 
But this only provides basic information such as name, registration district, number and date. 
Hard copies of a certificate are provided for a fee. 



 
We have become aware that, under S57(2) of the Act, the Registrar has the right to redact words 
and information the he/she considers ‘offensive’ on copies of certificates. The descriptor, 
‘Aboriginal’, for example, is considered offensive and is redacted. The only other BDM Act in 
Australia that contains this provision is the Northern Territory Act. The matter has attracted 
considerable concern, and received significant publicity here, interstate and overseas. I was 
amongst others interviewed for ABC News on 17 May 2018 on this matter. I have written to the 
Attorney-General expressing the History Council’s grave concern.   
 
SUSTAINABILITY 
 
Associations Act 2015  
A Constitution Sub-committee was set up to consider, advise and implement the changes 
necessary to our existing Constitution.  We are grateful to Geoff Moor, who with the assistance of 
Nick Drew, drafted a new Constitution in compliance with this legislation. It was considered by the 
full Committee at a Special Meeting, and will be presented to this Annual General Meeting for 
approval. 
 
History Council Archives 
Following an extensive sorting process, the records of the History Council (2003 to 2010) were 
deposited with the State Library of WA under a Deed of Gift dated 7 March 2018. 
 
Membership base 
We are pleased that membership numbers have continued to increase, despite a small increase 
in fees last year. In June 2018, the History Council had 77 members (28 corporate and 49 
individual), compared with 72 in June 2017, 69 in June 2016, and 22 in 2015 
 
EVENTS 
While events are not our major focus, several were held in the 2017/18 year.  
 
AGM and Annual Address:  
The 2017 AGM was held on 21 September 2017 in the Great Southern Room at the State Library 
of WA.  Following the AGM, the History Council Address was given jointly by Professor Ann 
Curthoys and Dr Shino Konishi on ‘The 1967 Referendum and its Impact’  
 
Ideas Forum 
An Ideas Forum was held on Sunday afternoon 27 August 2017.  We are grateful for the support 
of the Royal Western Australian Historical Society who opened Stirling House for this event.  It 
was attended by representatives of the RWAHS, Fremantle History Society, Friends of Battye, 
Garden History Society, History Teachers Association WA, Australian Society for the Study of 
Labour History Perth Branch, Oral History Association WA and the Professional Historians 
Association WA.  While we have not been able to respond to all suggestions, with some proving 
not to be feasible without administrative support, we have made good progress.  
 Voice for History 

• Survey members on pressing historical issues (to do) 
• Opinion piece on current historical issues, with media release.  (History Council views 

on the Statues issue and the Redaction issue have been publicised in the media).  
• Develop Action Plan for 2029 Bicentenary for presentation to government (For 

development. I have given a number of lectures to Local History groups on 
Commemorations in WA History to encourage consideration of the Bicentenary.) 

• Gain representation on Bicentenary committee (to do) 
 Advocates History 

• Build relationships with Lotterywest, DCA, SLWA  (Meeting held with State Librarian) 
 Encourages access to History 

• Develop Calendar of History Events on Facebook (not feasible without admin 
support) 

• Compile list of historical associations in WA (to do) 



• Advocate for History Hub at SLWA.  (Discussed in meeting with State Librarian) 
 Communications 

• Hold annual History Council Ideas Forum (delayed until 2019 because of pressure of 
business) 

 
Great Convict Debate 
To commemorate the arrival of the last transport of convicts to Australia on the Hougoumont in 
January 1868, the History Council teamed up with representatives from the Digital Panoptican 
project to hold a commemorative event at Fremantle Prison on 10 February 2018. Following the 
WA launch of the ground-breaking on-line ‘Digital Panoptican: Tracing London Convicts in Britain 
& Australia, 1780-1925’, a capacity audience in the Crown Theatre was treated to a feisty debate 
on ‘Convicts in WA: the Canker or the Cure?’ ‘Team Canker’ included Melissa Etherington 
(UWA), Mat Trinca (National Museum of Australia), Barry Godfrey (ULiverpool) and ‘Team Cure’ 
Luke Donegan (Fremantle Prison), Harriet Wyatt (State Heritage Office) and Hamish Maxwell- 
Stewart (UTasmania).  We were very grateful to the support of Fremantle Prison and the Heritage 
Council of WA, as well as the participants. 
 
State Heritage & History Conference 2019 
Following the success of the 2017 Conference, the History Council has been invited to play a 
major role in the development of the 2019 conference. I am pleased to be our representative on 
the State Advisory Committee that has been established. 
 
 
Emeritus Professor Jenny Gregory AM 
President 


