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My Part in the Abolition of the
“White Australia Policy”

Until the advent of computers (and my learning how to use them in the late 1990s), all my writing was 
done on a portable electric typewriter and no copies were kept. There is one exception and that is the 
letter to appear in this story. 

As far as I am concerned, the letter shown here is the most significant of all the letters I have written over 
the years, as I now know it helped bring about the abolition of the “White Australia Policy”. 

I came across my “draft” copy and the last (I think) of the Immigration Minister’s replies amongst some 
old papers and I have scanned and used the originals to show the authenticity of them, even if it does 
make them a little more difficult to read. 

Although I addressed it to the then Prime Minister, it was passed on and answered by his Immigration 
Minister, Hubert Opperman. 

These particular letters are reproduced here to give the authenticity to my claim to have ‘‘kick-started’’ 
the alterations to the Australian Immigration Policy and the eventual abolition of ‘‘The White Australia 
Policy’’. 

This policy was introduced to Australian immigration laws about 1897, and made law in 1901, to stop 
the influx of Asian immigrants (or anyone who could not claim white European heritage) into Australia. 

This discrimination really got up my nose, as the existing policy was responsible for the enormous 
influx of the dregs of England and Europe who, in many, many cases, thought they were superior to us 
Australian Colonials ‘‘who owed those from the old country’’ a free living, thus becoming a drag on the 
Australian economy. 

There were a number of letters in between these two as can be seen in Opperman’s reference to 
material not included in my ‘‘original’’. 

Anyway, following is the story which gives me great satisfaction in that it shows for fact that I did ‘‘kick-
start’’ the cause of multi-culturalism in Australia. 

Today, I can look out across shopping centres, church choirs, Australian entertainers and in all walks 
of Australian life and see the mix of nations and know that I helped bring this about. If I achieve nothing 
else major in my life, I believe I did help ‘‘Advance Australia’’!

THE STORY 

It was in 1965 that I started a series of back and forth letters with Canberra over their intransigent 
attitude to allowing Asians to stay in Australia. 

Many students, including Asians from Singapore, Malaysia and the Philippines came to Australia to 
study under what was termed (I think) the Colombo Plan, financed by the Australian taxpayer. 

However, once they graduated, the Asian students were not allowed to apply for settlement in Australia 
but had to return to their respective countries. 

The problem with this was that there was no work for them at home, so many moved to Canada where 
they were welcomed with open arms. After spending some time in Canada they could get a work permit 
to work in the USA.
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The stupidity of this Australian policy was that we were educating all these young men for the benefit of 
other countries. 

I found that if the student was Caucasian he stood a good chance of being able to stay in Australia. This 
was all because of the ‘‘White Australia Policy’’ that had its beginnings in the late 1800’s and became 
law in 1901.

I must admit, it was probably because I had very close Asian friends amongst these students, that it 
came to my notice. The stupidity of educating all these students for the benefit of Canada and the USA, 
along with the politicians’ belief that they, as Caucasians, were better than the Asians, really got me 
mad. 

The two letters reproduced here were the only ones to survive my many travels and moves, buried in a 
box of other papers. 

As you can see when you read the government’s reply to one of letters, that Opperman continued to 
claim there was no such thing as the ‘‘White Australia Policy’’. (Even though it was well-known and 
enshrined in government policy.) 

Over the years I always liked to think that I had a hand in ‘‘stirring the pot’’ that started the process of 
abolishing it. The truth of this was vindicated when a search on line brought up the articles by Hubert 
Opperman (who made the claim that there ‘‘was no White Australia Policy’’) that stated changes were 
made to the immigration policy allowing immigration of all races who ‘‘could show they would be a 
benefit to Australia’’. 

The wording virtually mirrors that which, 12 months earlier, I had advocated so strongly.

Even then, he refers to it as the ‘‘non-European Policy’’ rather than its correct designation of ‘‘White 
Australia Policy’’ when introduced. (Typical arrogant politician who did not want to admit his claim was 
wrong.) 

The following Opperman quote is an extract from government records: 

‘‘After a review of the non-European policy in March 1966, Immigration Minister Hubert Opperman 
announced applications for migration would be accepted from well-qualified people on the basis 
of their suitability as settlers, their ability to integrate readily and their possession of qualifications 
positively useful to Australia.’’ 

Note: He refers to it as “the non-European policy”, not what it was: “The White Australia Policy” - as if 
everyone didn’t know.

Shades of my proposal!  It took nearly 12 months, but it got there!  The White Australia Policy abolition, 
changed in 1966, was finally officially abolished altogether in 1973.

This change was not broadly publicised by the media.  They, like me, could not have envisaged the 
dramatic effect this simple change would have on Australian society.  The beginning of Australia as 
one of the best multi-cultural societies in the world.  Yes, there are elements we could do without, but 
these would more than likely have eventuated regardless of whether Australia remained “white only” or 
became the multi-cultural society it is.  Radical elements can evolve from any society.

Following are the copies of my first letter (dated 5 July 1965) and Hubert Opperman’s last to me (dated 
what looks like 23 August 1966) - still declaring there was no White Australia Policy.  

(Note he refers to another of my letters dated 17 August, proving the exchange of other letters in 
between those shown.)
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The following two pages is the reply to this from Hubert Opperman, 
Minister for Immigration at that time.   

Although, in it, he declares there is no such thing as the “White Australia 
Policy”, seven months after this exchange of letters, he announced the 
change of policy allowing “non-European” immigrants who “possess 
qualifications positively useful to Australia”. 

This was the beginning of the end of the “White Australia Policy” and I feel 
that I, and my friend Tony Seow for whom I started this “row”, can be 
satisfied that we did have a part in its abolition. 

The “debate” papers he referred to at the end were typical “poly-speech” – 
said nothing about the “White Australia Policy” and “non-Europeans”. 
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The following two pages is one of the replies I received to this from 
Hubert Opperman, Minister for Immigration at that time.

Although, in it, he still declares there is no such thing as the “White 
Australia Policy”, seven months after the initial exchange of letters 
(there were several of them), he announced the change of policy 
allowing application by “non-European” immigrants who “possess 
qualifications positively useful to Australia”.

This was the beginning of the end of the “White Australia Policy” and I 
feel that I, and my friend Tony Seow, for whom I started this “row”, can 
be satisfied that we did have a part in its abolition.

The “debate” papers he referred to at the end of this following letter 
were typical “poly-speech” - they said nothing about the “White 
Australia Policy” and “non-Europeans”.
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In this letter, Hubert Opperman refers to the changes that were made in March 1966 - roughly 7 months 
after my first letter that suggested these changes.

There is no doubt in my mind that Opperman did not want these changes made but was pressured 
by those above him when they realised I was right in that most of these Colombo students, whose 
studies were being financed by the Australian taxpayer, and who could not stay in Australia because 
of the White Australia Policy, were going to Canada and the United States due to lack of employment 
opportunities in their own countries that were still trying to recover from the devastation of war.

His statement that “There is no White Australia Policy”, claiming that the changes made in March 1966 
vindicated that statement, showed me he did not approve of the changes.

These policy changes were very much down-played by Opperman in the local media or else I would 
have heard about them from the many students I knew who would have jumped at the chance to stay in 
Australia.  

As you see in his “press statement”, he referred to it as the “non-European policy”, not “The White 
Australia Policy”.  This, I believe, was so he did not draw attention to the White Australia Policy.

It took the Federal Government another 7 years (approx) to accept that, because of the changes made 
in 1966, the White Australia Policy was obsolete and hence they abolished it altogether.  Opperman 
would not have been happy!

I was!


