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FIRST SPEECH 

Mr WILSON (Ferny Grove—ALP) (3.46 p.m.): Mr Deputy Speaker, through you, I offer my
congratulations to Mr Speaker on his elevation to the high office of Speaker of this House.

About four years ago, as a union official I was on the road to Roma to address a mass meeting
of construction workers employed by the Department of Main Roads. The issues were to be enterprise
bargaining, job security and privatisation. I pulled up at a Main Roads job just this side of Roma to talk
to a number of workers about the importance of the mass meeting. There were several truck drivers,
perhaps a roller driver, a couple of excavator operators, a couple of scraper operators, some labourers
and the ganger. One of the truck drivers summed up their concerns when he asked, "With the growing
attacks on trade unions and the way the Labor Party has gone with this thing called economic
rationalism, who is going to represent the worker?" The scene, and in some ways the question, took me
back about 34 years to memories of school holidays working with my father and his fellow council
workers building and repairing bridges and roads in little places such as Walbundrie, in a rural council
area in south-west New South Wales. It took me back to memories of riding on the tailgate of my
father's station wagon as we laid the string line for the bitumen trucks to seal the road, and to memories
of riding on the grader talking to the grader driver, and times on the side of the road soaking up the talk
over smoko and lunch, or in the car going to and from the job. 

Workers then, as now, were concerned about things that directly affected them and their
families—health care, their kids' education, wages and working conditions, the cost of living, the cost of
housing and similar issues. Two major differences between then and now are the extensive erosion of
job security and the lack of new jobs. Workers and their families have never been quite so exposed
since then to the forces and effects of the marketplace.

Many workers and their families in the electorate of Ferny Grove are struggling under the
growing pressures of a marketplace gone mad with competition and the failure of Government to make
a difference for the better in their lives. They are not alone in Queensland. The voices of people in
Ferny Grove tell the real story. For example, months ago, Laurie, a resident of Samford, spoke to me
about the difficulties of obtaining an apprenticeship for his son, particularly in his chosen area of the
construction industry. This lad comes from a good family and is keen to work and learn a trade. But as
he discovered, apprenticeships have become as scarce as hen's teeth.

Scarcer still are good apprenticeships as Cheryl, mother of young Jeremiah, could tell
honourable members. She rang from Keperra seeking help. Her son is in the second year of his
apprenticeship but has mainly been doing fetch and carry work. He has been given very little on-the-job
training. His employer tried to sack him after a dispute over working conditions. He is now looking for an
employer who is fair dinkum about training young workers.

Just how difficult it is for small business to survive and how difficult it is for them to offer places
for young workers was brought home to me only last week by Greg from Mitchelton. He is a small
builder in the housing sector. He could tell honourable members, as he told me, of the ruthless
competition from some of the large project home builders and the drop in quality and loss of training
opportunities that are taking place. Many small home builders are being driven out of the industry. For
those who remain, the margins they are forced to operate on give little room for the genuine builder to
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take on apprentices while most of the big project home builders employ few, if any, apprentices. What
is happening to the young unemployed and small business matters to people in Ferny Grove. 

If times are tough for the young unemployed, just how tough are they for the middle-aged
unemployed such as Tom from Cedar Creek? He is in his mid fifties and is a qualified accountant. Five
years ago he was restructured out of his job with SEQEB after 25 years. He has not worked since,
despite his best efforts. He cannot get a job without current accountancy practising certificates, but
without a job he cannot afford the yearly costs involved in maintaining his certificates. This is while
SEQEB reportedly spent $9m changing its name to Energex. He also has to fight the prejudice of some
employers against mature-aged workers and the ever threatening risk of being left behind by rapid
technological change. What is happening to the middle-aged unemployed matters to people in Ferny
Grove.

Workers such as Bill from Mitchelton who, unlike those I have mentioned, happen to have a job
are also worried about jobs—theirs—and how long it will be before they are shown the door or the gate.
He has spent most of his working life in the Public Service working for TAFE. In common with many
public servants, he has seen the Public Service restructured, privatised, downsized, reorganised,
streamlined, rationalised or so-called modernised to the point where many public servants literally do
not know whether they are coming or going. They have committed much of their working lives to a
career in a professional public sector dedicated to giving high quality service to the community, yet they
have been confronted regrettably by successive Governments which do not know how to be a good
employer and do not believe that it is the job of Government to actively make a difference for the better
in the lives of ordinary people. Job security and a public sector that does make a difference matter to
the people in Ferny Grove. 

Some weeks ago, I was contacted by Garry from Keperra. His compensation claim had been
rejected by WorkCover. He, too, had been restructured out of a public sector job nine years ago. Since
then he has operated a tractor as a grounds maintenance worker. He now has severe back pain. Under
the current unjust law, he is denied any workers compensation because his work on plant is allegedly
not a contributor to his condition in terms of the artificially narrow legal definition in the legislation. A fair
workers compensation system in which all employers meet their obligations matters to people in Ferny
Grove. 

Many elderly and infirm people live in my electorate. Mrs Ryan from Ferny Hills has recounted to
me a distressing story of the experiences of her 82-year-old friend who suffered a severe stroke early
this year. She was left totally dependent on health care professionals and unable to communicate
except by the movement of one hand. The difficulties that this person experienced in receiving care in a
particular public hospital and from the medical staff are now being investigated by the office of the new
Minister for Health. An efficient, high quality public health system and the care of the elderly matter to
the people of Ferny Grove. 

There are approximately 27,000 voters in the electorate. About 80% live in the suburbs and
20% live in the Samford Valley. A very special feature is its diverse level of development—from the
metropolitan dormitory suburbs of Arana Hills, Ferny Hills, Ferny Grove, Keperra and Mitchelton to the
semirural and natural forest areas of Samford Village, Mount Nebo, Mount Glorious, Samsonvale and
Bunya. In this setting, people such as Arthur of Arana Hills are concerned about the growing impact of
excessive traffic being routed through what should be safe and peaceful suburbs. Conni and her friends
in Ferny Hills near the Samford State Forest share these concerns. However, they are also concerned
about the pressures on the surrounding natural environment from poorly planned residential
development.

When I stand in Main Street, Samford, talking to the locals, I find that they are overwhelmingly
concerned to preserve the rural and natural environment of the Samford Valley. As the prospect
emerges of major changes in land ownership in the valley, such as the sale of the 700 acres occupied
by the CSIRO, they want to ensure that any future development builds upon and promotes the
semirural environment. Protecting our natural environment and balancing this with the needs of our
existing residential areas matter to people in Ferny Grove.

Neighbourhood Watch has been a great success throughout Ferny Grove over the past 10
years or so. However, as Shelagh from Ferny Hills and Justin from Arana Hills would tell honourable
members, the network needs an urgent boost. Their particular watches have recently closed down.
People in our local community, especially the elderly, need an active Neighbourhood Watch. But with all
the pressures on family life these days, too few new volunteers are coming forward to take on the often
thankless tasks and to relieve the older stalwarts. A rejuvenated and well-resourced Neighbourhood
Watch network and effective community policing programs matter to people in Ferny Grove.

Anne, whose daughter attends Grovely State School, spoke to me before the June election.
She was worried that her child would be disadvantaged because of the way funding was being
allocated under the then Leading Schools program. She could see that a good education for her



daughter would give her the best chance for a job. An equitable, effective and well-resourced public
education system matters to people in Ferny Grove.

Lots of people in the Ferny Grove electorate such as Shelagh, Justin, Conni, Arthur, Garry and
the others I have mentioned could tell honourable members their stories. They are blue and white collar
workers, women in the workforce, paid and unpaid, and workers employed and unemployed or retired.
They are only some of the voices, and these are only some of the stories. These are only some of the
things that need addressing in my local community—things such as the continued support needed for
the first-class dialysis unit at the Keperra Hospital; access to public transport, especially in the new
housing estates such as Glen Fern or Arlington; traffic management along the Amazon River that is
Samford Road; the survival of tourist attractions such as the Woolshed at Ferny Hills and the Tramway
Museum at Ferny Grove; support for the struggling Police Citizens Youth Club at Arana Hills and the
Piccabeen Community Centre at Mitchelton; and the development of junior sport that can play such a
key role in bringing kids and our young families together in a positive environment. These are the things
that matter to me and these are the things that also matter to the Labor Party and this Labor
Government.

Traditionally, they are the very stuff from which Labor's social and economic programs have
been built: jobs, training, job security, education, workers compensation, health and crime prevention.
Labor of the 1990s is also concerned with the position of women in society, the welfare of children and
youth, mental health, the environment and promoting the absolutely vital policies of reconciliation and
multiculturalism. In all these areas, Labor will work damned hard to improve the position of everyone
who lives in Ferny Grove. I am pleased to say that this Labor Government has broken the spell cast by
economic rationalism.

I am privileged to have been elected to represent the people of Ferny Grove. I am grateful for
their support and for their expression of confidence in me. As I see it, I hold a very special public office,
one which carries with it great responsibility. As I see it, my job is to be the voice of the local community
in this Parliament. By working with them and the local community, we can make a difference and help
address concerns that I have raised today.

People are looking for a Government and local members who will address their real and
pressing concerns. That is just what Labor will do. Indeed, Labor in Government is already acting on a
number of these concerns that I have mentioned. As my local community's representative in this place,
I too will address these concerns. To do so, I need to be accessible, to consult with local people, to be
inclusive, to seek out different lines of opinion, and to be accountable. I look forward to continuing to
canvass people's views at public meetings, through meetings of community groups and through
contact with the network of 180 or so community bodies in the electorate. And dare I say it, I look
forward to wearing out some more boot leather doorknocking.

Parliament is, of course, extremely important. It is the institution of democratic Government in
this State. The decisions made here can have a big impact on people's daily lives. However, it is often
the economic and investment decisions that are made by others in the boardrooms of major
corporations, many of them multinational and based overseas, that fundamentally affect the working
and social lives of workers, their families and local communities. As important as Parliament is, what is
more important is what is happening elsewhere. It is what is happening to the lives of people—in the
suburbs, in the homes, in the workplaces, in the hospitals and other institutions and in the streets—that
really matters to me. Whilst very pleased to be here, I hope never to feel more comfortable here than
out in the street.

I want to give thanks to the many people who have worked so hard for so long to achieve my
election last June. I want to thank the following: the Ferny Grove Electorate Executive Committee of the
Labor Party, my campaign committee, the many party members in my electorate and the office bearers
of the Ferny Grove/Keperra branch, the Arana Hills branch, the Bunya/McDowall branch and the
Samford branch of the Labor Party. I especially want to thank Glen Milliner, the former member for
Ferny Grove, and his family, to whom I pay a special tribute. I want to thank the many supporters and
personal friends that I have outside the Labor Party. I want to thank my union, the CFMEU, and many
other unions of which I will always be proud to be and remain a member, and the workers in various
workplaces in the electorate. I also thank my church friends in Mitchelton and elsewhere. I thank my
parents-in-law, Fred and Loma Thompson from Townsville. I want to thank my wonderful wife Jan and
my very special children, Hilary, Miles and Lewis, who will have to rapidly learn what it is like to live with a
politician husband and father.

Finally I want to thank my mother and father and my extended family. I was born 15 or so years
after the end of the Great Depression and seven years after the end of the Second World War. Without
my family really knowing it, I indirectly absorbed their experience of those two catastrophic events and
an awareness of how devastating were the effects on them and on the lives of ordinary working people.
Who knows why? The fact is that I was greatly affected by this. All my life I have had a passion for



working with ordinary people as they struggle to make ends meet and to get a fair share of the
common wealth of this country.

Being elected to this Parliament gives me a greater chance of being able to help them than I
have had so far in my working life as a public servant, solicitor, barrister and, most recently, union
official. I aim to make a good fist of it. To the truck driver on the road to Roma, and those workers of my
childhood, I am happy to say, "It would be a privilege to represent the workers and their families in
Ferny Grove."

              


