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Chapter 11    SFRs and SOBs 

 

 

HANSARD - Thursday 8 October 1987 

 

Appropriation Bill (No. 1) 1987-88 

 

Mrs PERRY – I must say that it is rich to hear the honourable member for Richmond criticising 

this Government’s implementation and administration of social security policies. Of course the 

Opposition when in government had no problems with the implementation of its new programs 

because it did not have any. 

 

In addressing the social security aspects of this Bill I wish to concentrate on one feature, namely 

the provisions made in it for the security of income for the aged in our community. This latest 

Budget represents a continuation of the commendable action which this Government has taken 

over the last 4 ½ years to maximise that security. Income and services for the aged are of vital 

concern to me because, as I have said before in this place, I represent the electorate with the 

largest number of aged, where almost 20,000 people are in receipt of an age or similar pension. 

This fact is certainly not lost on me and neither, I might say, was it lost on the opposition 

candidates in Holder during the last election campaign. 

 

In its dealings with the aged people of this nation, the Opposition usually works on two premises 

– one incorrect and one correct. The first premise it works on is that old people are fools. The 

second is that they are easily scared. Old people are not fools. I have never assumed that they 

were, and my dealings with them have shown that that they have an accumulated wisdom and 

common sense which I respect and a canniness born of experience which enables them to see 
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through people who are trying to put something over them. However, many older people are 

easily frightened. Because of their age and, in many cases, their infirmity or illness, they can be 

easily alarmed at any threat, real or perceived, to their well-being. For the Opposition to exploit 

this propensity for fear, as it has done and did in particular during its 1984 anti-assets test 

campaign, is shameful indeed. 

 

The misinformation and distortion of facts and the mental acrobatics in which the Opposition 

candidates in Holder engaged during the last election campaign in order to ingratiate 

themselves with elderly people and turn them against the Government, were remarkable to 

behold. We had the Joh Bjelke-Petersen Nationals candidate running on the platform of a better 

deal for pensioners, while the economic guru of his party, then Senate candidate John Stone, was 

on record as advocating the cessation of the indexation of pensions, restriction of the portability 

of pensions for some Australians who had migrated here from other countries and a massive $12 

billion in spending cuts which, by necessity, would have impacted hugely on aged services such 

as nursing homes, Meals on Wheels and home and community care. Yet, in this context, we had 

the bizarre spectacle of the Joh Nationals candidate running around Holder on a platform of a 

better deal for pensioners. 

 

Next day, on the 6.40 am Australian Airlines flight to Adelaide, she picked at her omelette 

and grimaced yet again at the foul coffee they served up. On the rare occasions that she’d flown 

with the other mob, Ansett, she’d noticed that their coffee was much better, but Labor MPs were 

honour-bound to fly Australian Airlines whenever possible because it was the people’s airline. 

She seethed with resentment that all those scumbag Libs and Nats got to fly Ansett and drink 

decent coffee. 

Her generally foul mood wasn’t helped by the fact that she was a tad hung-over due to her 

consumption the previous evening of a considerable quantity of wine. The Labor member for an 

outer Melbourne electorate which included a boutique winery, had hosted a promotional 

‘Bubbles and Nibbles’ function in one of the Parliament House committee rooms, with the 

purpose, no doubt, of ingratiating himself with the vigneron. Not only had she consumed too 

many bubbles and not enough nibbles but, in a weak moment, she’d ordered two cases of the 
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former which would probably remain indefinitely in her Parliament House office and Canberra 

flat, tempting her to imbibe when she shouldn’t.  

When she arrived home her father had just given the boys their breakfast and was pumping 

up their bike tyres before they cycled to school. Michael had left early for work. Her dad gave 

her a hug and said, ‘How are you, dear? Good week in Canberra?’ 

‘Yeah, Dad. Not bad. I’m tired, though. Thanks for helping with the kids. How’s Mum?’ 

‘She’s all right. Still got that virus thing.’ 

‘Well, I’ll come round and see you both tomorrow.’ 

‘All right, dear.’ 

She kissed the boys hello and goodbye. ‘Have you got lunch money?’ she asked them. 

‘Grandpa made us some sandwiches,’ said one. 

‘But you can give us money as well, if you like,’ said the other. 

She pretended to cuff them around the ears. 

 

She’d been warned by Joan that at least five constituents had made appointments to see her 

that morning. These were people who had contacted the office during her absence wanting to 

speak to her and weren’t going to be fobbed off with one of her staff, even if her staff knew more 

about the matter in question than she did. Still it was a good thing, she always thought, that she 

have as much personal contact as possible with her electors so that they might see what a 

remarkably charming and knowledgeable woman she was.  

Before her first appointment she signed a number of responses to constituent letters. One in 

particular, that she’d carefully drafted herself, gave her a great degree of satisfaction: 

 

Mr A. S. 

Hon Secretary 

North Glenelg R.S.L. Sub-Branch 

 

Dear Mr S 

 

Thank you for your letter declining my invitation to meet the Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, the 

Hon Ben Humphreys. It was a pleasant and informative occasion in my office and those local 
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R.S.L. representatives who attended welcomed the opportunity to discuss with the Minister 

recent Government actions affecting veterans. 

 

In answer to your allegations about the supposed partisan activities of the Minister in Adelaide I 

would inform you that the Minister’s itinerary was arranged not by himself but by the 

Department of Veterans’ Affairs and the Department of Community Services. It happened that 

the sites of the two major functions at which the Minister quite properly officiated – namely the 

Daw Park Repatriation Hospital and the Masonic aged complex at Somerton Park – are in my 

electorate. Since the Minister was in the area I considered it appropriate to give local R.S.L. 

members the opportunity to discuss their concerns with him. 

 

I repeat that the Minister is keen to meet ex-service personnel and I agree with you that it would 

be appropriate for him to attend a gathering at R.S.L. State Headquarters. Perhaps your 

delegate to the State body could suggest that he be invited to do so. 

 

Finally, I reject your assertion that my actions on behalf of local veterans are an attempt to 

“gain political mileage”. I am simply doing my job. 

 

I remain at the service of you and your members. 

 

Yours sincerely 

Alice Perry 

Member for Holder 

 

c.c . R.S.L. State Secretary 

  

She signed the letter with a flourish. ‘Aren’t there some mean-spirited creatures around?’ 

she said to Joan, who was dumping more correspondence on top of the pile already in the IN 

basket. 

‘Yes, and I suspect there’s another one outside waiting to talk to you.’ 



  Snowflake’s Hope 

5 
 

Alice consulted her appointment list. ‘That would be Mr Elcott?’ She looked up at Joan. 

‘Not another SFR, I hope.’ 

‘I’m afraid so.’ 

Alice groaned and got up to fetch him. She always made a point of going out to greet her 

constituents, rather than have them ceremoniously ushered into her presence by a staff member, 

as was the wont of many of her colleagues.  

Mr Elcott was seventy-ish, dressed in a tweed jacket and monogrammed tie and sporting a 

moustache. He was therefore of the type Alice called ‘country squire’ or ‘Colonel Blimp’. She 

glanced at her appointment list and noted that he lived in Novar Gardens, or ‘Nouveau’ Gardens 

as she liked to call it. ‘Cream brick unit…’ she thought, ‘lace curtains, Sanderson print lounge 

suite…’ 

After the usual pleasantries, he said, ‘Now, I’m a self-funded retiree…’ 

She’d been warned. ‘Oh, yes.’ 

‘…and I want to talk to you about the raw deal that we self-funded retirees get compared 

with pensioners.’ He then launched into the usual spiel about hard work, saving and foresight on 

the one hand, and profligacy and parasitism on the other.  

‘So you don’t qualify for even a part Age Pension?’ she asked, because she often found that 

a lot of self-styled SFRs were in fact receiving some pension. 

‘No…well, not since your lot brought in the assets test.’ 

‘Oh, you have considerable assets – other than the home you live in, I mean?’ 

‘Well, a couple of rental properties we bought with our savings and superannuation. They’re 

our nest-egg – for our children when we pass on. But I’m telling you that the super I get and the 

rental income is not a lot. Hardly enough to live on.’ 

‘Then perhaps you could sell one of your properties.’ 

He was most put out. ‘Why should we?’ 

‘So that you have more money to live on.’ 

‘But, I said, the properties are for our children.’ 

‘So, you’re saying that taxpayers should provide a pension for you now so that your children 

can inherit your investment properties in the future. I don’t think that’s fair. You see the assets 

test was introduced because a lot of well-off retired people, like you, were converting their 

considerable income into assets in order to qualify for the pension.’ 
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He became quite agitated. ‘So I and my wife and children are being punished for my hard 

work and thrift. I paid tax, a lot of tax, all my working life, more than most pensioners did, and 

now I’m being denied the pension I paid for.’ 

‘But, Mr Elcott, you must know that the Age Pension was never intended to be an 

entitlement. It is financial support for retired people whose other income is no longer adequate to 

allow them to live decently. And the tax you paid wasn’t just for a pension, was it? It was for 

educational and health services, infrastructure, defence …’  

Then he reverted to type. ‘And also for single mothers and no-hopers who don’t want to 

work. Do you know there’s a single girl who lives next door to my sister, in a Housing Trust 

place of course, who has three kids and a string of boy-friends, or should I say, clients’ -  he 

smirked knowingly – ‘coming round all hours of the day. She could go out and get a job, but 

why would she bother when she can get a princely sum from the Government – from us tax-

payers? Hundreds of dollars a week, she must be getting.’ 

‘Well, the money is largely for her children, of course. But, in any case, Mr Elcott, the 

Government is introducing a provision whereby recipients of the Sole Parent Pension must seek 

work when their youngest child reaches a certain age.’  

‘Well, she’ll just have another baby, won’t she? That’s what they do.’ 

Later, as he got up to go, he said, ‘Well, Mrs Perry, I guess you won’t have any money 

worries in your retirement.’ 

‘Won’t I?’ 

‘No. You’ll get your very generous parliamentary pension, funded by us taxpayers.’ 

She huffed. ‘Only if I’m elected twice more. A Member of the House of Representatives has 

to serve at least three parliamentary terms to qualify for the parliamentary pension, or four if they 

want to retire voluntarily.’ She opened her office door. 

He smiled smugly. ‘And this is a marginal seat, right? Well, you won’t be getting any votes 

next time from self-funded retirees. And there are a lot of us in this electorate.’ 

‘I know. But if you think the Coalition would repeal the pension assets test if they got in, 

you’re wrong. They’re not that stupid. It’s what they do. They sit by while Labor makes the 

difficult reforms, put up a token opposition to them and then reap the fiscal benefits when they 

get into Government.’ 



  Snowflake’s Hope 

7 
 

‘Your opponent at the last election said they would abolish the assets test. That’s one of the 

reasons why I voted for him.’ 

She smiled graciously. ‘My opponent would have said anything to get your vote, Mr Elcott.’ 

As Alice returned from showing Mr Elcott the door, Warren asked, ‘How did it go?’ 

‘You will be pleased to know, Warren, that I was my usual poised, patronising and 

devastatingly rational self.’ She headed for the kitchen and then stopped. ‘But one day I’m going 

to tell one of these people how my father, after coming back from the war in 1945, worked 

thirty-five years as a clerk for a multinational oil company until, after being persuaded to take 

early retirement, he supported himself and Mum on his superannuation for a few years, and is 

now getting the service pension because his super wasn’t indexed. It ended up being worth a 

pittance. I suppose Mr Elcott would call him a bludger.’ 

‘Compulsory indexed superannuation – that’s the answer,’ Warren pronounced sagely. 

Alice held up a finger. ‘Soon, Warren, soon.’ 

Joan, who was listening, said, ‘It’s a class thing too, you know. A lot of self-funded retirees 

think they’re superior to the pensioners, to the working class, as they see it. That’s why, even 

when they do get a part-pension, they often don’t admit it. They’re kind of ashamed of it.’ 

Alice shook her head slowly. ‘Silly old buggers.’  

 

Alice was catching up with the week’s newspapers when Joan, clutching a pile of cards, 

entered the office and sat down. ‘A lot of invitations have come in this week,’ she said, ‘so we’d 

better work out which ones you’re going to accept. They’re all on non-sitting days, so there are 

no clashes with parliament.’ 

‘Fire away.’ 

‘Well, first there’s the Soldier’s Comfort Fund Christmas Party – Tea for Patients – at the 

Repat Hospital.’  

‘Wouldn’t miss it for quids.’ 

Joan wrote ‘A’ for ‘accept’ on that invitation. ‘Next, you’re invited to the 25
th

 Birthday 

Celebrations of the Colostomy Association of S.A.’ She was suppressing a smile. 

Alice scolded her. ‘Don’t you laugh, Joan! We could both be there as association members 

one day.’  She put a hand over her mouth and then said, ‘Well, I guess I’d better go. No-one else 

will. Certainly none of the Senators will manage to fit it into their busy schedule.’ 



  Snowflake’s Hope 

8 
 

Joan inscribed another ‘A’. ‘And the next one,’ she said, ‘is from the Clarence Park RSL. 

They’re inviting you and Mr Perry to their Annual Smoke Social – sherries at 7.30  pm.’ 

‘What social?’ 

‘A Smoke Social.’ 

‘What’s that?’ 

‘It’s a get-together where they all stand…or sit…around and smoke. And drink sherry, it 

seems. And beer, no doubt. Jack always went to them.’ 

‘It’s not dinner, then?’ 

‘No. They would’ve already eaten at home.’ 

Alice shook her head incredulously. ‘Well, I suppose I’d better go. I’ll check with Michael 

whether he wants to come, but he usually accompanies me to these things. He’s a treasure, 

really.’ She ponders for a minute. ‘Do you think they’d be offended if I wore a surgical mask?’ 

Joan ploughed on. ‘Next, the CSIRO Division of Horticulture at Glen Osmond is inviting 

you to a Conversazione on Table Grapes.’ 

Alice frowned, grabbed the invitation, read it and burst out laughing. ‘A conversazione on 

table grapes? Is it in Italian? I’d better brush up.’ She regained her composure and sighed. ‘I 

don’t think so, Joan. There are no votes in it for me. But I’m sure all the Senators will go, 

especially if there’s a chance that some of the grapes have been turned into wine.’ 

‘D for Decline,’ Joan said. ‘Right then…next is the Celebration of the 5
th

 Anniversary of the 

Election of the Bannon Labor Government at the S.A. Suite, Pit Straight, Grand Prix Circuit.’ 

Alice nodded. ‘Mmm, better go to that. Catch up on all the dirt.’ 

‘Okay... next is the 1987-88 Nutri-Grain Iron Man Challenge at Glenelg Beach. It’s on a 

Saturday.’ 

‘Oh, yeah, accept that. Tell them I’ll bring my kids…Joan, can we do the rest next week? I 

really need to eat something before I go door-knocking.’ 
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