
 

 

Around 20,000 First Nations people are expected to join a landmark WA 
stolen wages claim lodged this week in the Australian Human Rights 
Commission that could result in restitution payments totalling $400 million 
from the State Government. 

The case comes a year after the Queensland Government settled a similar 
stolen wages claim with nearly 12,000 claimants for $190 million. 

It seeks to recover wages withheld from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
people who lived and worked in WA between December 1936 and June 1972, 



at a time when they were classified as a “controlled native” under now defunct 
laws first established by the Native Administration Act 1905-1936 (WA). 

The legislation — which also paved the way for the forcible removal of children 
from their parents in what is now known as the Stolen Generation — allowed 
for wages owed to indigenous workers to be held in government-controlled 
trust accounts. 

In many cases those workers never received all or part of the money they were 
owed. 

The affected workers were employed in a wide variety of roles including 
stockmen, farm hands, laundry assistants, kitchen hands, labourers and 
domestic workers. 

Many worked on cattle stations in the north of WA. 

Among the class is Gooniyandi man and renowned artist Mervyn Street, who 
was just 10-years-old when he began working on Louisa Downs Station in the 
Kimberley. 

 

Shine Lawyers will run the WA claim, which like the Queensland case will 
again have the financial and legal backing of Litigation Lending Services — one 
of Australia’s biggest providers of disputes financing. 

LLS chairman Shaun Bonett said the organisation was pleased to “continue 
supporting Australia’s First Nations people” to seek compensation for loss and 
damage resulting from having been subjected to so-called “protective 
legislation”. 



“The class members in this WA claim are expected to number in the several 
thousand and we will seek urgent meetings with the Western Australian 
Government in an attempt to work with them to resolve this important matter 
on behalf of generations of Indigenous WA workers whose wages have been 
stolen,” Mr Bonett said. 

“Many of these workers are elderly so we will seek to move quickly to bring 
them some deserved compensation for their wages which were stolen.” 

Mr Bonett estimated the WA class would total around 20,000 people and said 
applying the same method used to determine the Queensland settlement 
amount would result in a payout of around $400 million. 

“We are hopeful that the WA Government will adopt a similar conciliatory 
approach to that taken by the Queensland Government,” he said. 

Recently appointed LLS chief executive Steve Conrad will lead the firm’s 
efforts on the class action. 

“The progressing of the stolen wages case in WA is an acknowledgement of 
restitution required from the West Australian Government to those who have 
been oppressed,” Mr Conrad said. 

“This case is a matter of fairness and we seek justice for these First Nations 
Australians who worked tirelessly in unimaginably difficult conditions for the 
betterment of the State of WA, only to have their hard-earned wages stolen.” 

 

Minderoo Foundation chief executive Andrew Hagger and the Fairfax family 
are two of LLS’ most prominent shareholders. 

Nearly two decades prior to settling the 2019 stolen wages case, the 
Queensland Government set up an Indigenous Wages and Savings Reparations 
Scheme which ran from 2002 but ultimately paid out just over half of the 
$55.6 million that had been set aside. 

Claimants were required to prove their wages or savings had been taken by the 
Queensland Government, and if successful received an ex gratia payment of 
$2000 to $4000. 

In WA, the Barnett Government established a similar redress scheme in 2012 
but capped payments at just $2000. Ultimately, 1276 claimants were paid out 
a combined $2.55 million. 

 

 

 


