SN
S

o | 5A

PRIME MINISTER

CHECH IGAINST DELIVERY

EMBARGOED UNTIL DELIVERY

SPEECH BY THE PRINE MINISTER
RSL NATIONAL CONGRESS
SURFERS PARADISE -~ 31 AUGUST 1987

Your Excellency, Sir Walter Campbell,
Six william Reys,

Sir Colin Hines,

Sir Albert Abbot,

John [lzward,

Dictinguished guests,

Ladicc and Gentlemen.

Thank jou for your invitation to address the RSL National
Congrens again.,

On July 11, oy Covernment was returned to office following
one of thec nost difficult and challenging periods of
econcric restructuring that Australia has undergone.

The cicastrous drop in the prices of our exports during
198505 meant that Australia had to face tough economic
decicizns L€ we were to guarantce a procperous future.

I catd Defore and during the campaign, and I say again, that
woe wiii not shirk the hard decicions that are escential if
wo arc to engure such a future. It is clear our econonic
policics are taking cffcct. Auctralia is nceting the
chalicrnge of rocomsctruction. But we are far frem finished.
Thig Government ls deteruninmed to fulfill itz electoral
menpdoit to continue that task of building a morc productive
and ceonetitive Austrelia.

Desplitc the restraint on Government spending which the
natican) cconenic challenge has imposed, however, I think we
have ¢ood rcagon to be proud of our record in dcfending and
enhaicing tho rights of Australia‘’s veterang,

Hogt ¢ our young people have mever expericnced the horrors
of wor. But no Australian should be allowed to forget the
sacriflices nade by ex-servicemen and women to encure frecden
for fulurc generations - for without those sacrifices,
Auvsctralia might not be free today.

000752




20

We have incrzcagcd appropriations to the Veteranc’® Affairs
portfolio £xom $2.5 billion im 1982-83 to $3.6 billiorm in
1986-87 - an incroase in real terms of 37 por cent over our
time in offlice. The veterans’ allocation now represcnts 5
per cent of tho total Commoawcalth Budget.

In revicwing that record, let me take this oppocztunity to
pay tributo to the formcr Hinicter for Veteransc’ Affairs,
Senator Arthur Gietzelt. During the four years hc served ap
Minister, Arthur made what cam only be called an outstanding
contribution toe tho vetorans of Augtralia.

His achievezent 1o not to be measured colely by Deasuring
the size of hic dopartment’c budgot. Arthur concentrated on
the quality oo woll as the guoantity of cervieceo provided by
the Goveriacnt te veterans.

When Arthur took cn the job, an carly priority was to
improve thoe ctandard of care im repatriation gospitalc
throughout Nugtralia. Thic was ccscential if wo arc to cope
with tho chorp increase in the number of veterans who, as
thoy ago, will noed trcatment at thesc hogpitals.

Revitalicing the six major Repatriation Hospitals led to the
provigion of more than $85 million gsince 1983-84 for new
buildings.

Another $22 million was provided for specilalised cecquipment
at the hocoitals.

This wecans £irst class health care continues to be avallablo
to every voteran who needs it.

We are alce trying to improve the ease with which veterans
can gain ceccess to our repatriation services. Scveral new
information scrvices, such as toll-free telephonc lines,
simplifiod information brochures and forms, and a customar
liaison service, have been introduced to improve the quality
of contact between veterans and their Department.

A second najor achievement of the Government under

Arthur Gictzelt’s administration of this portfolio was the
most comprehensive reform of repatriation legislation in
nearly soven decades. This culminated in the proclamation
of the vVetcrans'’ Entitlements Act on 22 May 1986. This Act
simplificd what had become an obstacle course that made lifo
unnecessarily difficult for everyone concerned.

A few other features of the record deserve highlighting.

Aged and B:rtended Care Units have been sgt up at all
repatriation general hocpitals to assess patients’ needs and
refer then to appropriate trecatment and community scervices.
The ain ig to ensure that patients can stay in their own
homes as long as possible rather than being forced to call
on institutional care before it is really necessary.
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A nursing home leave ocheme &and regpite care for patient
carers have also been introduced. New arrangoments for
dental, cptometrical and physiotherapy treatment have
further improved service delivory in these areas.

We are cusuring that funding for the Australian War Memorial
reflects the need to maintain an accurate record of
Australicas at war. Funding has almost trebled since
1983-84, %o $9 million.

To sum up, therefore, I would reiterate that

Arthur CG.2tzelt’s strong record of achievement in this area
over tho last four yoars reflects the Government’s very real
commitnziil to veterans.

That cozizitment is of course shared by the ncw Minister for
Veterarns’ Affairs, Ben Humphreys.

Many of you will know by now that Ben Humphreys is a
Queenslander, the son of a TPI pensioner now dcceased, and a
membar o the Colmslio RSL branch in Brisbanoc. Xe is also
Vice=Pet-on of the Queenslend Branch of the Totally end
Permanently Disabled Soldiers’ Association of Australia.

Ben servod with the flect air arm in 1953-54 as a2 national
gerviceno, 50 he brings a knowledge of the cervices and
service conditions to his new job.

He alsc liag been a very z2f£fective Member of Parlioment oince
1977, i{zcluding as Governmont Whip since 1283. Although
thig is Niis first portfolioc, I know Ben is very well
equipped ~o takec up this ncw jecb and to comtirue the very
clese rolationship that hac been cstabliched between thig
Governncne and Australia’s veterans coonmunity.

Ladics 204 gontlenen,

In the Lasor Party’s policy statement at the recent
clectici, we clearly statcd that under a Lebor Governnent
vetorans would be guarantood the securc and dignifled 1ife
. they dcsezve.

I ar aculoly aware that thore has becen a great deal of
apprehenslieon and feelings of ingecurity in the veterans’
cearunity since the handing down of a Pederal Court
judgeneont vhich implied thot the TPI pemrsion chould not be
pald fer :the wvhole of a veteran’s life.

Cabinet congsidered a cubnigcion from Ben Humphreys on this
issuve 25T weelk and we detcrmined that this interpretation
of the Act nust not be allowed to stand.

Ouzr vicw ig that the TPI poncion and the intermediate rate
of dicedility poncion arc juct and deserved componsation for
those c¢lozbled oc a result of their war service. The
Governmonl agrecs with the veterans’ conmunity that the TPI
gnd intcornodiate rates of dicability pensions should be paid
cor lifo,
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Theceforo, my Covernment will introduce into Pazliament an
amendnent to the Veteranc’ Entitlenents Act and the Seamen’s .
War Pencicn and Allowances Act to ensure that Special - that
is, TPI - and Intermcdiatc rate pencions, once granted,
continuc to be payable indefinitely, except whcre there is
evidence of fraud, significont inprovement in hoalth or
recunption of cmploymont.

I believe this decision will be applauded by veterans and
indeed by the Auctralian conmunity, as 2 falr one and one
wilch will enshrine in law tho approach that all governments
have talicn to thece pensions cince they were introducod.

The decizion roflects thic Government'’s continuling offorts
to protoct and enhance the rightc of veterans co they
receivo wirat {8 due to them ac compensation for thoir
service to the nation,

This Govornment comnitnont was manifected inm @ nucber of
specifie pronisos to veterans which we nade during the
recent clcetion campaign.

The £4ic3¢ of these was the promise that we would maintain a
separato bopartment of Voterans’ Affairs - a promise which
we have kcpt as part of the massive recrganising of our
departrontal structures which I announced after the
olectica. :

We also pronised to extond full medical and hogpital
treatoen® to all roturnod ex-gervicewomen f£rom the Second
World War. Thig initiativc will bonefit scome 939 women not
currently eligible.

A Departucnt of Veterans’ Affoirs study in 1985 showed that
many of these women are living in most difficult financial
circumgtonces. They were discriminated against in pay and
conditions during their war gervice; they are on average
older than their male counterparts; more than a third of
them have never married; and many of them are now elderly,
alone ¢nd in poor health,

I must gtress, however, that extending this benefit to these
ex-gerviceovomen is on the understanding that it reflects
their cpcclial circumstances. It ic not to be taken as a
precedcn? by other groups. Indeced the Government has
receivod assurances to this cffect from the RSL on behalf of
the ex-gcrvice comnunity genecrally.

A further initiative anrounced during the election campaign
was the commitment to provide cpecial compensation to
surviving Australian ex-scrvicemen illegally interned in
Nazil concentration campg for protracted periods during the
Second torld War.

This would be a personal compensation payment of $10,000 per
person, given in recognition of the fact that these POW’Ss
ware dotained illegally and subjected to brutal treatment
very much hargher than anything permitted under the terms of
the Gencva Convention.
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Also anncunced in the election was the Government’s plans to
expand the Repatriation Artificial Limb and Appliance Centre
in Albury, as part of our continuing national improvement
program to engure that appropriate services are available.

At a difforent level, I believe that one of the most
significant events for the veterans’ community in 1987 will
be the Wclcome Bome March for Vietnam Veteransg’ in October.
My colleagucs and I have expressed our strong support of
this march.

In addition to a grant we have made to assist the
organicers, we will also provide transport for many digsabled
and digedvantaged Vietnam veterans to give them the
opportunity to attend the welcomc home parade.

Many thorcands of Australian Vietnam veterans, including
nurees, will be joined in the march by their American and
Now Zeui&ond comrades.

More than 200,000 people attended a similar event for United
States Vietnam Veterans in Chicago last year. I urge as
many ol you &as possible to attend on 3 October, because
recognition by veterans of other conflicts of the sacrifices
mado by cur Vietnam veterans is integral to wider community
rocognition,

I £lrnly believe that the October parade will be the
culmination of a long process of reconciliation ond
connunity acceptance of its obligations to the veterans of
Vietnan.

I belicvo we muct honestly acknowledge that our involvemernt
in Vietnon did cause deep divicions in the Augtralian
community.

But whatcver our individuel views on the merits of
Australicn involvement, we must equally acknowledge the
comnitont, courage and integrity of our armed forces who
sorved in Vietnan.

No one chiould ever have quectioned those characteristics -
nor should anycne cover have questioned our community
obligationc to the Vietnam veteorans.

e L il

A

Ladies ond gentlemen,

—

The Governmont is confident that the excellent relationship
we chacro with the RSL and other ex-service organisations
will continue, for that rclationship is a crucial part of
the cooncrative splirit we have fostered within this nation
sinco 1903,

The offouctiveness of the Government’s veterans’® affairs
prograns depends on our working together and maintaining a
nutuval oichange of information. With Ben Humphroys I look
forward %o working again with your National President and
Executivo im the years ahoad.

F S Al . st e
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Sir Williaom Roys’ contribution to this work of serving the
veteranc’ comaunity deserves cpecial meation. He and I have
built up a clogso working relationship which has certainly
kept me L0 touch with the nocds and opinions of veterans,
and wnicih has I .belleve kept him abrcast of the thinking of
the Government on issues affecting veterans.

The Government hac a great reopect for your expertise and
experiencec. I know that in the future you will not only
continuc to alcrt us to problems ac they arise, but that you
will cormc forward with constructive suggestions as to
effectivc solutions.

That car caly be of bencfit to every veteran.
Ladico wné gontlomen,

I havo not dwelt in any dotall on the Government’s new
defence ctrategy as articulated im the recent White Paper.

All vetczens and others with an interect in defence policy
will however recognise that document as the most effective
and woot forscightod strateqgy cver formulated for the
fulfiloent of the most fundanental responsibility of any
Augtralicn Governament - the defence and security of our
nation.

It 1o o further matter of pride for me that my Government
hao malntoinod @ warm and conotructive relationship with the
Unitoe $tatod.

indeed I :ras gratified recently during the visit of senior :
menbers of the US Administration to be told by them that the ‘
alliancc relationship between our two countries had never »
been closgor.

At the csoce time, my Government has opened new channels of
conmunicat.ion with the Soviet Union, laying the foundations
of a buninesslike and mutually beneficial relationsghip,
decpite the profound political differences which will
continuc fo separate us.

Within thc £ramework of those relationships, Australia has
congigtently tried to use whatever influence it has to
engure viible, verifiable treaty arrangenments which may
builld a rere stable, more peaceful world.

It ic a nmeatter of great importance therefore that the United
States cnd the Soviet Union appear to be on the verge of an
agreement to reduce their arsenals of Intermediate Nuclear
Forces.

This would be the first time since the nuclear genic was let
loose in 1945 that two nations have agreed to reduce the
number of their weapons. Previous agreenments have limited
the ratc of increase of offensive nuclear weapons, but not
achieved actual cuts.
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No one undegstands better than veterans the true horrors of
war.

Perhaps then, no one gshould welcome more than veterans the
imminent jpossibility of such an agreement which may allow
the world at last to divert its resources away from the
creaticn of forces of destruction towards the creation of
the means to feed, clothe and shelter our fellow human
beings.

I speak ¢o you therefore as the leader of the Government
committcd to a strong and effective defence, and to the
cause of peace. .

We are a Government which fully recognisec the important
contrikution which veterans have made to the security of our
country in time of conflict and peril.

I wish toc assure you today that those convictions will
continuc to guide our policies in the period ahead.

RARARRADKRRAARTANRONAANNACTAR
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