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Appendix 3B 

Letter by NSW Premier Sir George Dibbs to Victorian 
Premier Sir James Patterson, Dated 12 June 1894  

 

 

Following below are extracts of Sir George Dibbs' 12 June 1894 letter to Sir James Patterson, 

"as published complete with newspaper subheadings in the Sydney Morning Herald on June 15, 

1894" (Crisp 1980: 52), and quoted by Crisp (1980: 52-76; 1990: 83-99; see also Quick and 

Garran 1901: 155-157; Church 1913: 6-7; Crisp 1980: 49-76; Anderson 1992: 16; Irving 1999: 

46; Campbell 2000: 70; Winckel 2000: 28). 

 

 

 

     Chief Secretary's Office, Sydney 
       12th June, 1894 

To the Hon. 
Sir James Patterson, KCMG, MP, 
Premier, Victoria. 
 
My dear Sir James Patterson, 
 
I wish to place before you, and before the people of Australia, for consideration the 
bearings as they have impressed me of those great political, financial, and commercial 
questions which are summed up in the word "federation". ... 
... 
 

Federation v. Commonwealth 
 
The consideration I have given to the various aspects of federation since the National 
Convention of 1891, but more especially since the fiasco of the banking crisis found us 
so injuriously divided, has led me to the conclusion that it would be easier first to 
completely unify the interests of the two great colonies of Victoria and New South 
Wales, and then to attract neighbouring colonies within the sphere of our extended 
influence.  But if our neighbours should elect to unite with us forthwith, I quite admit 
they should be welcomed cordially.  The following observations will, however, 
sufficiently indicate that it is not "annexation", but a "partnership".  I desire to see 
cemented between us a partnership necessarily giving a great enlargement of area to 
Victorian producers, merchants, and capitalists, which you will agree with me their 
enterprise needs; but, at the same time, a partnership securing to New South Wales 
producers and manufacturers an unfettered enlargement of markets likewise. 
... 
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Multitude of Counsellors 
 
As the State Governments would be retained with extensive, and financially supreme, 
powers, there would, if the Commonwealth embraced the whole seven colonies, continue  
to be 744 State legislators, and in addition 189 joint legislators, making 933 in all, with 
eight Governors, and 56 Ministers of the Crown to govern 4,000,000 of people, while the 
United Kingdom had hardly a greater number of legislators to govern 40,000,000, 
exclusive of over 300,000,000 in India and the colonies.  Is not the maintenance of one 
paid legislator to every 1000 people preposterous?  England is content with one every 
40,000, and pays him nothing.  Western Australia would be represented by one paid 
representative to every 1000 inhabitants. 
... 
That each State should support a separate Governor, and some of them ministries and 
legislatures as numerous, extensive, and costly as those of the entire Commonwealth, 
would be simple waste of money.  But there is no need to continue this criticism to show 
the cumbersome, costly, unfair, and even unworkable provisions of the Commonwealth 
[Federation] Bill. 
... 
Why should there be this partial and vastly expensive system of dual control established 
throughout the length and breadth of Australia, with dual, and probably hostile, 
establishments in every State? 
... 

An All-Round Pool 
 
How far more beneficial in every way; how far more likely to extend our revenues and 
minimise our expenditure; how far more impressive to the outside world and to our 
creditors in England, would be a complete pooling of our debts, our railways, our 
national establishments generally? 
... 

Plea For Local Government 
 
That there would have to be local government, which would naturally take the 
dimensions of historic boundaries, as in Canada, is certain.  But, as in Canada, those 
local governments would be confined within subordinate limits, and their expenditures 
restricted to purely local purposes, while their revenues would be derived from direct 
taxation, including, if need be, the right to levy a land tax (apart from municipal rates) 
and from a division of the surplus revenues of the supreme Government on simple and 
equitable lines. 
 

Unification of New South Wales and Victoria 
 
At the same time I am of the opinion that New South Wales and Victoria, the two most 
prominent, populous, and wealthy colonies of Australasia, could far more speedily and 
readily arrange the terms of such a union of interest than would be the case if the other 
colonies entered into the compact at the outset.  Since the days of our separation the 
boundaries of the two colonies have joined in reality as well as in name; and instead of 
being communities widely separated we are in touch and intercourse all along our 
extended borderline.  It is for these reasons I have prepared the following draft outline of 
a scheme for your consideration and for that of the people of the two colonies:  
"Unification of New South Wales and Victoria as a preliminary to complete Australian 
Union". 
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... 
 

A Contrast: Wasteful Competition v. Effective Unity 
 
Let me contrast the two proposals.  The Commonwealth proposals would, as indicated, 
involve an additional charge of £1,325,000 per annum: would convert exclusion into 
wasteful competition between the colonies; would divide the vast surplus revenues of a 
powerless "Supreme Government" unfairly; would add greatly to the already 
cumbersome nature of our respective legislatures; and would have our official 
representatives in London even more hampered and antagonistic than they are now.  It 
would simply, be a machine for collecting large revenues, without the least control over 
their expenditure; and at many points the bill is altogether contradictory and unworkable.  
Effective unity, on the other hand, as I have endeavoured to make clear, could save the 
two colonies [NSW and VIC] at least £1,440,000 annually in our expenditure – a most 
important consideration at this crisis in our history: 
 

Reduced interest on the joint debt 
(a saving to be increased after 
a time to £1,000,000)   :   £540,000 
Gain on railway administration :     500,000 
Savings in other departments 
from combination, fully     :     400,000 
    [Total]  £1,440,000 

 
While, in added prestige, the internal market strength in the unfettered enlargement of 
markets, in the supremacy of the national Legislature, and in addressing the British 
Government with one voice, the gain would be immediate and steadily increasing. 
... 

Joint Revenues and Expenditure 
 
Under the scheme I have sketched out, the revenue of the two united Australian 
provinces would, in round figures, be: 
 
JOINT REVENUES 
 
Customs      £4,000,000 
Excise and Inland Revenue      2,000,000 
Land         2,700,000 
Railways (excluding tramways)     6,300,000 
Post and Telegraphs       1,400,000 
Other sources (say)          300,000 

       [Total]     £16,700,000 
 
The expenditure would roughly be: 
 
JOINT EXPENDITURES 
 
Vice-regal and Executive including printing    £250,000 
Ministerial departments        300,000 
Interest, etc.                  3,750,000 
Railways                  3,600,000 
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Post and Telegraphs      1,600,000 
Lands                      500,000 
Revenue Collecting Service                   300,000 
National Public Works (say)     1,000,000 
Other services, contributions, subsidies, etc. (as may 
 be arranged)      2,000,000 

       [Total]    £13,300,000 
 
leaving for division amongst the provinces: 
Contributions to Provincial Admin: 
 (population basis)    £750,000 
Education (capitation grant)              1,000,000   
Roads & Bridges, and local works             1,250,000    

       [Total]    £3,000,000 
Surplus (for reduction of debt)   £400,000  
 
These figures are purposely in outline, as details would have to be adjusted. 
 

The Advantages Mutual 
... 
... we are, I think, ready and willing to enter into a bond of union, largely founded on 
Canadian precedent, which will enable us to become in reality, and not merely in name, 
a united people. 
 

I remain, my dear Sir James Patterson, 
Yours faithfully, 
GEORGE R.  DIBBS 

 

 

 

Note also that Crisp (1980: 51-52) comments that Dibbs' letter, 

coming three weeks after the main policy flurries of the parties, probably got more extensive and 
serious textual consideration from editorial writers and concerned citizens at home and across the 
country by virtue of that timing.  This, it can be urged, ensured it the more surely a place 
amongst the landmarks of the Federation story as we read it with the advantage of hindsight in 
1980. 

 


