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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
The 2015 CPA Australia & Pacific Regional Conference was held in Darwin, Australia 
from the 24th to the 26th November 2015. The theme of the conference was the 
“Vulnerability of Parliament”. 
 
 
 
There were 45 delegates and presenters from 11 countries present. The program covered 
a diverse range of topics, dealing with direct and indirect vulnerabilities of parliament, 
society and democracy as a whole. Subjects covered included: 
 

• Vulnerability of Parliament – Gender diversity strategies 

• Vulnerability of Parliament – Political tactics and parliamentary processes 

• The impact of distance, diversity and disadvantage on proper representation 

• Human vulnerability 

• Indigenous representation in Australian parliaments 

• Strategies for personal and family safety 

• Population and political representation in the Niue Legislative Assembly 

• Addressing the challenges of a small state (Tasmania) 

• Economic vulnerabilities of a City State (ACT) 

• Economic vulnerability 

• Reputational vulnerability 

• Impacts of false reporting by foreign media (Nauru) 
 
A number of panel discussions took place so that some of these subjects could be further 
explored. Overall there was robust discussion and newfound appreciation for the various 
challenges that are either inherent in particular jurisdictions or shared amongst 
democratic states. 
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2. KEY LEARNINGS AND HIGHLIGHTS 
 

Whilst all of the presentations were appreciated and valuable in their own right, there 
were a number of discussions that I felt were of particular interest and poignancy for 
Western Australia. 
 
The Hon. Catherine Cusack MLC addressed the conference about gender diversity in 
Australian parliaments, admonishing the fact that in some states factional battles 
sometimes prevented women candidates from being successful in pre-selection. This 
presentation created the opportunity for a diverse debate in relation to the merits, or 
otherwise, of gender quotas or whether pre-selection should only be merit-based. 
 
Either way, the discussion highlighted the importance of encouraging greater female 
participation in parliament. As part of her presentation, the following table created context 
for discussion amongst the various Australian delegates. 
 

 
 
Catherine also talked about the eroding level of trust in governments and parliaments, a 
trend which seems to be growing globally, as was illustrated by the following table. 
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Whilst Australia is listed in the neutral section, plenty of discussion and debate occurred 
around what could be done to improve our standing. The impact of social media and 24-
hour news culture was discussed along with the impact of individual ‘scandals’ amongst 
MPs. 
 
Central to any discussions on vulnerability is the realisation that people are involved. The 
Rt. Rev Dr Greg Anderson discussed the dimensions of human vulnerability, reminding 
delegates that humans are relational, cultural, emotional and spiritual. Vulnerabilities can 
occur within any of these dimensions and we were encouraged, as parliamentarians, to 
consider all of them when considering new policies and legislation. 
 
In a similar vein as the Hon. Catherine Cusack MLC, Chris Bourke MLA discussed 
Indigenous representation within Australian parliaments. Naturally, this subject also 
brought about discussions about quotas, affirmative policies and general strategies to 
promote Indigenous involvement in our parliamentary processes. 
 
Perhaps some of the more contentious discussion in and around this subject was the 
views held by some delegates that only Indigenous recruiters could successfully recruit 
indigenous candidates (not limited to parliament) and that such ethos would be the same 
for women too.  
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Also of great interest was learning about some of the unique challenges faced by some 
of the Pacific nations where electorates can be very small or not equally distributed.  
 
The example given from the Niue delegate showed that one member of their parliament 
had a seat with just 10 constituents whilst another had a seat with over 300 people. This 
situation created, in his views, significant vulnerabilities for equal representation and 
equal voter power. 
 
The representative of Tonga presented on the importance of maintaining the reputational 
integrity of parliament by tackling corruption, something he believed was a prevalent issue 
in his country. 
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3. CONCLUSION 
 

 

Overall I found the conference to be very educational by expanding my knowledge of the 

various challenges a modern democracy can face. From the more obvious impact as a 

result of corruption or inequitable voting demographics to the more subtle impact of 

gender and ethnic mixes within our parliament, the role of our modern leaders and 

parliamentarians is to strive for a balanced and fair legislative framework; one that 

acknowledges the relational, cultural, emotional and spiritual needs of the citizens they 

represent. 

 

 

 


