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As a former Member and Presiding Officer I was invited by the Secretary-General of the CPA, Mr Akbar 
Khan, to be a member of the CPA Resource Team for a Post-Election Seminar for the Legislative Council 
of St Helena in January, 2018. 

I was joined by Mr Roger Phillips, the Clerk for the Isle of Man, and Ms Meenakshi Dhar, from CPA 
headquarters in London. Niki Rattle, the Speaker of the Cook Islands Parliament (WA’s Twinning 
partner in the Pacific) was also supposed to join us on the panel but didn’t make it because of a mix-
up with her airline flights. 

St Helena is one of the most isolated, unique and fascinating places in the world. 

It is a small Island located in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean between Western Africa and South 
America. It is a British Overseas Territory along with “neighbours”  Ascension Island, Tristan de Cunha 
and the Falkland Islands. 

Getting to St Helena is a challenge in itself. There is only one weekly flight  South African Airlines flies 
from Johannesburg via Windhoek, Namibia) into the recently opened airport. This airport was built at 
enormous cost to the British taxpayer and has a relatively short runway with sheer cliffs at either end, 
making for an “interesting” landing and take-off! While the airport is a great advance for St Helena it 
is fairly limiting because of its isolation and restrictive payloads. 

St Helena is perhaps best known as the place where Napoleon was exiled from 1815 until his death in 
1821, but it has played a pivotal role in world affairs for centuries. The Portuguese discovered St 
Helena in the 1500’s and used it as a provisioning base by introducing goats for meat (which decimated 
the natural vegetation and environmental consequences are still evident today). Taken over, and 
governed, by the British East India Company it was an important staging post for their tall ship fleet 
for many years. Captain James Cook planted Norfolk Pines there for use as ship’s masts and Joseph 
Banks, Charles Darwin and Edmond Halley (Of Halley’s Comet fame) also spent time researching on 
the island. Darwin brought “Jonathon”, now the world’s oldest tortoise from the Galapagos over 200 
years ago so he was on St Helena at the same time as Napoleon! The British East India Company ruled 
the island on behalf of the British Empire. 

This central role in affairs changed in 1869 when the Suez Canal was opened so ships took the faster 
route to the Indian Ocean rather than sail around the Cape of Good Hope. As relevance changed so 
did the governance with a British Government appointed Governor taking over from the British East 
India Company. 

St Helena today is a community of approximately 4,500 people with as many again working overseas, 
mainly in the United Kingdom, South Africa and the USA. The people are proud, well educated and 



worldly. They have a fascinating history and heritage derived from interactions between many varied 
nationalities over the years. 

The British-appointed Governor works with a 12 member, locally elected, Legislative Council which 
has a mixture of Executive, Legislative and Advisory roles. Issues can range from those of a small local 
town Council through to International matters. 

The 12 Members of the Legislative Council were elected in 2017 and requested the CPA’s assistance 
to conduct this Post-Election Seminar. About half were newly elected members. They are a diverse, 
engaged and dedicated group. The Seminar was held over 4 full days in a friendly, co-operative 
atmosphere. All Members participated enthusiastically and I believe gained a lot of knowledge about 
Representative Democracy through insights into how it’s done in other jurisdictions around the world. 
They all keenly discussed how these principles and practices could be modified and adapted to fit their 
own circumstances, challenges and opportunities. 

Topics presented and discussed were: 

• The Development of the Commonwealth and the Role of the CPA 
• The Evolution of Parliamentary Democracy and the Constitution of St Helena; 
• Exploring Alternative Constitutional Models of Parliamentary Democracy; 
• Parliamentary Committees. (#) 
• Public Speaking – Enabling Parliamentarians to Communicate Clearly and with Impact. (#) 
• Parliament, Democracy and Civil Society. (#) 
• Practice and Procedure in the House. 
• The Role of Members of Parliament including the Role of the Backbencher. (#) 
• Institutional aspects of the Parliamentary System including the relationship between the 

Legislature, the Executive and the Judiciary. 
• Parliament, Human Rights and the Media. (#) 
• Ethics and Accountability of Members of Parliament. (#) 
• Privilege and Members Interests. (#) 
• Administration and Financing of Parliament. 

(#)  Indicates presentations which I had the lead role. There was input from all after the presentations. 

As has become standard practice during CPA Seminars and events around the Commonwealth, a CPA 
Roadshow was conducted on the 5th day to the Prince Andrew School. The students and staff 
embraced this with keen interest and participated very well. 

Towards the end of the Seminar I was asked for my observations and recommendations. This was 
couched in very diplomatic terms as it wasn’t our role to be judgemental or prescriptive but I was 
happy to present my impressions in a comparative and advisory way. 

These were some of the points I raised; 

• It was a unique and enjoyable experience for me, recently retired from Parliament, to engage 
with a small, diverse Legislature and people very committed to their Nation. 

• St Helena is hamstrung by its shortage of capital and resources but has unique appeal to an 
increasingly busy and connected world. 

• St Helena has high reliance/dependence on the United Kingdom. There are some advantages 
and disadvantages associated with this. 

• The Governance structure is difficult with an Executive and Legislative overlap. 



• There are constraints of capacity and resources in these areas. 
• There is the inevitable “live tension” between the Governor (appointed by Britain) and the 

locally elected Legislative Council. This is similar to larger Commonwealth Jurisdictions where 
the “live tension” exists between the Executive, Parliament and Judiciary. 

• I felt the Legislative Council needed a “Spokesman” or “Voice of the People” to balance the 
Governor, who has always been an “outsider”. A first step in changing this was made the day 
we left when a St Helena national was appointed the new Attorney General. Maybe Governor 
next? 

• If this direction is taken the role could be called “Prime Minister”, “Premier” or “First 
Minister”? This would probably inevitably lead to a Party System which doesn’t exist at 
present. 

• There are different points of view but consideration will have to be given to a strategy to 
address this moving forward so it doesn’t become divisive. 

• It was a common lament that a more prominent voice for St Helena was needed in London, 
one closer to the UK Government and CPA. 

In summary, I was privileged and pleased to be asked to assist with the St Helena Seminar to follow 
up others I had participated as a Resource Person for the CPA in Dar Es Salaam, Dhaka, Rarotonga and 
Brisbane while President of the WA Legislative Council. 

Thank you to the CPA and the WA Branch of the CPA for contributing to this opportunity. I trust the 
Legislators of St Helena found it interesting and important for their future. 

I wish the people of St Helena all the very best and applaud the work being done throughout the 
Commonwealth by the CPA. 

 

Kind Regards, 

 

Hon Barry House 

 

Barry House with St Helena Speaker Eric Benjamin 
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