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Introduction 
The Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference 2011 (CPC 2011) brought together over 600 
Parliamentarians and parliamentary staff from 175 commonwealth parliaments and 
legislatures to exchange views on global political issues and developments in the 
parliamentary system. The conference marked the centenary of the Empire Parliamentary 
Association, the predecessor of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. It aimed to 
highlight the role of the CPA as the voice of parliamentary democracy throughout the 
Commonwealth, whilst enabling parliamentarians to discuss the shape of the Commonwealth 
over the next century.  

In addition to the main CPC Conference, there were associated meetings such as the Small 
Branches Conference, the Commonwealth Women Parliamentarians (CWP) meeting and the 
Society of Clerks-at-the-Table (SOCATT) meeting. 

The Small Branches Conference which, since 1981, has provided a forum 
for parliamentarians to discuss political issues which have a particular impact on smaller 
states.  Delegates from more than 30 jurisdictions where the population is less than 500,000, 
considered the following themes: 

 Commonwealth Initiatives in Handling Migration Issues;  
 Countering Threats to the Stability of Small Democracies: Piracy, Drug Trafficking, 

Terrorism;  
 Women as Agents of Change in Small Societies;  
 Strengthening Democracy in Small States: Youth Leadership Training, Citizen 

Involvement and Parliamentary Reform. 

The Commonwealth Women Parliamentarians was founded by delegates at the 1989 plenary 
conference to ensure female parliamentarians have a forum to discuss ways of increasing 
female representation in parliaments and work towards the mainstreaming of gender 
considerations in all CPA activities and programmes.  

The 48th meeting of the Society of Clerks-at-the-Table (SOCATT) took place as part of CPC 
2011. The Society was founded in 1932 to provide a means by which parliamentary officials 
could share knowledge of the practices and procedures of the various legislatures of the 
Commonwealth.   

Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference workshops  
On Tuesday 26 July delegates had the opportunity to participate in workshops on the 
following themes: 

 Parliament and Reforms – Raising the Benchmarks;  
 Commonwealth Initiatives in Handling Migration Issues;  
 Enhancing Good Governance and Accountability: Improving Standards and Probity 

of Performance;  
 The World Economy and Obstacles Facing the Commonwealth;  
 Women as Agents of Change: Where Are We Now? The Way Forward;  
 Technological Threats to International, National and Personal Security;  
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 The Role of Parliamentarians in Advancing the Transfer of Agricultural Technology 
and Research. 

Regional groups  
Each regional group also had the opportunity to discuss matters of regional interest. The nine 
regions are: 
1. African Region  
2. Asia Region  
3. Australia Region  
4. British Islands and Mediterranean Region  
5. Canadian Region  
6. Caribbean, Americas and Atlantic Region  
7. India Region  
8. Pacific Region  
9. South-East Asia Region 

Conference Highlights 

It was a great honour to represent the Parliament of Western Australia at the Centenary 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference in a location so steeped in history.   The official 
opening by HRH Princess Ann took place in Westminster Hall which had witnessed 1,000 
years of history, grim trials, monarchs sentenced to death, great banquets and state leaders 
laid out in state for national mourning. The pomp and ceremony of the occasion transported 
us back through the centuries to the time when Westminster democracy had its birth.  

In addition to the opening by Princess Ann, delegates were honoured to hear from the British 
Prime Minister, Rt Hon David Cameron MP who strongly defended the role of the 
Commonwealth because of the networks and friendships that it nurtures between 54 countries 
and one third of the world’s population. 

The Prime Minister saw a role for the Commonwealth in being actively involved in debates 
on climate change, global poverty, pandemics, famine, and free trade, strongly defending his 
country’s commitment to assign .7% of national income to aid to the world’s poorest 
countries.  He acknowledged that at a time of global financial crisis it is tempting for wealthy 
nations to cut aid at the same time as making cuts to domestic budgets, but he was firm that 
his country would not do this.  However, he also acknowledged the need for vigilance and 
transparency in the delivery of aid and challenged wealthy nations to provide more assistance 
to small nations such as Malta and Cyprus suffering the effects of illegal immigrants and 
refugees as a result of unrest in the region. 

The British Foreign Secretary, Rt Hon William Haigh delivered the keynote address to 
delegates and also emphasised the strong commitment of his government to the 
Commonwealth.  He was of the opinion that the Commonwealth is most suited to the 21st 
century because it is based on networks rather than blocs.  He noted that it was gaining new 
members with Rwanda recently joining and South Sudan seeking membership. 

The Foreign Secretary challenged members to be aware of the large proportion of young 
people in the Commonwealth who need guidance in democratic principles and human rights. 
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He also saw the forthcoming CHOGM in Perth as an opportunity to redefine the 
Commonwealth where he hoped there would be a focus on promoting human rights in 
democracy, personal and economic freedom, and liberalisation of trade.  He said that the aim 
was to deliver $10billion in business deals out of the relationships established in Perth. 

The Foreign Secretary saw a role for the Commonwealth in conflict prevention and support 
for fledgling and fragile democracies, noting that half the population in the Commonwealth is 
under the age of 25 and 70% receive no education. 

He challenged members of the Commonwealth to be “inspirational and effective advocates of 
democracy and human rights” who must not squander the opportunities provided by the 
network of the Commonwealth. 

Commonwealth Women Parliamentarians 

The theme of the CWP meeting was “Women as Agents of Change” and several speakers 
supported this topic which was then followed by general discussion and debate.   

Our Australian Chair of CWP will report more fully on the CWP session.  A highlight for me 
was the address by Baroness Scotland who spoke of John Stuart Mills initiation of the debate 
on women’s suffrage in 1869 and how far we have come since then.  Born in Dominica, 
Baroness Scotland was the first woman QC in the United Kingdom and that country’s first 
woman Attorney General. 

She focussed on the issue of domestic violence, something that is endemic throughout the 
Commonwealth.  She also noted the “3 f’s” as impediments to women becoming members of 
parliament – family, fear and finance.  She cited instances of women being threatened with 
divorce or even murdered for their interest in entering parliament. 

Hon Fiame Mata’afa MP, the Samoan Minister for Justice, an MP with 26 years political 
experience said that equality can only be achieved if we invest in the education of women and 
girls and ensure that equality starts at home. 

Workshops 

Migration Issues – The plenary session on migration issues is one that is particularly relevant 
to Australia and one which I found very illuminating.  There was very active involvement in 
this session and the strong message was that wealthier nations must take greater 
responsibility in dealing with the movement of people who are escaping war, poverty, climate 
change or oppression.    

The representative from Bangladesh said that there are 20 million people in coastal areas of 
his country who are at risk due to climate change. He also talked about economic refugees 
who leave poverty to seek work across the world estimating that there are 215 million of 
these people with 7.5 million from Bangladesh.  The income these people repatriate to their 
home counties is very important to the economy and prosperity of their home country with 
$12billion sent back to Bangladesh annually making up the single largest source of export 
income. He urged wealthy countries to offer a wider and more flexible regime of temporary 
migration visas to provide greater employment for workers from poorer countries and 
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regions.  He drew attention to the poor working conditions these guest workers suffer in some 
countries. 

The Hon David Agius, Chief Whip of the Parliament of Malta described the parlous position 
of his small country where there are 1,200 persons per square kilometre before they have to 
deal with refugees from Libya, Sudan, Tunis, Ghana, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh.  The strain 
on the country’s budget is enormous and he expressed hope that CHOGM in Perth would find 
a solution to the issue. 

Mr Will Day, a migration expert from the Ramphal Commission on Migration and 
Development said that migration must be seen as an asset rather than something that is 
“toxic” and that recommendations would be made to CHOGM that a focus be put onto the 
benefits that can be identified for sending and receiving countries.  He recommended a move 
from “policing” to “management” and the development of “friendly migration strategies”.  
He urged Commonwealth countries to address negative public perceptions and challenge 
xenophobia. 

Representatives from Malaysia and Pakistan spoke of the challenges of hosting refugees in 
transit (5 million people in Pakistan) and the resultant challenges of terrorism, people 
smuggling and human trafficking. 

I found this session very interesting and challenging and it certainly put in stark perspective 
the issues that Australia is facing in relation to refugees compared to the challenges of other 
Commonwealth nations and the potential to do more to assist in what is a global challenge. 

The World Economy and Obstacles Facing the Commonwealth – unfortunately due to 
technical problems, it was difficult to hear all of the speakers taking part in this forum which 
nevertheless I found very interesting. 

Speakers were in agreement that the global economy had experienced the worst economic 
recession since the great depression with the cost of economic decline being felt in both the 
public and private sectors.  The pressure is on countries to reduce their deficits, return their 
economies to growth and embark on economic restructure.  This requires co-operation 
between public, private and labour sectors of the economy, something that is not always 
achievable. 

There was also recognition that world economic power was shifting and Commonwealth 
countries must strive to take advantage of global economic growth as new market economies 
develop. 

Demographic changes were seen as a key to the interdependence of economies and living 
standards. 

Members also noted that there was an urgent need for effective systems of regulation and 
supervision in our financial systems and it was concluded that the G20 is in a unique position 
to tackle this issue as it is a creditable and recognised international forum. 

One challenge for the global economy that was identified is the increasing cost of labour and 
the globalisation of labour and the resultant flow-on effects on national economies.  There 
was also concern expressed that the expansion of China into developing economies was not 
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providing the local benefits hoped for because when China invests, Chinese labour goes there 
to construct and manage.  The Caribbean and Africa were cited as examples where this 
occurred. 

 

Conclusion 

The relevance of the Commonwealth is something that will always be debated and it is 
certainly increasingly difficult to define what it is that defines a member of the 
Commonwealth.   The range of governments and variations in parliamentary systems leave a 
commitment to democracy as the unifying thread for members.  One could get into a debate 
as to how “democratic” some of these democracies are but the benefit of Members of 
Parliament from these diverse nations from around the globe getting together to discuss 
matters of mutual interest cannot be understated.  There were no momentous decisions, no 
resolutions to change the course of the world, and no agreements or treaties signed.  
However, there were contacts made, new understanding of the challenges of our neighbours, 
and refreshed interest in the pursuit of that holy grail – “democracy”. 

I certainly appreciated the opportunity to be part of the process and believe I will be a better 
parliamentarian as a result. 

I thank the CPA for the opportunity and thoroughly recommend that other members actively 
support the organisation. 

 

Hon Wendy Duncan MLC 
Member for Mining and Pastoral 
Legislative Council of Western Australia 

August, 2011 

 


