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Statement 
HON AARON STONEHOUSE (South Metropolitan) [9.45 pm]: It is a sad day indeed when a politician such 
as myself has to stand here, in a supposedly free western democracy, and defend the right of a fellow Australian 
to speak his mind, free of the fear of government retaliation and the threat of brutal reprisals. If this were the 1930s 
and we were in Hitler’s Germany or Stalin’s Russia, it might not be all that remarkable, but we are in twenty-first 
century Australia and the enemy at the door is neither the fascists nor the communists; instead, it is our own 
overreaching federal government. 
Andrew Cooper is the national president of the Liberal Democrats. As such, he is a close colleague and a dear friend. 
As many of us do, he wears a number of hats, one of which is as the founder and president of an organisation called 
LibertyWorks. Ironically, LibertyWorks’ main aim is to defend our liberties from regulatory attack, yet one such 
attack now leaves him liable to a six-month jail sentence. His crime? It is not entirely clear what it was. Andrew, in 
his role as president of LibertyWorks, recently hosted a successful conference in Sydney, the Conservative Political 
Action Conference, or CPAC, as it is more commonly known. The list of guest speakers might easily have graced 
an event at Parliament House, and included Tony Abbott, Peta Credlin, Janet Albrechtsen, Warren Mundine, 
Ross Cameron and Senator Amanda Stoker. The worst that could be said about it is that it might have been 
mistaken for a Sky News segment. 
Some weeks later, Andrew received a demand; there is no other word for it. It was a barefaced demand from an 
unelected bureaucrat—some nameless, chinless, spineless specimen in the federal Attorney-General’s Department—
issued under the Foreign Influence Transparency Scheme Act 2018, requiring that he hand over all correspondence 
surrounding LibertyWorks’ dealings with the American Conservative Union, including, and I quote, “all documents 
relevant to the organisation” of the CPAC conference. That is not only a burdensome task, but also an impossible 
one. It includes, by the department’s own admission, correspondence that might have originated within the 
American Conservative Union—an organisation over which Mr Cooper has no control—and was then sent to 
foreign attendees and speakers, people such as Congressman Mark Meadows of North Carolina. How exactly does 
the department expect Mr Cooper to produce that material within two weeks, or to produce it at all, given the 
circumstances? It does not say. Instead, it simply threatened my friend and colleague, a supporter of free speech, 
working alongside the respected, elected representatives of our oldest, dearest ally, with six months’ jail time if he 
fails to comply. I am sure many members here have organised political conferences in their time. We know what 
goes into that process. We also know that introductory remarks are not always recorded and correspondence over 
that time that we initiate ourselves is not always available. 

I am not a single father of young children, as my friend Andrew is. Other members may have more experience in 
that regard than I do, and will understand better than I how harrowing it must be for him to have to explain to his 
two daughters that he is now open to arrest by the Australian Federal Police, our very own Stasi in this instance, 
for his failure to comply with an impossible demand.  

I find it horrific and, until recently, I would have found it unimaginable in a free twenty-first century Australia. 
Laws that were brought in—dare I say, rushed in—by the Liberal–National government in Canberra, to target 
supposedly corrupt politicians and their Chicom handlers are now being weaponised and used against classical 
liberals, libertarians and conservatives. It is being extended to target law-abiding Australians whose only crime is 
to encourage free political disclosure, people whose actions were taken in the open, free for all to see and judge—
actions that encourage debate, not restrict it. I think it is ironic that a man who has dedicated his life in the public 
sphere to protecting liberalism and to fighting against authoritarian regimes, such as those of the Communist Party 
of China and communist Venezuela and other despotic autocratic countries, is now being targeted with laws that 
were supposedly brought in to prevent those very same countries’ influence in our political system. 

As politicians, I believe that our very reason for existing is to stand up and speak up against the degradation, the 
demolition and the very destruction of our democracy. Laws have been enacted in this country—foolish, ill-conceived 
laws—which threaten our democracy, but which also give the faceless, grey men of the bureaucracy the power to 
do as they will; the power and the authority to threaten; to put my friend and colleague in prison for doing nothing 
that I might not have done myself in this place and nothing that other members of this place might not easily have 
done for their own parties and causes. 

I wish Andrew all the best of luck with the fight he has in front of him and I sincerely hope that the federal government 
and the commonwealth Attorney-General pay close attention to this egregious use of overbearing bureaucratic 
power and put an end to this farce. 
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