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Summary 
 
This was the first Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference that I have attended. 
 
The main theme for the conference was ‘A Collaborative Commonwealth: Unity, Diversity and 
Common Challenges’. It was a well thought out theme that reflected the attendance at the 
conference of over 400 delegates representing Parliaments from across the Commonwealth.  The 
CPA itself encompasses 53 nations and over 180 National, Sub-National and Territorial Parliaments 
and Legislatures. 
 
In her address, the Chairperson of the CPA International Executive Committee, Hon. Dr Shirin 
Sharmin Chaudhury MP, Speaker of the Parliament of Bangladesh, urged Commonwealth 
Parliamentarians to work together to find common solutions to global issues as she opened the 62nd 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference in London, United Kingdom.  
 
“The Commonwealth Parliamentary Association (CPA) provides a unique platform for inter-
parliamentary dialogue to take place. The diverse nature of the membership provides the 
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association with a unique position within the parliamentary 
community to offer a comprehensive perspective on how to strengthen parliamentary democracy 
Commonwealth-wide and discuss new and innovative approaches on how to do so.”  
 
The Secretary-General of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, Mr Akbar Khan welcomed 
Commonwealth Parliamentarians and delegates to the Conference and said:  
 
“The Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference strengthens our networks and nurtures our shared 
Commonwealth democratic values. The fact that the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association 
embodies diversity yet shares values of democracy, rule of law and human rights, only serves to 
strengthen and deepen our unity. The need for the CPA to continue to strengthen its core 
programmatic work and to translate the practical benefits of democratic governance to the peoples 
of the Commonwealth has never been greater.”  
 
The theme of the Conference, in particular the central premise of ‘Diversity’ was on display during all 
sessions, highlighting the challenges that diversity brings to this special type of Association.  The 
emphasis on ‘Unity’ within the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association was put forward as a 
particular requirement to assist the member jurisdictions to meet common challenges.  
 
My observations of speakers and contributors in the group and Conference sessions provided the 
following commentary: 
 

1. There is a great deal of differences in the maturity of the Parliaments among the 
Legislatures at a National level and sub-National level.   

 



2. There are many variances in parliamentary systems that exist throughout the 
Commonwealth and include differences in: 

a. Electoral and Parliamentary periods. 
b. Election and voting methodology. 
c. Bicameral and unicameral systems. 
d. Size of parliaments representing various geographical dimensions and populous 

electorates. 
 

3. The economic, social and environmental challenges that faces each jurisdiction are as wide 
and varied as the member organisations and these challenges undoubtedly influence the 
needs of the jurisdictions, especially in a CPA forum and the Association’s viewpoint. 

 
4. The difference in capacity, experience and knowledge of members and member 

jurisdictions highlighting the continuing role of the CPA in building that capacity. 
 
The specific Conference Workshop topics reflected the diverse needs of the attending Members and 
the different challenges these jurisdictions face.  There was also obvious commonality among 
jurisdictions within these topics but the discussion that came from the assorted contributors was 
enlightening and enriching, and highlighted again the varied challenges. 
 
Many of the Member States of the CPA face what could be considered ‘3rd world problems’ and 
perhaps much removed from many of the challenges we face as a society and a Parliament in 
Western Australia.  I say this in a broad sense as we know many parts of our community will be faced 
with some of these issues on a daily basis. 
 
Such ‘3rd world problems’ that are immediate challenges for many Commonwealth jurisdictions 
include: 

• Wide spread poverty. 
• Frequent and violent civil unrest. 
• Religious persecution. 
• Reduced ability to deal with natural disasters. 
• Lack of safe drinking water 
• Electoral corruption. 
• Reduced ability to deal with drought, famine and disease outbreak. 
• Poorly developed education systems 

 
These sorts of matters undoubtedly affected how delegates of the member jurisdictions participated 
in the workshops, the conference generally and in a broader sense how the member Legislatures 
perceive and interact with an associated body such as the CPA.   
 
 
A look at one of the workshops will hopefully demonstrate the point: 
 
Workshop E:  ‘The radicalisation of young people and how we are dealing with this challenge 
throughout the Commonwealth’: 
 
Every jurisdiction will have common ground on this topic but there is also be varying degrees in 
impact, extent and level of probability.  Our Western Australian story is certainly different to that 
described by Mr Achaleke Christian Leke, Commonwealth Young Person of the Year, who portrayed 
this topic from the view point of his home country, Cameroon.   
 



The questions I have after partaking in the workshops are two fold: 
 

1. How do we assist fellow CPA Member Legislatures manage and pursue opportunities and 
address issues – or any of the recommendations that come from the workshop sessions? 

 
2. What can we learn from representative delegates and fellow CPA Members to instigate 

programs within our Parliament or community to address conference and workshop 
outcomes and recommendations or to mitigate risks from various issues raised? 

 
 
Underpinning this is the how the differences between member Legislatures made for interesting 
discussion, debate and observation and certainly highlighted the challenge of the Commonwealth 
Parliamentary Association in meeting the needs of its varied membership base.  This was particular 
apparent during the CPA 62nd General Assembly when all delegates (over 400) were present with 
many participating in the debate.  
 
I think the CPA had lofty ambitions on what they thought they could achieve in moving the 
organisation forward during the General Assembly.  Such a large and varied group was always going 
to make debate a lengthy affair and reaching agreement on all issues a challenge.  Especially when it 
came to constitutional changes. 
 
But this did not deter the Executive of the Association from putting forward the agenda and to have 
the debate in an open manner, an important principle for any association. 
 
I am sure this will be an ongoing focus for the Association as it continues to evolve and as a Member 
of the Association, the Western Australian Parliament should continue to contribute to this focus in 
a positive way as is possible.   
 
 
Of course the CPA exists for its members.  Its role, among other things, is to draw on the collective 
knowledge of the Association to share and facilitate information and resources, so that all 
jurisdictions continue to mature and meet the challenges their Government’s face.   
 
For these reasons the Conference is a valuable part of the Commonwealth relationship-building 
process and one that the Western Australian Branch should continue to be a part of and support.  
Our delegates should continue to contribute in a constructive way to achieve common outcomes 
while using the unique learning experience to build their own capacity. 
 
Participating in the Conference as a representative Member of the Branch gave me a firsthand view 
of the discussion of the topics and the approach by other jurisdictions.  When you consider that 
Western Australia is a relatively isolated jurisdiction, the Western Australian Branch must continue 
to be prepared to take the extra step to engage and learn from other jurisdiction and the CPA 
provides an important vehicle.  This conference provided real value for me. 
 
 



62nd Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference 
 
Main conference theme: ‘A Collaborative Commonwealth: Unity, Diversity and Common 
Challenges’.  
 
The six main conference workshops summaries and their recommendations were as follows:  
 
Workshop A: There is a role for the Commonwealth in fostering freedom of religion or 
belief. 
 
Freedom of religion is a fundamental human right of the people of any country.  The protection of 
religious freedom is an integral element of a functioning pluralist democracy 
 
Throughout history, religion or beliefs have contributed towards social change and civilisation. In 
some contexts this has led to conflicts, and it was noted that ‘religious’ conflicts are not based on 
religious beliefs exclusively and instead should be seen as clashes of communities and identities.  
 
Recommendations from the workshop:  

1. The Commonwealth should be able to sanction or call to order States perceived to be 
impugning freedom of religion.  

 
2. Provide a master class and/or bespoke training for parliamentarians on freedom of religion 

or belief.  
 

3. CPA may constitute a Committee to discuss loopholes and devise strategies for ensuring 
protection of an individual’s right to freedom of religion.  

 
Workshop B: The role of the Commonwealth in supporting the outcomes of the COP21 
Paris Agreement on Climate Change (Small Branches Topic)  
 
Delegates noted the adverse effects of climate change such as drought, flooding and rise in sea 
levels, and the fact that the impact was worse on small island states and developing countries.  
 
Delegates further noted the obligation under the Paris Agreement for countries to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions to below 2% of pre-industrial levels. They, therefore, acknowledged the 
need to share best practices and assist island states and developing countries tackle climate change.  
 
Findings: 

1. The successful implementation of the Paris agreement requires collective and concerted 
efforts from all stakeholders, including national and local governments, individuals, 
businesses and community groups.  

 
2. The role of Parliament is essential in implementing the Paris Agreement and initiatives such 

as the sustainable development goals, including the added value of entities such as UNEP.  
 
Recommendations from the workshop:  

1. Commonwealth states should cooperate to establish strategies to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions in the transportation sector by developing alternative fuel (ethanol and hydrogen) 
and vehicle electrification.  

 



2. Climate change is an issue for all nations and the Commonwealth should assist smaller 
nations in reducing their greenhouse gas emissions and dealing with the effects of climate 
change.  

 
Workshop C: The role of Parliamentarians in implementing and monitoring policies 
relevant to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)  
 
While broadly supportive of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the workshop discussed the 
challenges in raising awareness of the goals and translating them into policy priorities at local and 
national level.  
 
It was noted that the SDGs apply to all countries, irrespective of their state of economic 
development. Implementation starts with personal choices but is influenced by the decisions taken 
by government bodies at all levels. Every country starts from a different position and the work 
involved in achieving the goals will be significant.  
 
Members were concerned about the resource implications and how international aid could assist 
achievement of the SDGs in developing countries.  
 
Findings: 

1. Effective parliamentary oversight of the achievement by governments of the Sustainable 
Development Goals is essential to ensuring the quality of such achievement.  

 
2. Parliaments must ensure women’s leadership, including best practice strategies developed 

by women’s health, community organisations and networks, to improve gender equality and 
reduce gendered violence.  

 
3. Parliamentarians should proactively centre stage and monitor implementation of SDGs to 

ensure their rightful place in national priorities to become a reality by 2030.  
 
Recommendations from the workshop:  

1. Each parliament to make a report to the CPA annual meeting on the progress towards 
Implementation of SDGs (Peer Review Mechanism).  

 
2. CPA to conduct seminars in parliament on the sensitization, processing and implementation 

of SDGs.  
 
Workshop D: Ending violence against women and girls: The impact of social media and the 
internet in perpetrating violence (Gender Topic) 
 
The growing reach of the internet and social media presents opportunities, social connections and 
networks. However, these social media platforms are used by perpetrators to carry out acts of 
violence against women and girls.  
 
Victims of cyber violence suffer serious consequences, including murder in some instances and 
teenagers are driven to suicide.  
 
Laws that specifically address cybercrime are needed as reliance on existing legislation on gender 
based violence is not sufficient.  
 
 



Findings: 
1. The internet and social media provide young people with a range of benefits, and 

opportunities to empower themselves in a variety of ways. Young people can maintain social 
connections and support networks.  

 
Recommendations from the workshop:  

1. Parliament must ensure that Parliamentary Committees on Cyber Crime are resourced with 
technical assistance to adequately respond to cyber threats through Computer Incident 
Response Teams.  

 
2. CPA should develop digital literacy initiatives that provide: awareness campaigns and 

strategies to address cyber violence; computing and social media workshops to empower 
women through technology.  

 
3. The Commonwealth should ensure transfer of technology and knowledge used to track 

cyber violence to less developed countries.  
 

4. Inclusive government approach and multi-sectoral approach should be adopted to 
elimination of cyber violence.  

 
Workshop E: The radicalisation of young people and how we are dealing with this 
challenge throughout the Commonwealth 
 
Discussion leaders discussed their perspectives and experiences from within their jurisdictions.  
 
The workshop also heard from an outside expert - the Commonwealth young person of the year 
from Cameroon - who shared his experiences trying to combat youth radicalisation and create a 
space for young people to promote peace.  
 
Some causes discussed in the workshop include the use of gangs, convicted terrorists using jails to 
convert young people, poor governance and a lack of democracy which contributes to intolerance 
and injustice, and the internet including social media.  
 
Recommendations from the workshop:  

1. Parliaments must ensure that governance, structural and developmental challenges that 
engender radicalization are prioritized and addressed, and that human rights-based counter-
radicalization programmes are adequately resourced.  

 
2. Parliaments should partner with young people for sustainable peace, prevention of violent 

extremism, as outlined in UN Security Council Resolution 2250 – youth, peace and security.  
 

3. Formulate practical steps, procedures and goals to contain and prevent radicalization. To 
promote de-radicalization and set-up a monitoring/grading system evaluating attainment of 
such goals.  

 
Workshop F: The media plays a large role in promoting public mistrust of Parliamentarians  
 
The workshop took the form of a debate, with two of the discussion leaders speaking in favour of 
the motion that “the media plays a large role in promoting public mistrust of parliamentarians,” and 
one speaking against.  
 



The speakers in favour of the motion highlighted examples of factual inaccuracies in news reports, 
perceived media bias and the rise of social media. Arguments against included the importance of 
freedom of speech, journalists holding politicians to account for their actions and a free press being 
the fourth estate in a modern democracy.  
 
Findings: 

1. The media portrayal of politicians and parliamentarians fuels public mistrust, deflects young 
people from politics and compromises those who work for constituents in public office.  

 
2. The media acts as an ombudsman for every endeavour in public life. Its accurate coverage of 

parliamentarians can encourage introspection and requisite course correction.  
 
Recommendations from the workshop:  

1. The CPA should provide master classes or training for Parliamentarians on interaction with 
members of the media, effective communication and the use of social media.  

 
 


