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Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina (right) and CPA Chair and Speaker Dr Shirin Sharmin Chaudhury (left) at conference opening 

 

Overview 

 

I attended the 63rd Commonwealth Parliamentary Conference in Dhaka Bangladesh in November 2017. There were over 500 

delegates.  

The main conference theme for the 63rd CPC was “continuing to enhance the high standards of performance of 
Parliamentarian”. 

 

A wide range  of issues was discussed including the role of Parliamentarians in building stronger ties within Commonwealth; 

giving voice to the youth: mechanisms for ensuring effective participation of the youth in the governance process; how  CPA 

Members  can work with their own governments to ensure sustainable development goals have a proper gender focus, alleviate 

poverty and  enhance women’s empowerment; small jurisdictions and big problems: combatting corruption and logistics and 

infrastructure challenges in small jurisdictions. 



During the conference, there were also be a number of additional meetings including: the Small Branches Conference; meetings 

of the Commonwealth Women Parliamentarians (CWP) and of the CPA Executive Committee. I attended the Small Branches 

conference on its second day at my own expense.  

 

Small Branches Conference 

Of the 180 CPA branches, 43 are those with a population of 500,000 or fewer. They include the Cook Islands, Isle of Man, 

Guernsey, Tasmania, ACT, NT and Barbados. Many are island nations or territories so the issue of climate change and its 

impact featured prominently. The discussions also included how to deliver infrastructure with a small revenue base, challenges 

to maritime resources and the environment and likewise the prevention and investigation of corruption and promotion of higher 

standards of governance and transparency. 

 

There were some thoughtful and interesting presentations with the central theme of managing higher standards of governance 

despite limited resources and logistical challenges. 

 

The following recommendations were made at the Small Branches conference:- 

 

 • Small Branches should collaborate in sharing best practices, expertise and success stories in order to learn and assist one 

another. This forum should unite us in becoming more effective.  

• Small jurisdictions, while not having the resources available to developed countries, must enact and enforce legislation 

establishing accountability and transparency in their governance systems.  

• Small jurisdictions with limited funding and resources must be strategic, creative and competitive in addressing their unique 

logistic and infrastructure challenges. 

 • Whilst Small Branches may not necessarily always face disproportionately different service delivery challenges to larger 

branches, cooperation between jurisdictions can assist in improving service delivery 

• CPA should encourage greater cooperation between Small Branches within and outside their Regions by way of internships 

and exchanges of technical assistance.  

• To overcome capacity and resource challenges, Commonwealth Parliaments in small jurisdictions should, wherever 

practicable, share knowledge and resources in order to function more effectively.  

• Continued support of the CPA to all Small Branches and larger jurisdictions to collaborate with aid agencies and foreign 

affairs ministries in assisting small jurisdictions. 

 • Strongly encourage other small parliaments to follow Samoa’s example of considering twinning arrangements as an initiative 

to create benefits for both. 



• To agree that Parliamentarians should role-model high standards of integrity in personal conduct; maximise 

transparency across government; and recognise how policy-making can counter cultures of corruption. 

• The Legislature should set the legal framework for the establishment and functioning of anticorruption institutions, 

including the provision of adequate resources and proper follow-up. 

• Parliament must ensure that resources are made available to safeguard territorial waters against threats such as 

overfishing, poaching, habitat destruction, pollution and climate change. 

• To recognise the potential within territorial waters to provide a secure form of renewable energy whilst at all times 

respecting the natural environment. 

• Parliament must provide legislation, resources and institutional tools to enable the removal of any tolerance for 

corruption in the community, government and politics.  

 

 

Commonwealth Women Parliamentarians (CWP) 

 

CWP conducted a workshop topic: If we want genuine positive change in the world, we need more women leaders. How can we 
persuade the world that the future is dependent on gender equality?  

It was noted that a society with greater equality of opportunity is a more economically dynamic society. Some delegates 

referred to young males as those who might most benefit from engagement on this topic. It was highlighted that girls and young 

women usually most need mentors and that successful female legislators have a responsibility to be visible and to make 

themselves available to those would benefit from their experiences.  

It was stressed that equality of opportunity is not equality of outcome .The following three recommendations were endorsed by 

the workshop delegates:  

• Using data driven strategies to increase women's political participation, allow women Parliamentarians to serve as role 

models, and better support policies that promote gender equality.  

• Women are born equal and, to strive and achieve equity and equality, the playing field should be made even to enable and 

provide equal opportunities for all. Parliaments have a key role in how we make this happen.  

• We ask world leaders to create a conducive environment in their countries for women to enter politics and positions of 

leadership to achieve the goal of gender equality.  

There was also workshop discussion on gender equality and the role of male Parliamentarians in championing gender equality.. 

The problem was identified that it is not just getting women into Parliament, but ensuring that they stay there. Male 

Parliamentarians have often been part of the problem. In different parts of the Commonwealth, there are encouraging signs of 

change. As the workshop discussion leaders illustrated, male Parliamentarians are now adding their voice and political weight to 

what were seen as more typically ‘female’ campaigns, such as the eradication of male domestic abuse of women, or in taking 

concrete steps in male dominated legislatures to increase the participation and visibility of women in political and public life, 

through both legislative reform and practical measures. Nonetheless, it was noted that there are still huge challenges.  



Recommendations following this discussion were:- 

• For too long, Parliaments have been male dominated. For real change, male Parliamentarians must work in equal partnership 

with women in championing gender equality.  

• The male-dominated mind-set and personnel of the media must change and the reportage should promote gender equality 

objectives and sensitivities. 

 

Youth roundtable 

A lively youth roundtable event was hosted by the CPA Bangladesh Branch with discussions between Commonwealth 

Parliamentarians and young people from a range of youth groups in Bangladesh. The inaugural youth roundtable was chaired by 

Speaker of the Parliament of Bangladesh Hon. Dr Shirin Sharmin Chaudhury MP. The topic for the discussion was ‘The 
importance of participatory governance to peaceful, democratic societies’. Eighteen Law Faculty students from Dhaka 

University and two of the young people who had attended the 8th CPA Commonwealth Youth Parliament in British Columbia, 

Canada exchanged views with Parliamentarians representing all nine CPA Regions 

  



Main Conference 

 

 

 

The main conference held a number of concurrent workshops. The topics were:- 

 

i. Workshop A: Democracy must Deliver: Role of Parliament in addressing the Challenges 

ii. Workshop B: The role of Parliamentarians in building stronger ties within the Commonwealth: including new 

trade issues, visa issues, travel restrictions, non-tariff restrictions. 

iii. Workshop C: The Climate Change Debate: A challenge for the Commonwealth? 

iv. Workshop D: Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s): How can CPA Members work with their own 

governments in ensuring that the SDG goals have a proper gender lens to ensure success in the areas of 

alleviating poverty and women’s empowerment?  

v. Workshop E: Critical Mass: Small jurisdictions and big problems - Logistics and infrastructure challenges 

(Small Branches Topic) 

vi. Workshop F: CPA Benchmarks for Democratic Legislatures: Progress in the past 10 years 

vii. Workshop G: Giving voice to the youth: Mechanisms for ensuring effective participation of youth in the 

governance process. 

viii. Workshop H: What factors fuel the rise of different kinds of nationalism? 

 

The standard of these workshops was variable.  Disappointing at one workshop I attended was the two advertised speakers did 

not appear forcing the chair to act as a facilitator on a lengthy session. Despite this, a lively discussion from audience members 

ensued. 



 

The First Commonwealth Parliamentary Lecture for the CPA Asia region was also held in conjunction with the conference.  

 

The speaker, Professor Rizvi,  a Bangladeshi historian, scholar and academic  who has taught at several British and American 

universities, including Oxford University, the University of Warwick, Harvard Kennedy School and the University of Virginia. 

His many publications cover the disciplines of history, international relations, and public policy. 

 

Professor Dr Gowher Rizvi, International Affairs Advisor to the Prime Minister of Bangladesh highlighted the significant role 

that the Commonwealth has played in international affairs. 

 

He spoke of the Commonwealth’s enduring political values that bring challenges and opportunities for Commonwealth 

Parliamentarians.  

 

Also using Bangladesh as an example Professor Rizvi noted that out of the colonialist struggles arose a nationalism which gave 

birth to the 1972 Constitution of Bangladesh which he described  as the finest essay in liberal, plural democracy. 
 

 AGM 

 

Hon. Emilia Monjowa Lifaka, MP, Deputy Speaker of the National Assembly of Cameroon has been elected as the Chairperson 

of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association (CPA) International Executive Committee at the 63rd CPA General 

Assembly. The new Chairperson was elected for a three-year term. 

The vote was somewhat contentious with the assertion being advanced that the ballot  was held open for longer than provided 

for under the standing orders. The relevant rule is somewhat ambiguous and needs revision. It meant that a number of “no 

show” delegates were able to arrive late but nevertheless were able to cast their vote. Ultimately as the vote was not close this 

was not of great moment. 

Hon. Alexandra Mendes, MP (Canada Federal)  is the new Vice-Chairperson of the CPA Executive Committee.  

The AGM went for a considerable time and a number of the African delegations sought changes to governance rules. 

It was clear not only on the vote for the Chairperson but also on other issues that there were some clear divisions, principally the  

between the African delegates and those from other nations, and this manifested itself in two distinct blocs. 

The application for the re- admission of Commonwealth of the CPA was not universally welcomed was one example where this 

division manifested itself. The Australian Commonwealth branch had left the CPA some years ago after concerns about 

possible malfeasance and maladministration. 

 

  



Conference resolution 

 

There were a number of occasions during the conference where the very live issue of the plight of 600,000 Rohingya refugees 

from Myanmar who had recently entered Bangladesh were discussed. One such discussion was a briefing by His Excellency 

Abul Hassan Mahmood Ali, MP, Foreign Minister of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh on that humanitarian crisis. 

Following the briefing,  a formal statement was issued with the consensus of all delegates. It called for urgent action from the 

international community to resolve  the crisis facing the Rohingya ethnic minority.” 

 

 The full CPA statement on the Rohingya is available at: www.cpahq.org/cpahq/rohingya. 

 

Logistics 

 

Dhaka has a massive population of 14.4 million so the logistics of moving delegates from hotel to conference venue was highly 

problematical. Similarly security was a major concern so delegations had military personnel allocated to them to assist and 

advise. There was limited movement permitted outside the scheduled program. However the logistics would have been a 

nightmare and by and large it worked exceedingly well. 

The Australian High Commission took  a much more conservative and cautious approach than other High Commissions. Both 

British and Canadian delegates were able to arrange a visit to the large refugee camp at Cox’s Bazaar. The Australian HC was 

not amenable to assisting at all. 

The hotel accommodation was excellent. 

I have personally written to Speaker Dr Shirin Sharmin Chaudhury  conveying my appreciation of the efforts of herself as Cahir 

and requesting she pass on thanks to the organising committee. 

 

Future meetings 

 

There were no nominees to host next year’s conference. As a default it may be held at Westminster or alternatively not be held 

at all. In 2019 it is to be held in Uganda and in 2020 in Canada. 

There was some suggestion that in future years the CPA would not pick up both accommodation and airfares for delegates. 

Instead only paying for  one of these components. 
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