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The 64th Westminster Seminar on Parliamentary Practice and procedure is the first conference I have 

attended as a new member of Parliament, which is not that surprising given I had only been a 

member for just over a year when I attended this event in London last year. 

I would like to extend my special thanks to the WA Branch of the Commonwealth Parliamentary 

Association for sponsoring this experience, which, as a new Member of Parliament, was invaluable. 

This conference gave me a deeper understanding and appreciation of the ongoing path toward 

effective democracy, but also, as representatives of a West Australian Parliament the contributions 

we are able to provide on our experience and practice. 

Arguably there is no better location to get an understanding of the Commonwealth system than at 

Westminster, the home in which this system was established. It was valuable to get this unique 

insight into the role of the parliamentarian and the power a backbencher can exercise within the 

Parliamentary process.  

The conference highlighted the value of the backbencher and the Opposition in calling the 

government and the Prime Minister into account through various instruments such as Parliamentary 

Committees, Parliamentary Questions and Questions to the Prime Minister.  In particular great 

credit was given to Australia for our contributions to the Standing Committees, however there was 

great surprise amongst delegates when they learnt not only do we have joint standing committees, 

but that I,  as a Government member was a part of a joint standing committee led by a majority of 

opposition members.  

The conference included an overview of some of the challenges faced at Westminster. For example, 

the Parliamentary Private Secretary at the Department for International Development and the 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Charlotte Leslie, discussed the impacts the 2009 expenses 

scandal had on the relationship between members of Parliament and their constituents. This theme 

continued throughout the program.  

The timing of this conference was interesting as it was held during urgent debate of the United 

Kingdom’s response to the Syrian Crisis which was viewed by conference participants. We were also 

given a flavour of the sensitivities of this issue not only on the floor of parliament, but also in the 

streets outside where protests ensued.  

The issues surrounding the devolution (the statutory granting of powers from the Parliament of the 

United Kingdom to the Scottish Parliament) were never far away from discussions on our agenda as 

well. Whilst these issues have been around since 1707, when the Scottish Parliament was placed 

within the United Kingdom, they have become more pressing in recent times following the last 

election in which the Scottish National Party won 54 of the 59 seats in Scotland.  Discussion centred 

on some of the new powers devolved to Scotland Parliament including health and social care. 

The conference ranged from very informative to the very entertaining. John Bercow the Speaker of 

the House of Commons, certainly added great colour to the program. John has been a big advocate 

for backbenchers, ensuring as many parliamentarians contribute to debate as possible and are 

respected with timely responses from Government in relation to issues raised from their 
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constituencies. This has won him the accolade of “Politician of the Year” by the Political Studies 

Association. 

The conference was set over four and a half days and on the final days, Members split up to meet 

different constituencies. I had the benefit of visiting the constituency of Wimbledon which was 

represented by conservative MP Stephen Hammond. This constituency best known for its tennis, 

also enjoys a very low unemployment rate, but is also more ethnically diverse than many of the 

seats in outer London. 

Mr Hammond stressed the importance of the Wimbledon Tournament not just as a profit making 

venture, but as one which also raises significant additional funds that are invested back into the 

community. 

He also discussed how his electorate office, or “surgery” operates, which was very similar to my 

own. We also met with the Chamber of Commerce where I learned that issues relating to internet 

coverage were paramount amongst new businesses in the area, which had moved to Wimbledon, 

simply as a choice of place to live in a global environment.    

By (West) Australian standards the Outreach Program at Westminster was certainly very elaborate. 

Louise Palmer from the Parliamentary Education Centre organised a video demonstration of the 

presentations provided to visiting students as part of the fully interactive and very elaborate 

education program. This was particularly impressive, catering for a wide range of interests and ages 

and presented a solid argument about the value of investing in educational programs that encourage 

greater scope for engagement with the Parliament into the future. 

Discussions and presentations regarding Parliamentary Ethics and Standards were hosted by Rt Hon. 

Sir Kevin Barron MP. Mr Barron outlined the many measures put in place to ensure standards are 

maintained.  Particularly in response to the expenses scandal emanating from the series of 

fraudulent expenses claims over a period of years which led to imprisonment of MPs and many 

resignations in the UK Parliament. It is clear that this experience has had a significant impact on the 

reputation of members of Parliament and has an impact on the level of trust in the community. it is 

clear, given the significant level of public scrutiny that has followed, that there is perhaps a greater 

incentive for members to act with propriety.  

On a personal level, it was the discussions that followed each formal presentation that I found of 

most value.  Particularly given the broad variety of public expectation, privileges and standards 

amongst the Commonwealth countries involved in the dialogues. 

The 64th Seminar on Parliamentary Privilege and Practice was a valuable experience and introduction 

to the role of backbenchers in representing their community through the parliamentary process. 

This forum took the politics out of Parliament and redefined our roles as representatives of our 

constituencies and of a system of democracy which is worth promoting. 

 

Libby Mettam MLA, Member for Vasse 

 

 

 

 


