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The British Isles and Mediterranean Region (BIMR) of the Commonwealth Parliamentary 

Association (CPA) represents a rich and diverse array of histories, cultures, economies and 

political systems. The member branches of the Region are: Alderney; Cyprus; Falkland 

Islands; Gibraltar; Guernsey; Isle of Man; Jersey; Malta; Northern Ireland; St Helena; 

Scotland; United Kingdom; and Wales. 

All branches apart from Alderney were represented at the Conference, along with BIMR and 

CPA officials and international observers from Australia, Canada and the Caribbean. In 

addition to the author, the other Australian observer came from the Parliament of the 

Northern Territory, the Hon. Robyn Lambley MLA (Member for Araluen, Minister for 

Health, Alcohol Rehabilitation and Disabilities Services). 

The theme of the conference was “Equality of Access to Democracy”: How to bring citizens 

closer to the democratic process and to those elected to represent them. There were three 

specific areas that were examined and debated: Women in Public Life; the Role of Official 

Languages in Parliaments; and Engagement of Young Citizens. 

Women in Public Life 

The debate centred on the best method to increase the number of female parliamentarians. 

Interestingly, the National Assembly for Wales has since 2003 had equal numbers of male 

and female parliamentarians (30 each).  Since the inception of the National Assembly of 
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Wales, female representation has never been lower than 40% (or another way of stating it – 

there has never been more than 60% male representation). The two major parties in Wales 

have some form of affirmative action system. 

There were varying views on whether affirmative action quota systems are justifiable or not. 

The majority view was they had merit and that we need more women in Parliament to bring 

greater diversity and to provide role models for younger women. There was no consensus on 

whether more females in Parliament would alter the way parliament and politics operate. 

A couple of speakers took exception to the argument that women should be elected on merit 

alone and that we should be supporting a meritocracy. A Professor from Liverpool University 

remarked: ‘I really find the bringing up of meritocracy when dealing with female 

representation interesting. We don’t bring up meritocracy when dealing with male 

representation but there are many factors other than merit that determine the selection of male 

candidates by political parties.’  

Role of Official Languages in Parliaments 

This issue is of particular relevance to the National Assembly for Wales, which is officially 

bilingual. About 35% of representatives of the Assembly are bilingual. 

The Canadian observer, from the Province of Saskatchewan commented on how his 

Provincial Parliament, like the rest of Canada, functions with the languages of English and 

French but that Saskatchewan probably has more residents who have German as their ‘native 

tongue’ rather than French. 

One of the Unionist members from the Northern Ireland Assembly expressed the view that if 

any politicians from their Assembly attempted to speak in Irish Gaelic, he would be very 

suspicious and view it as advocating for a united Ireland. 

Engagement of Young Citizens  

The general view was that it was difficult to engage young citizens in the political process. 

However it was also acknowledged that there are some very positive examples of young 

people being involved in politics. Delegates to the Conference were treated to a very 

interesting debate on education by two teams of Welsh school children and a seminar by Kyle 
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Thornton of the Scottish Youth Parliament. The Youth Parliament runs on similar lines to the 

official parliament but of course has no legislative capacity. Kyle said it was a good forum 

for young people that were politically engaged. However he did acknowledge it was difficult 

to engage the wider youth population but that the Youth Parliament had been beneficial in 

attracting more young people to the political process than would otherwise be the case. This 

was in the main achieved by running campaigns of interest to the youth and from these 

campaigns representation would be made to the official Scottish Parliament.  

Concluding Comments 

I found the Conference to be useful, both in content and as a forum to build relationships with 

politicians from similar and different Parliamentary systems. It was most interesting to speak 

to parliamentarians from places such as Isle of Man, Guernsey, Jersey and the Falkland 

Islands, where the political party system is non-existent or not entrenched.  

In concluding I would like to thank the WA CPA branch for giving me the opportunity to 

attend the Conference and also to the BIMR for inviting a delegate from our Parliament. 

 

 


