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As a Member of the Legislative Council, it was a privilege and honour to have attended the 
12th Canadian Parliamentary Seminar of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association 
(CPA) in Ottawa, Canada and represent the Government of Western Australia. I am grateful 
for the invitation and thank the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association.    
 
The CPA is one of the most important of the voluntary organisations linking the member 
states of the Commonwealth of Nations, formerly the British Commonwealth.  
 
Founded in 1911 as the Empire Parliamentary Association, its original members were 
Australia, Canada, Newfoundland, New Zealand, South Africa and the United Kingdom. 
Evolving with the Commonwealth, the association expanded in membership and adopted its 
current name in 1948. 
 
Between 1994 and 1995, 13 Parliaments joined the Association: the national Parliaments of 
Seychelles, Pakistan, and South Africa, seven South African provincial legislatures, 
Balochistan in Pakistan, Delhi Capital Territory in India, and Zanzibar in Tanzania. By 2005, 
Association Branches existed in more than 165 national, state, provincial and territorial 
Parliaments, with a total membership of more than 15,000 parliamentarians.  
 
The CPA is the only forum for regular consultation among Members of Parliament from 
Commonwealth countries. It exists to foster understanding and co-operation among 
Commonwealth Parliaments and parliamentarians, and to promote knowledge of the 
constitutional, legislative, economic, social and cultural aspects of parliamentary 
democracy. 
 
The CPA seeks to focus on the needs and interests of ordinary Parliamentarians and 
enhance their contributions in their respective Parliaments. Its seminars and conferences 
provide legislators from across the Commonwealth with an invaluable opportunity to 
develop a more extensive understanding of the parliamentary process and their role in it. 
They also serve to complement the government-to-government approach of the Heads of 
State.  
 
Governments can deal far more effectively with many international issues such as trade, the 
environment and security if they can draw upon a pool of international support from 
Parliamentarians who have discussed and debated these issues in the regional and general 
meetings of the Association. 
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During the week long seminar in May, Parliamentarians from around the Commonwealth 
were presented with numerous wonderfully delivered sessions which centred on themes 
such as: 
 

• The Commonwealth and the role of the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association 
 

• Overview of the role and operation of the Canadian Parliament 
 

• Parliamentary committees - what works and what doesn’t 
 

• Financing elections 
 

• The parliamentary presence of political parties, the role of party caucuses 
 

• How an MP’s office works 
 

• The Caribbean twinning initiative 
 

• Engaging citizens, resources and tools 
 

• Influencing governments and regulating influence, Parliament and lobbyists 
 

• Comparing election media coverage across the commonwealth 
 

While many important topics were presented and discussed during the seminar, I would like 
to focus on the brief engaging citizens session relating to how social media can engage 
youth in the democratic process. This session provided particularly useful advice and 
guidance on the use of a contemporary and increasingly important medium.  
 
Young people in English-speaking Western countries such as Canada and Australia tend to 
demonstrate low levels of trust and interest in political institutions and representatives, and 
are less likely to vote and join political parties. This has implications for the long-term health 
of parliamentary democracy. For instance, a 2013 poll by the Lowy Institute found that less 
than half of Australians between the ages of 18 and 29 said they preferred democracy over 
any other kind of government. According to Alex Oliver, author of the poll, these findings 
point to a “phenomenon that needs to be better understood if we value participation in the 
civic life of the nation.” 
 
As young people are avid users of social media, these technologies are often discussed as 
one possible means by which young people may become more engaged in the democratic 
process. Proponents of this argument note that young people expect immediacy and 
interactivity when communicating, an assumption that might be better accommodated by 
social media tools than by the complex, bureaucratic communication channels traditionally 
used by elected representatives and governing institutions.1 
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Furthermore, in contrast to their low levels of participation as voters, young people 
demonstrate a willingness and ability to participate in political activities on social media 
sites. In a 2009 study of Canadian youth, 52 percent of those surveyed had started or joined 
a Facebook group or cause, 47 percent went online to debate issues, and 39 percent had 
forwarded emails about causes.2 Research from the United Kingdom also suggests that 
young people are more likely to use the internet to acquire political information than 
members of older age groups.3  
 
There is reason to believe that the education and income levels of young people engaged in 
online political activities do not differ significantly from those of young people who are not 
active in online politics. This suggests that social media strategies that attempt to engage 
youth in democracy may reach a relatively representative sample of young people from 
various socio-economic backgrounds and, as a result, might overcome the “digital divide” 
that complicates web-based efforts to increase levels of political engagement among the 
general population.4 
 
Other studies have indicated that some young people feel intruded upon when public 
figures and institutions attempt to join their online social networks. In addition, although 
young people engaged in online politics are more likely to participate in offline political 
activities, such as voting, than their peers who do not participate online, it is not clear 
whether this relationship is one of causation or of correlation.5 
 
However, without further research, it is difficult to draw firm conclusions about the role that 
social media can play in improving the level and quality of youth participation in the 
democratic processes but it does bring potential risk. 
 
It can be difficult to control or manage the public image of an individual or institution on 
social media as it offers largely unmoderated and sometimes anonymous interaction and 
provides users many opportunities to reach a large audience with criticisms of political 
figures and institutions.  
 
As so many different social media outlets exist, it can be difficult to identify and address 
attacks on one’s reputation that are published on these sites. For example, in the United 
Kingdom, “proxy bloggers” set up blogs that resemble official blogs of MPs. These bloggers 
do so to either compel particular MPs to start their own, legitimate, blogs or to critique the 
MP that they are impersonating. As a result, political figures can be misrepresented in 
potentially damaging ways.6 
 
Although not a result of malicious posting of content by adversaries, in the 2008 Canadian 
federal election a number of nominated candidates were forced to resign from the 
campaign when content from YouTube and Facebook surfaced and tarnished their 
reputations. In the same campaign, a YouTube video criticizing a political party attracted the 
attention of bloggers and mainstream news networks, demonstrating how social media can 
help political criticism to “go viral.”7 
 
A recent Supreme Court of Canada decision suggests that defamation law must account for 
comments published on social media platforms. In Grant v. Torstar Corp, the Court ruled 
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that: The traditional media are rapidly being complemented by new ways of communicating 
on matters of public interest, many of them online, which do not involve journalists. These 
new disseminators of news and information should, absent good reasons for exclusion, be 
subject to the same laws as established media outlets, the new defence is available to 
anyone who publishes material of public interest in any medium.8 
 
At the same time, it can prove difficult to prosecute individuals for making defamatory 
statements online, since many people use social media without revealing their identities. 
While this legislation does not exist in Canada, recently an Australian court ruled that those 
who publish commentary on an election on social networking sites are required to reveal 
their 
post codes and actual names.9 
 
There are those who argue that the use of social media demands excessive time and 
resources, while others argue that, just as social media was adopted in the marketing world 
because of its low cost, it can also be used by public figures and institutions wishing to 
reduce expenditures of time and money. 10-11  
 
There is continued debate surrounding the political use of social media and what effect it 
has on our system of representative democracy, whether or not it promotes accountability, 
transparency and public engagement, and whether it allows for better engagement 
between young people, political institutions and Members of Parliament or simply turns 
politics into a marketing game dominated by special interests and well-resourced political 
players.  
 
As a Western Australian MP, this small excerpt gave me much to contemplate in terms of 
how best to connect and engage with young, social media-savvy constituents in the 
electorate I represent. It is important that elected representatives keep pace with advances 
in information and communications technology (ICT) and engage with new mediums such as 
social media so that constituents can remain informed.  However, it needs to be recognised 
that there are also risks associated with social media use. Parliamentarians should be 
cognisant of what type of content they post on social media and how they respond to 
malicious and defamatory statements against them.  
 
Furthermore, it would be folly to rely too heavily on the instant, often poorly-reasoned and 
uninformed opinions offered on social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter as a 
gauge of public opinion or to shape the legislative agenda. Public policy should not be 
decided by social media. It is imperative that elected representatives rely on a wide range of 
sources and employ an evidence-based approach when formulating public policy and 
drafting legislation. It is my view that at times we do ourselves a great disservice and detract 
from the importance of the written word by relying on fragments of information gleaned 
from online sources such as Google and Wikipedia. 
 
Intellectually, I gained a great deal from attending the 12th Canadian Parliamentary Seminar 
as it provided a vitally important insight into contemporary parliamentary governance 
across various jurisdictions. It also offered a wealth of information on how individual MPs 
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can navigate some of the challenges facing elected representatives in a rapidly-changing 
world and better serve the people in their electorates.  
On a personal level, connecting with other MPs from around the Commonwealth provided 
me with new friendships and demonstrated to me the strong level of commonality between 
all of us. In the end, we all want to deliver the best outcomes to the people who have 
entrusted us to represent them in parliament. 
 
I acknowledge the huge commonalities and brotherhood between Canada and Australia, our 
shared heritage and the likeness of cultures. I believe there are further opportunities for 
cultural cross-pollination especially on issues such as reconciliation between the First 
Peoples and European settler populations in our countries. I would certainly seize the 
opportunity to work in this space if it were offered. 
 
I would like to acknowledge and thank Commonwealth Parliamentary Association members 
and staff for their attention to detail and the knowledge they shared, members and staff of 
the Canadian Parliament for their hospitality and everyone involved in making this such a 
wonderful event. 
 
I would also like to acknowledge and thank my Commonwealth colleagues for sharing the 
seminar with me.   
 
 
 

 
 
AFRICA 
 
Hon. Francis Mwangangi, M.P. (Kenya) 
Hon. Noel Masangwi, M.P. (Malawi) 
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Hon. Bernard Arnephy, MNA (Seychelles) 
Hon. Petrus Simon Ngomana, MPL (Mpumalanga) 
ASIA 
 
Hon. Arjuna Sujeewa Senasinghe, M.P. (Sri Lanka) 
 
AUSTRALIA 
 
Hon. David Grills, MLC (Western Australia) 
Ms. Meegan Fitzharris, MLA (Capital Territory) 
Hon. Natasha Maclaren-Jones, MLC (New South Wales) 
Mrs. Joan Rylah, M.P. (Tasmania) 
Hon. Terence Mulder, M.P. (Victoria) 
 
BRITISH ISLES AND MEDITERRANEAN 
 
Deputy Scott Wickenden (Jersey) 
Ms. Anne McTaggart, MSP (Scotland) 
 
INDIA 
 
Shri Kirti Vardhan Azad, M.P. (India Union) 
Dr. Madhu Gupta, MLC (Uttar Pradesh) 
 
CARIBBEAN, AMERICAS / ATLANTIC 
 
Mr. Dwayne Vaz, M.P. (Jamaica) 
Hon. Helen Drayton, Senator (Trinidad and Tobago) 
Hon. Lillian Misick, O.B.E, M.P. (Turks and Caicos) 
 
COMMONWEALTH PARLIAMENTARY ASSOCIATION SECRETARIAT - CANADIAN BRANCH 
CPA 
 
Ms. Lucy 
Ms. Elizabeth Kingston   
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