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Theme Topic: People and parliaments - 

Access and outreach – How has your parliament facilitated public engagement with 

the parliamentary process and democratic values? 

 

Synopsis of paper:  

Parliamentary visits by students and access to education resources by schools have 

been a cornerstone of community engagement activities by Australian Parliaments 

for many years. More recently, however, there has been a significant shift in the way 

Parliaments have sought to connect and engage with a broader audience. 

The creation of different touch points to deliver an expanded range of activities, both 

within and outside of Parliament House can build awareness of the role and function 

of the three levels of government that operate in Australia.  

But what is the role of activities that build civic knowledge in a jurisdiction with 

compulsory voting such as in WA, and how does that differ from other jurisdictions? 

Does diversity of gender, race, age, and background of elected representatives 

provide Parliaments with opportunities to engage with new audiences; and how can 

this diversity be used to create different education and community engagement 

opportunities?   

Will embracing the concept of “You can’t be what you can’t see” and creating 

education and engagement opportunities around diversity, help to overcome apathy 

and disengagement amongst new voters and young people? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WHAT IS COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND WHY IS IT 

IMPORTANT?  

Community engagement. It can often feel like a buzz word bandied around to justify 

decision-making and often the steps organisations take to engage the community 

are not actually engaging.  

So what is community engagement and why is it important for Parliaments? 

In noting that a plethora of definitions abound, PennState’s Department of 

Agricultural Economics, Sociology and Education offers perhaps the most apt:   

 

 “…there are almost as many definitions out there as there are people trying to define it, in its 

simplest terms community engagement seeks to better engage the community to achieve 

long-term and sustainable outcomes, processes, relationships, discourse, decision-making, or 

implementation.” 1 

 

Why is community engagement important for Parliaments in Australia? As one of the 

few jurisdictions with compulsory voting, ensuring people turn out on election day, 

why is it necessary to educate and engage our constituency?  

In my view, engaging our community is more important than ever. We are living in a 

day and age where media consumption is at an all-time high. With this comes a 

significant increase in the misinformation which is distributed and consumed. 

Having an engaged community is beneficial for all sides of the political spectrum and 

important for our democracy. 

We are living in an era where trust in politicians has decreased, and political apathy 

has increased. It has been noted that, against this backdrop, community 

engagement has become central to organisations, institutions, and modern 

democracies world-wide.2  

In addition to increasing the public understanding of Parliament and widening the 

range of voices heard by Parliament, community engagement is well established as 

lending legitimacy and transparency to Parliament and its processes.3  

Parliament is the home of our democracy’s decision making. The decisions made by 

representatives are not always supported by our constituents. It has been argued 

that it is thus imperative that the public have access to Parliament, whether it be 

physical or virtual, and can see that the process leading to these decisions is fair and 

 
1 Department of Agricultural Economics, Sociology, and Education, PennState University, What is Community 
Engagement? (web page, 28 October 2021) <aese.psu.edu/research/centers/cecd/engagement-
toolbox/engagement/what-is-community-engagement>. 
2 C Leston-Bandeira, ‘Why symbolic representation frames parliamentary public engagement’ (2016) 18(2) The 
British Journal of Politics and International Relations 498-516. 
3 R Kelly and C Bochel, Parliament’s engagement with the public, Briefing paper No 8279, 6 April 2018 3. 



transparent.4 

 

Political parties have their own methods and means of community engagement for, 

what I think is fair to say, their own purposes. But public engagement is now 

accepted as core business for Parliaments too, as educating and informing citizens 

needs to come from the institution itself.5 

 

HOW WA PARLIAMENT ENGAGES THE PUBLIC 

In Western Australia, we have a dedicated body with the role to promote an increase 

of knowledge and understanding of the functions of Parliament, the Parliamentary 

Education Office. 

Youth are our future and increasing their knowledge of our parliamentary process is 

essential. The education program offered in WA, however, extends beyond school 

and university students.  

The Parliamentary Education Office facilitates Parliament’s engagement with the 

public in a variety of ways, from physical tours of Parliament House, to online 

resources, to collaborating with other organisations for special events and recently 

even theatre performances. 

 

For students, more than just a tour 

Tours of Australian Parliaments have been the cornerstone of community 

engagement for many years. Part of engaging people in the parliamentary process is 

making sure it is accessible, and getting people to trust in our democracy requires 

transparency. What better way than to allow people to walk the halls where the 

decisions are made and observe the process? 

 

In an average year, the Parliament of Western Australia welcomes 23,000-25,000 

tour visitors. Of these, 18,000-19,000 are students.  

 

What the Parliamentary Education Office does well is ensuring the engagement and 

education for students extends further than just the 75-minute tour.  

 

Prior to visiting Parliament, the office provides curriculum support and tailors the 

learning experience to the classroom program.   

 

On sitting days, students will tour Parliament House, observe debates, and meet 

their local member. On non-sitting days, students have the opportunity to enter the 

 
4 R Kelly and C Bochel, Parliament’s engagement with the public, Briefing paper No 8279, 6 April 2018 4.  
5 J Ajaka, ‘Re-engaging the disengaged: Why Parliamentary education and community engagement is core 
business’ Research paper, Parliament of NSW, 3 July 2017, 6.  



Legislative Assembly or Legislative Council chambers for a roleplay, or another 

activity called Voting With Your Feet where they learn about voting during a division.  

The roleplays are based on Bills which have passed the houses of the WA 

Parliament. This allows students to learn about the lawmaking process through 

participation. To further engage students, great care is taken to provide a selection of 

Bills appropriate for their age and relevant to their experiences.  

Year five and six students, for instance, consider the Cat Bill 2011 aimed at 

protecting native birds and mammals from stray and feral cats. Years eight to ten 

students consider the Criminal Code Amendment (Graffiti) Bill 2008, which was 

introduced to combat the increasing problem of graffiti. Upper secondary students 

might consider legislation relevant to the navigation of digital technology and new 

relationships like the Intimate Images Bill 2018 which criminalises the distribution or 

threatened distribution of so-called ‘revenge porn’.6 

 

Pop-up Parliament  

Western Australia is a huge State, 2.646 million km2, and while we love to welcome 

students and members of the community to Parliament House, it is simply not a 

reality for everyone. 

A fantastic initiative from the Parliamentary Education Office is Pop-up Parliament, 

which sees the team visit regional WA each parliamentary term.  

Three week-long outreach visits are held each year with around seven schools 

visited and more than twenty sessions held. This program is aimed at students from 

year five through upper secondary school.  

Teachers can also attend professional learning sessions and community workshops  

with local Members of Parliament invited along to answer any questions the 

community may have. 

This year, Pop-up Parliament has been held in Esperance (697.9km from Perth), 

Broome (2047.2km from Perth) and Albany (415.9km from Perth). Nineteen schools 

were visited and seventy-four sessions delivered to more than 2,000 students, in 

addition to engagement with teachers and community. 

 

Collaborations, programs, and special events 

WA Parliament strengthens its connection to the community through its own 

programs, hosted programs, collaborations, and special events.  

Parliamentary Education Team programs include: 

 
6 Parliamentary Education Office, ‘Educators and students’, Parliament of Western Australia (accessed 28 
October 2021) www.parliament.wa.gov.au/WebCMS/webcms.nsf/content/visit-and-learn-educators-and-
students.  

http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/WebCMS/webcms.nsf/content/visit-and-learn-educators-and-students
http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/WebCMS/webcms.nsf/content/visit-and-learn-educators-and-students


• Statewide Student Parliament, which aims to educate students on the 

parliamentary system of government so as students approach voting age they 

become more informed, active citizens. 

• Parliamentary Research Program, which is a collaboration between 

Parliament and WA universities. Students participating take on a research 

project under the guidance of a Member of Parliament. 

WA Parliament hosted programs include:  

• YMCA Youth Parliament, an annual program providing young people with 

opportunities to develop their personal skills and learn about the political 

process. 

• Tomorrow’s Citizen Leaders Program – United Nations Association of 

WA, which aims to increase awareness of social justice, environmental and 

community development issues; and participants’ roles in building local, 

national and international cohesion. 

Another way Parliament connects with community is through an initiative called the 

Parliamentary Friendship Groups. These are informal groups established by 

Members of the Parliament of Western Australia to raise awareness of, or increase 

liaison with, a particular group, organisation, or issue. Examples include The 

Parliamentary Friends of Grandparents Raising their Grandchildren, The 

Parliamentary Friends of Refugees, The Parliamentary Friends of Cricket and The 

Parliamentary Friends of Veterans and Veterans’ Families.  

WA Parliament regularly creates engagement opportunities around significant events 

or dates. This year marks the centenary of the election of Edith Cowan, Australia’s 

first woman parliamentarian. The WA Parliament has used this anniversary to 

educate and engage the community with a special display erected in the foyer of 

Parliament House, resources distributed to teachers and schools, a centenary pin 

presented to each student attending a tour, a school competition ‘What would Edith 

say,’ and presentation of the play Edith in the Legislative Assembly chamber. 

 

Tours for all 

While WA Parliament has a strong focus on engaging and educating our students 

and youth, we of course aim to be open and accessible to all. 

In addition to the free public tours offered twice a week, tours for community groups 

and special tours can be arranged. 

 

Talk and Tour is a special program for those wanting further insight into Parliament 

and its history. It includes a thirty-minute talk, a morning or afternoon tea and forty-

five-minute tour of Parliament House. Talk topics can include quirky tales, 

parliamentary firsts and how the Hansard is recorded. 

 

https://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/WebCMS/webcms.nsf/content/studentstatewideparl
https://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/WebCMS/webcms.nsf/content/parlresearchprog
https://www.ymcawa.org.au/what-we-do/youth-services/western-australian-youth-parliament
http://www.unaa.org.au/divisions/western-australia/
http://www.unaa.org.au/divisions/western-australia/


Our Parliament has one of the largest art collections from local artists of any State 

Parliament. Our parliamentary team leverages this by offering a free one-hour tour, 

led by Art Gallery of WA guides, attracting more visitors to our Parliament.  

 

Using technology and social media to connect with community 

The Parliament of WA and its members are embracing technology and social media 

to reach new audiences. 

The institution itself broadcasts parliamentary sittings live and has a video gallery 

dedicated to all sittings and speeches from both chambers.  

WA Parliament has its own Facebook and Twitter accounts, keeping the public 

updated on news, happenings at Parliament and the introduction and passage of 

Bills. 

In addition to the institution itself, Members of the WA Parliament have embraced the 

need to connect with community through these mediums. Most Members have a 

Facebook page, many have Instagram and some have Twitter.  

A few have YouTube channels, where they upload their Member’s Statement and 

speeches. 

Our Premier, Mark McGowan, even has a TikTok account. While this particular app 

may be seen by many as a place for little more than viral dance craze videos, it is 

hugely popular with Australian youth. This was recognised earlier this year when 

NSW Health began using the app to provide COVID-19 updates, and host live Q&As 

with the NSW Chief Health Officer. 7  

The use of these tools should continue to grow, particularly if Parliaments want to 

remain current and engage apathetic groups such as youth.  

Our society is more connected than ever. Our constituents are constantly on their 

phones with information just a few swipes or keystrokes away. 

There is a trend of political disengagement among youth with outdated parliamentary 

processes and technologies suggested as a significant factor. 8 The reality is digital 

media has replaced traditional media and Parliaments need to move with the times. 

We need to engage with constituents through mediums they use and are familiar 

with, even if they are less familiar or seemingly ‘unparliamentary’ to us.  

The potential for digital technology in Parliaments is recognised broadly. A 2015 

report commissioned by the UK’s House of Commons recommended Parliament be 

 
7 S Elsworth, ‘NSW chief health officer Kerry Chant turns to TikTok to spread Covid-19 messaging’, 
News.com.au, (news article, 26 July 2021) < amp.news.com.au/finance/business/media/nsw-chief-health-
officer-kerry-chant-turns-to-tiktok-to-spread-covid19-messaging/news-
story/f30cb6fbabb236184b67c7dba8fe58a6>.  
8 J Eastough, ‘Modernising the Western Australian Parliament: Investigating Youth Engagement in Politics’, 
Research Report, Edith Cowan University, October 2020, 3.  



“fully interactive and digital”, that there should be a “forum for public participation in 

the debating function of the House…” and that “all published information and 

broadcast footage produced by Parliament should be freely available online in 

formats suitable for re-use”. It went so far to suggest “secure online voting should be 

an option for all voters”.9  

 

DOES COMPULSORY VOTING HELP CONNECT TO THE 

COMMUNITY? 

Australia is one of only twenty-nine countries where voting is compulsory. Countries 

without compulsory voting still have a strong focus on engagement and education 

activities. Indeed, one could argue that they need it more. 

The benefit of compulsory voting is that it is a great equaliser, ensuring constituents 

are connected to Parliament and the democratic process. Political systems with high 

levels of participation are also considered more representative of the electorate. 10 

While the statistics indicate a healthy voter involvement on polling day, how do we 

measure how engaged our voters are? 

In countries where voting isn’t compulsory, it is quite clear whether the people are 

engaged in the process or disillusioned based on voter turnout.11 Whereas in 

Australia, where it is a fineable offence to not vote, what we see is an increase in 

both support for minor parties12 and rates of informal voting. 13 

Are informal votes the product of apathy, alienation, confusion or all of the above? 

Research has suggested that ‘blank’ ballots are reflective of apathetic voters but that 

the most common form of informal votes are invalid votes, ballot papers which have 

not been filled in correctly. This raises the question, are voters casting invalid votes 

on purpose, or is it more likely that these ballots result from language barriers and a 

misunderstanding of our preferential voting system?14 

 

 

 
9 R Kelly and C Bochel, Parliament’s engagement with the public, Briefing paper No 8279, 6 April 2018, 6. 
10 A Pracilio, quoting McAllister 1999 ‘Compulsory voting – Does it keep the community at large more 
connected? Have First World countries forgotten the value of the vote?’, Research Paper, Edith Cowan 
University, 28 November 2012, 7.  
11 J Ajaka, ‘Re-engaging the disengaged: Why Parliamentary education and community engagement is core 
business’ Research paper, Parliament of NSW, 3 July 2017, 6. 
12 Ibid.  
13 A Pracilio, ‘Compulsory voting – Does it keep the community at large more connected? Have First World 
countries forgotten the value of the vote?’, Research Paper, Edith Cowan University, 28 November 2012, 7. 
14 Ibid.  



Overall, the case for compulsory voting resulting in a more engaged constituency is 

strong. Three major reports have been compiled on the subject in the UK and there 

are increasing calls for compulsory voting to be introduced in France and Canada.15 

Both the United Kingdom and United States have struggled in recent times with low 

voter turnout at the polls. In the UK, there has been a significant shift to “open the 

institution to citizens,” including strategies already implemented in Western 

Australian such as the creation of dedicated staff, whose roles are to engage the 

community and educate citizens on the parliamentary process.16  

As recently as 2018, the UK Parliament reviewed its engagement with the public.  

Such reviews have found that prior to the 2000s most engagement with Parliament 

was between MPs and their constituents, with little institutional support.  In 2004, the 

Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of Commons made 

recommendations on the citizenship curriculum, educational resources, outreach 

work, better welcoming visitors to Parliament, Standing Committees, petitions, and 

better use of the internet as a tool for wider communication.17  

It is heartening that Western Australia was early to adopt these strategies. As stated 

in the Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of Commons, “it serves no-

one if we make it difficult for voters to understand what their elected representatives 

are doing.” 18 

Finally, another quote from the report that stuck with me and leads to the next topic 

of this paper, “…impression is given that the House of Commons is a private club, 

run for the benefit of its Members, where members of the public are tolerated only on 

sufferance.” 19 

I know in Western Australia, and I’m sure in Parliaments around Australia, that we 

don’t want our constituents to feel like Parliament is home to a secret society, or an 

elite club, only interested in its own self-preservation. We were elected to represent 

and serve the people of WA, and I hope we reflect them, in all their diversity, as we 

do so.  

 

 

 

 
15 S Birch, Full participation – A comparative study of compulsory voting (Manchester University Press, 2009).  
16 C Leston-Bandeira, ‘Why symbolic representation frames parliamentary public engagement’ (2016) 18(2) 
The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 498-516. 
17 R Kelly and C Bochel Parliament’s engagement with the public Briefing paper No 8279 6 April 2018, 6. 
18 Ibid, 4. 
19 Ibid, 5-6.  



 

DIVERSITY OF MEMBERS OF WA PARLIAMENT AND NEW 

OPPORTUNITIES TO ENGAGE 

“You can’t be what you can’t see”.  

So said Marian Wright Edelman, founder and former president of the Children’s 

Defense Fund. 

Diversity in Australian politics has been part of the national conversation for years, 

whether it is race, gender, age or ability.20 WA’s Parliament continues to diversify 

and while there is always more that can be done to ensure we reflect our 

constituency, I feel there are new opportunities for engagement due to the diversity 

of our members.  

At the Western Australian State Election in March 2021, a record number of women 

were elected. Since 1921, 114 women have been elected to WA’s Parliament.  

Fittingly, the 100th -114th women members entered Parliament in the centenary year 

of the election of Edith Cowan, the very first.   

Forty-four per cent of WA’s Parliament is female. This is largely due to the affirmative 

action policies of the Governing WA Labor Party.  

We welcomed WA’s first Aboriginal Member of the Legislative Council, Hon. Rosetta 

Sahanna MLC, and the first member of African descent, Hon. Ayor Chuot MLC. 

In recent years an increasing number of LGBTIQ+ Western Australians have been 

elected to Parliament.  

We have many Members who were born overseas, speak a second language or 

have significant ancestry and ties to other countries. Since 1870, WA has had MPs 

born in more than 20 different countries.21  

The apathy of young constituents poses a serious challenge for Parliaments and 

parliamentarians. However, the increased election of younger representatives at all 

levels of Government gives me hope for better engaging a new generation of voters.  

We have a broad spectrum of ages represented in WA Parliament. Several of our 

members were elected before they were 30 and today ages of our caucus range 

from the 30s to 70s.   

At a local government level, WA has seen an increase in young adults being elected 

to local government councils. This month, 19-year-old Amy Astill was elected to the 

City of Kalgoorlie-Boulder Council. In my constituency, 24-year-old Mikayla Love 

 
20 Osmond Chiu, ‘Australian politics should be as diverse as its people’, The Lowy Institute, (web page, 23 
March 2021), <www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/australian-politics-should-be-diverse-its-people>. 
21 Parliamentary Library of WA, ‘Cultural Diversity of Western Australian MPs’ (Fact Sheet, Parliamentary 
Library of WA, Parliament of WA, 2019). 



became a City of Busselton councillor, 26-year-old Doug Kitchen was named 

President of the Shire of Capel and 30-year-old Jaysen De San Miguel became the 

City of Bunbury’s youngest mayor.22 

Diversity is important, not only does it mean we reflect the population we represent 

but it helps us shape policies which impact the respective groups.23 Besides that, 

there is also the message it sends to our community, to our youth, to see people like 

them, that they can relate to, in Parliament. Osmond Chiu sums it up well with the 

following, “there is a powerful symbolism in improved political representation. It may 

sound trite, but you can’t be what you cannot see. Role models create a sense of 

viability – which matters because it encourages others to aim higher, and it elevates 

voices that will enable Australia as a country to move beyond the simplistic and one-

dimensional conversations about race.” 24 

 

There is still much work to be done. However, the WA Parliament, more than ever, 

reflects the 2.7 million people of this State, and I am excited to see that diversity 

harnessed during the forty-first Parliament to engage our community more fully in 

their democracy.  

 

CONCLUSION  

The Parliament of Western Australia uses tried and tested methods and innovative 

ideas to connect to the community. 

The Parliamentary Education Program offers interesting and interactive initiatives for 

students and educators. 

The challenge Parliament faces is how to continue to engage and educate our 

community as voting demographics change?  

How do we capture the attention of those who have become apathetic to the political 

process, find it outdated or simply don’t understand it? 

Western Australia’s democracy is safeguarded by compulsory voting. Electors will 

continue to come out on election day either because they want to or have to but 

 
22 Z Keenan, E Honeybone, M Snow, ‘Young councillors shake up local governments in regional Western 
Australia’, ABC News, article, 19 October 2021 www.abc.net.au/news/2021-10-19/wa-youth-get-involved-in-
local-government/100550348. 
23 D Le and K Calvey, ‘Cultural diversity in Politics and Media Will Create National Prosperity’, Disruptive Asia, 
article, 2017, <disruptiveasia.asiasociety.org/cultural-diversity-in-politics-and-media-will-create-national-
prosperity>. 
24 Osmond Chiu, ‘Australian politics should be as diverse as its people’, The Lowy Institute, (web page, 23 
March 2021), <www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/australian-politics-should-be-diverse-its-people>. 

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-10-19/wa-youth-get-involved-in-local-government/100550348
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-10-19/wa-youth-get-involved-in-local-government/100550348


connecting with communities and engaging our constituents will be an ongoing task 

for Parliament. 

Never have we been better placed to meet the challenge. We must embrace the 

opportunities presented by new technology and use the hard-won diversity of the 

present Parliament to show all Western Australians that it is a place where their 

voices can be heard.  

Based on what is currently being done by the Parliament of WA, and the readiness 

to adapt to changing landscapes, I am confident in its efforts to engage, educate and 

connect with the people of WA into the future.  
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