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It was a privilege to be a delegate at the inaugural CPA Advanced Parliamentary Residency 
Programme at the Parliament of New South Wales. Thirty-two delegates from nine different 
Commonwealth countries gathered in Sydney for a 5-day programme where we had the 
opportunity to refine our day-to-day Parliamentary skills in legislating, scrutinising and 
advocating. In essence, we were there to refine our understanding of our own place in the 
complex workings of a Parliament - in the mechanics of the process - and to better perform 
our functions as elected officials representing our constituents. We explored different facets 
of the parliamentary process and tested the application of our skills in the chamber, out in 
the community and in a committee room.  

 
“Knowledge is the mother of wisdom and virtue.”  

 
This was the message on the stain-glass ceiling of the library in the Parliament of NSW, where 
the majority of the programme-content took place. Many of the delegates were new MPs 
from diverse career backgrounds, and like me, were determined to increase their knowledge 
of the parliamentary system in order to better understand their place in it. Unlike in many 
other occupations, professional development is not mandatory for MPs. The consensus both 
at the beginning and end of this programme, was just how necessary it was for MPs to take 
the time to understand the intricacies of the political processes in order to better perform 
efficiently - and confidently - in what, at first, can seem like a daunting and overwhelmingly 
complex and arcane institution.   

 
This programme proved to be invaluable to all the delegates as it allowed us to expand our 
knowledge by hearing from experienced mentors, as well as an incredibly diverse group of 
Members of Parliament from across the political spectrum. I believe one of the main benefits 
to me personally was the fact that this selection of bi-partisan mentors and Members took 
the time to describe their own personal and collective experiences which were common to 
all of us and separate from the normal rough-and-tumble of the Parliamentary divide. Both 
government and opposition members were completely open to sharing their experiences 
from their own Parliaments and constituencies. We were therefore able to learn from each 
other’s unique set of issues and help each other identify practical solutions to the challenges 
we face. 

Each day of the programme was dedicated to a particular parliamentary function which will 
be outlined below.  

Day 1: Arrival and Welcome Reception  

Day 2: Setting the Scene - How to be an effective Parliamentarian in the 21st Century 

On Day Two, following the traditional and very moving Smoking Ceremony, we had an in-
depth opportunity to work with a mentor in small groups to examine key parliamentary 
topics.  

• Legislative Drafting 

The Hon. Kevin Andrews was our mentor for the Legislative Drafting session, and we 
brainstormed some of the barriers MPs face when introducing a Private Members Bill. Two 



reasons that were discussed why a member may be reluctant to introduce a bill included: 
inertia (always a reason not to do something – time of an election, ego of other members, 
what if it is not popular? etc.) and inexperience (in the mechanics of constructing and drafting 
legislation). Delegates were encouraged to build consensus and bipartisan support, as well as 
be both confident and persistent, when approaching the possibility of introducing legislation 
by simply knowing the ‘stuff and substance’ of the Subject of the proposal intimately.  

• Ethics and Standards 

The Hon. Leslie Williams posed the question: “What are some of the contemporary issues in 
standards and ethics in parliament today - and how can they be best upheld?” In our small 
group we first openly discussed the myriad of ways in which a Parliamentarian could be 
exposed to- and compromised-by breaches of established Ethics and Standards. The 
participants were then encouraged to propose ways that standards and ethics can be upheld 
and strengthened in order to avoid mistaken breaches or circumvent established ethics 
rules.  Some of our examples included clear definitions of Separation of Powers, 
empowerment of Ethics Committees, Disclosure of information to media, the structures and 
remits of independent inquiries, Code of conduct re: bribery, gifts, declarations in interests, 
etc. ICAC - an external body to be able to do investigations, Suspensions, Appoint by merit not 
patronage, and Ministerial Code of Conduct. It was interesting to note that in Western Cape 
in South Africa, the parliamentary research officer is appointed by the party, therefore there 
is no well-defined separation of powers.  

• Research and Information Gathering 
 
The Hon. John Ajaka went over the various ways parliamentarians can get access to 
information.  

o Library through staff 
o Internet/ Databases 
o Parliamentary committees 
o Newspapers  
o Hansard 
o Pressure and Lobby Groups  
o Human Rights Commission 
o Lay Committees outside the parliament  
o Site visits 
o Travel to other parliaments, jurisdictions  

 

• Parliamentary Procedure (Standing Orders) 

We heard from the Hon. Kate Doust on the importance of familiarising ourselves with the 
Standing Orders. It was illuminating to hear how the structures and format of Standing Orders 
differed across different jurisdictions. The sometimes outwardly arcane Standing Orders can 
be our “Best friend or worst enemy” – “Protector or attacker.” However, it was underlined to 
myself and the new members that it was only through the understanding and respect for such 
Standing orders that any Parliamentary body can operate and function efficiently as a house 
of Democracy. As new MPs we were encouraged to always seek advice on what a particular 



Standing Order means and to always have them with us in the chamber. They are our 
strongest tool, and it was suggested that we put tabs in our Standing Orders booklet for most 
frequently used Orders such as unparliamentary language, relevance and unanswered 
questions taken on notice.  

 
CHARACTERISTICS OF A GOOD PARLIAMENTARIAN - TIPS 

• Listen – can’t always solve the issue but hear what everyone has to say 
• Put aside an hour today just to think 
• Build good relationships on both sides of politics and with staff 
• Integrity – be honest and never tell a lie 
• Thick-skin – politics is a brutal game – don’t let things consume you 
• Spend time in opposition  
• Be respectful and decent – can achieve far more working with people than working against 

them 
• Retain your humanity  

 
Day 3: Legislative process 

In this module we considered 'best practice' in the legislative process through a series of 
activities and workshops.  

There was a Speech and Presentation masterclass, in which delegates learnt tips on how to 
prepare a speech. The day culminated in a mock second reading debate in the Legislative 
Assembly chamber on a bill related to plastics reduction. Each delegate prepared a 3-minute 
speech for the 2nd Reading of the Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Amendment 
(Plastics Reduction) 2021 Bill. The exercise provided an opportunity for us to hone important 
parliamentary skills like influence and negotiation, presentation, subject-matter knowledge, 
scrutiny, teamwork, and understanding and interpretation of rules of procedure. 
 
Day 4: Outreach, Education and Advocacy  
 
How can parliamentarians build effective partnerships and gain the support they need to 
achieve real and sustainable change? 
  
A key part of any parliamentarian's work is going out into the community and meeting with 
stakeholders and constituents. The session began by examining the representative function 
of a parliamentarian and how parliamentarians bring the people into parliament as both 
representatives and delegates. In the digital age, it is essential for parliamentarians to get 
their message out into the community so we also looked at how the media can be used as a 
powerful mechanism to reach out and learn.  
 
On-site visits are important for MPs to gain a proper understanding of an issue and engage 
with all stakeholders. As well as normal day-to-day interactions with Constituents, it is 
important for MPs to meet with other stakeholders in the wider community including 
business owners and employers. Many Bills put before the House concern the regulation of 
local businesses in terms of taxation, Health and safety regulations and Employment Law. 
However, these larger business enterprises and industries greatly contribute to the overall 
wealth of the State. It is therefore beneficial for MPs to familiarise themselves with these 



larger enterprises outside their own constituency to gain some insight into how they 
contribute to the greater, state-wide community and, importantly, get first-hand 
understanding of what they actually do. How they contribute in terms of job-creation, skills 
and educational requirements and any number of diverse impacts on the Community as a 
whole.     
 
Delegates had the opportunity to don the High-Vis at the VISY Recycling Material Recovery 
Facility in Smithfield, which is a global leader in packaging and resource recovery and has been 
a pioneer in sustainability since its inception. We then had to apply our learnings from this 
visit during a series of workshops the next day focussed on scrutiny and oversight. 
 
Day 5: Scrutiny, Accountability and Oversight 

On the final day, Delegates examined the work of Parliamentary Committees and their 
effectiveness in the oversight and scrutiny process in questioning anyone ranging from, in our 
workshop working example, business executives, subject-matter expert witnesses and 
members of the Public. During mock committee hearings with real-life experts, we explored 
how to structure an effective, procedurally correct question in order to get the information 
we are seeking. This enabled us to grasp the actual construction of Questions in order to elicit 
the maximum amount of information with minimal wiggle-room for obfuscation from those 
under the scrutiny of a committee.  

Therefore, this final module emphasised that the Parliamentary Committee system offers one 
of the most effective mechanisms to research information on any subject before it, and to 
scrutinise and hold the witnesses called before it to account. The evidence we gathered in our 
mock-hearings was then used to formulate a series of recommendations which could then be 
considered for implementation as a Bill to put before the House. We were also introduced to 
the defined legal boundaries of a Parliamentary Committee to avoid the possibility of over-
reach and breaches of the legal rights of witnesses. As such, this module defined the power 
of the Committee structure to call in members of both the public and, importantly, members 
of government.  

 
Summary:  
 
This programme was an excellent and wide-ranging introduction into the structures and 
workings of a functioning Parliament. As a primer for new MPs to any Parliamentary 
institution it was invaluable for dispelling any misunderstanding of the ground-rules for 
Members behaviour in the House and to improve their understanding of the functions, 
influence and remit of a number Committees. I particularly appreciated the dynamics of 
meeting with a mix of members of the opposition and a number of members from overseas 
Parliaments. This allowed for a free exchange of opinions and diverse experiences which 
served to highlight the fact that the many of our own trepidations are, in fact, common to ALL 
newly elected members. This programme teaches new members how to work efficiently and 
effectively with the necessary ‘tools’ at their disposal - and offered an 
enlightening introduction to the intricate mechanisms which allows the institution of a 
democratic Parliament to function - and to the full benefit of our Constituents who sent us 
there.  


