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Introduction 

The Commonwealth Parliamentary Association provides coaching and professional development to 

members of parliament across the Commonwealth, building the confidence and capacity of its 

members across the political spectrum and thereby strengthening the institution of parliamentary 

democracy.  

On 23rd May 2021, I attended the CPA Residency Program Sydney Australia, which had a core 

program of three business days (with additional time for other activities) covering a wide range of 

useful topics for parliamentarians.  This was presented in the form of lectures, coaching, Q&A, 

workshops and a fieldtrip which was provided as part of case study for debate and committee 

practice sessions. 

The Residency Program was very much a hands-on process, enabling parliamentarians to gain 

experience in debate, committee work and other parliamentary activities.   

At least 14 different Commonwealth jurisdictions, including subnational jurisdictions were 

represented at the residency program and this provided an excellent opportunity to build 

relationships with parliamentary colleagues across the globe.  This was, in my view the most useful 

aspect of the program insofar as it gave me firsthand insight to some of the challenges and 

opportunities in other jurisdictions, putting my own jurisdictional arrangements in stark contrast. 

The focus of this professional development was on governance and standards providing excellent 

insight into the similarities based on our common heritage.  It also provided an opportunity for me 

as a new member of Parliament (having entered the Western Australian Parliament in May 2021) to 

better understand the range of experiences across other jurisdictions. 

This is particularly useful for me as I represent a jurisdiction which is abnormal insofar as the last 

election gave an unprecedented vote for the ruling Labor Party and the primary vote for the Liberal 

Party (which I am a member) is not in anyway reflected in the representation in the Legislative 

Assembly – meaning there is additional responsibility on members if effective Opposition is to be 

delivered.    

I am not working in a normal parliamentary environment.  Far from it.  As a member of the second 

party only 9 members of Parliament in both houses noting this represents 9.4% of the 

parliamentarians when the party received between 21% and 18% of the primary vote in the 

Assembly and Council respectively. 

The networking and coaching are recommended to all who work in a range of different 

environments but face the same fundamental challenges – seeking to uphold the common principles 

of good governance and liberal democracy.  

 



 

Pre-requisite Online Training 

The CPA required, as a prerequisite for attendance at the Academy, the completion of an Induction 

for new parliamentarians which is a course available online. This is a common sense and readily 

accessible process which I completed prior to my attendance – setting the tone of further learning. 

General Observations from Networking 

As a new parliamentarian representing the Opposition, I went into the residency program with, I 

confess, some small cynicism about its likely value.  We are all extremely busy, with the 

parliamentary of electorate workload to put aside so much time into travel (for me this was from 

Broome to Sydney) and return to an important local event on the same week after the event 

finished.  

However, over the course of the Academy I felt the learnings gained – and especially the confidence 

gained through networking and sharing with others who had varied backgrounds both in 

Government and in Opposition, led me to conclude the program was a highly valuable experience. 

In Western Australia, the ruling party has of course taken full advantage of this with unprecedented 

changes to the Legislative Council’s Standing Orders.  I refer specifically to recent provisions which 

allow for bills to be declared urgent bills and enabling the Minister introducing the bill to set 

speaking times with no restraint upon that Minister to the length of that speaking time.   While 

attending the Academy and talking to other parliamentarians, I found no other jurisdiction that has 

such corrosive provisions in place.   Urgent Bill provisions exist in other jurisdictions, but these only 

establish priorities around scheduling.  To be fair on the Western Australian ruling party, it was 

noted that not all Commonwealth jurisdictions were present at the meeting. 

It does raise the interesting and serious question however, if Western Australia were ranked 

internationally, as to where it would sit in the rankings of accountability.  The vital work by Freedom 

House (and similar organisations) does not include assessment of subnational rankings and I would 

suggest objective research comparing national and subnational parliaments by the CPA might be in 

order. 

Other Aspects of the Academy 

The Academy attempted to provide as real and respectful groups for learning including coaching: 

i) Legislatively Process including 

a. Parliamentary debate – using a real-world bill and an opportunity to trial debate in 

the chamber of the NSW parliament, this was taken on by all members with a 

considerable degree of enjoyment and encouragement from the participants 

b. Committee management – coaching focussed on incisive questioning of the Case 

Study Bill, the ‘Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Amendment (Plastics 

Reduction) Bill 2021’ which had been considered by the NSW Parliament.   

i. Coaching focussed initially on developing incisive questions (who, how, 

what, when type questions) enabling better understanding of the impacts of 

the bill on a range of stakeholders, better understanding of implementation 

processes and impacts, and having the effect of preparing the team in their 

questioning of ‘real world’ witnesses 



ii. Learnings were then underscored with a ‘mock’ committee hearing which 

was managed with the greatest degree of dignity and seriousness by a Chair 

selected from the participants (in this case a Chair from an African 

subnational jurisdiction) 

iii. My observation of Commonwealth colleagues conduct within the scope of 

the ‘mock’ committee was impressive and encouraging – providing me 

guidance on behaviours and conduct for my own work in the WA setting – 

noting I have never experienced any other setting but one where I am the 

sole Opposition or cross bench member in a committee.   

c. The management of bills with coaching on how to prepare questions on a Bill.  This 

was particularly helpful given the pressures to prepare for the Committee-as-a-

Whole on a number of Bills where I am the lead speaker or have a key role.  The 

thorough interrogation of Bills is important if the community is to be properly 

informed of potential unintended or intended consequences of new laws.   Whilst 

the 41st Parliament of the Council has not successfully seen major amendments 

passed as result of interrogation, the process of interrogation remains important for 

future reference.  

ii) Scrutiny, Accountability and Oversight 

a. Valued contributions from eminent persons and experienced politicians including 

Western Australia’s own Hon Kate Doust MLC who has experienced firsthand the 

challenge of managing the integrity of her important parliamentary position – 

experience that can only hold her in good standing and respect across the Globe. 

iii) Representation, Advocacy and Education 

a. Instructional lectures were provided by experienced and eminent persons providing 

useful tips on how a parliamentarian can most effectively operate.  

b. The instructional components of sessions related to this stream where sympathetic 

to the online training as an induction to new parliamentarians. 

c. These sessions enable sharing of personal experiences and challenges along with 

Q&A from those coaching the sessions 

d. Different opinions were expressed, with one conservative former member of 

parliament outlining his view and another (from the other side of politics) providing 

a very different take on the same matter – that being whether the Australian 

plebiscite into same sex marriage was an exercise in democracy or an exercise which 

abrogating the responsibility of government.  The debate was I think instructive to 

those in the room insofar as it demonstrated there is no one correct answer – even 

for the most fundamental things as running a plebiscite on a matter in the public 

interest. 

 

 

 

 

 

The valued contribution of the distinguished participants, was greatly appreciated, including from 

National and subnational assemblies of: 



• Malaysia 

• Belize 

• South Africa 

• Tanzania 

• Pakistan 

• Australia 

• Some Pacific Island nations 

• Several Caribbean Island nations 

It is through this process, that I have made ongoing and affirming contacts beyond WA’s border! 

(NB: apologies for missing any nations or regions that are not listed) 

The experience gave me considerable heart to see how the influence of the Commonwealth 

(through institutions such as the CPA) provides a measure of protection to the fundamental rights to 

citizens within the member jurisdictions. 

It is times like these, when the world in facing greater uncertainty and we are seeing a general 

erosion in the standards of governance with a threat to democracy, that the role of the CPA is 

highlighted.  The unique role of the Commonwealth should also be highlighted because of its lasting 

legacy on nations with a common heritage, with the origins of democracy, the development of 

parliamentary authority and the evolution of a more inclusive parliamentary representation – work 

which is ongoing and important today. 


