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CHAPTER SIX 

AUSTRALIA, INDIA AND 
THE JOINT VENTURE – 1980-1986

With five Conferences to his credit, Prince Philip knew the question wasn’t if or when
there would be a sixth; it was where? The sixth Conference, assuming it would be staged
in the same six-year interval, would come in 1986 and mark the 30th anniversary of the
very first one at Oxford. As with the 1974 Conference, there was discreet but growing
pressure to consider moving 1986 to an industrializing country. At the same time, however,
a pattern had been established – UK, Canada, Australia – and it was tempting to stick to
it, particularly because Australia, whose “turn” it was, was keen to go.

The Duke met Donald Malcolmson in Melbourne on May 29, 1980 – during an official
visit to Australia while the Canadian Conference was still ongoing – to discuss possible
arrangements for a sixth. A memo prepared for the meeting expressed the view that
“continuing with this six-years’ cycle, it is believed that satisfactory arrangements could
be made to hold the sixth of these Conferences in Australia in 1986.” The memo raised
the possibility of changing the timing to 1988 to coincide with the Australian Bicentennial
that year, when “a greater degree of government support is likely.” The same paper noted,
however, that “this is not strongly favoured.” Organisers went so far as to propose a theme,
A Nation and its People at Work, covering the “impact of the changing structure of 
society on the industrial development of Australia.” The memo also expressed confidence
that “a substantial part of the secretariat and a number of other administrative services
could be provided from within Government” and suggested a budget “likely to be well
over $500,000 (Aus).”

That same summer, a continent away, others had different ideas. Faiz Jasdanwalla, 
a senior executive in the Bombay-based Tata Group and a member in 1962, wrote to
Lloyd Hemsworth, executive director of the 1980 Conference in Canada. Jasdanwalla
was organizing a reunion of Indian Conference members where he planned to “sound
the idea of India hosting the Conference to some of the leading industrialists in India.”
In response, Hemsworth sent the financial statements for the 1980 Conference, showing 
a total Conference cost of $1.557 million (Cdn), along with this encouraging note: 
“We circulated questionnaires to members at the conclusion of the Conference largely
with a view to obtaining suggestions for future Conferences. India was suggested by
many as a preferable site for 1986.”

It appeared that Australia and India were set to collide. But at a debriefing meeting in
London on November 21-22, 1980, for UK members who had attended the Canadian
conference, Betty Sharp prepared a memo which offered an intriguing solution to the
looming impasse for 1986. She phrased her paper in the same stark terms she used in 
the mid-1970s when she raised the earlier setbacks in India and the Caribbean to get 
the Canadian alumni moving.

“There are three options,” Sharp wrote in her no-nonsense way. “Australia solo; 
Third-World country solo; or joint venture Australia/Third-World country, this latter
option being a strategy for bridging the gap. A move for more Third-World involvement
is seen as desirable since Study Conferences should not become ‘rich men’s clubs’; indeed
it was thought that the 1980 quota of places to Third-World countries might have been
bigger. The strong case for Australia rests on their desire to run it. No country should
have a Conference ‘imposed’ on it; it must feel committed to the task.” 

After noting it unlikely that any developing economy would finance a Conference 
unaided, and that the current worldwide economic recession might make it a better 
idea to defer a developing economy Conference to 1992, Sharp addressed the notion 
of a joint venture. “Some feel that the reporting back might be a ‘non-event’ if different
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approval. This may well have had rather a restricting influence on the trustees and
organizing councils which would obviously be removed if I ceased or was not able 
to take a personal interest in their organisation.” He suggested the idea of working
“towards a more structured governing council with full authority and responsibility 
for future Conferences. In this case, it would seem to be inappropriate to describe them
as The Duke of Edinburgh’s Conferences. As far as my personal feelings are concerned 
I am far more concerned that the Conferences should continue to be of value than that
they should retain my name in the title.”

The minutes of a meeting of trustees the following month do not go into detail about
their reaction to this last point. However, the trustees did say they were in “total agreement”
with the views expressed by one of them about “the vital and essential role of Prince
Philip.” Confidential briefing notes for Guinness, prepared by Betty Sharp on August 18
in advance of a meeting between the Duke and Malcolmson, noted that “Prince Philip’s
leadership and in due course that of another member of the Royal Family is vital.

“There would appear to be no doubt,” she advised, “that Prince Philip sees himself 
as Conference President in 1986 (vide his agreement to two openings – India and
Australia). Indeed he might preside in 1992 (Roland Michener did a splendid job in
Canada in 1980 at the age of 80!). We must however be satisfied that 1992 will be
under the right auspices.”

The briefing note observed that the Study Conferences bolstered the Queen’s effectiveness
as Head of the Commonwealth and “we are therefore sincerely convinced that if led by
a member of the Royal Family they help to support the Head of the Commonwealth in
her demanding task. We do believe that in the absence of such leadership the Conferences
will peter out in a few years and the 1986 Conference might well become a valedictory
event not a step towards a new future. 

“At the personal level, perhaps Prince Philip has not been able to judge the enormous
impact of his exceptional ability, vast knowledge of men and events, and challenging
ideas … there is no question that everybody wants Prince Philip and only Prince Philip
for as long as possible. But the time will come for ‘handing on the baton’ and we do
therefore wonder whether he might choose the time to bring with him to a Conference
whichever member of the next generation he might have in mind as his successor to ‘get
the feel’ of this demanding assignment. It may be premature for him to decide whom his
successor should be; but we hope to persuade him that an eventual successor from the
Royal Family is essential if the Study Conferences are to survive.”

If the Duke of Edinburgh harboured thoughts of retirement, circumstances were to push
him in another direction. Barely two months after he broached in writing the idea that
he was considering life after the Conferences, a letter dated September 4, 1981, arrived
at Buckingham Palace from the Rt. Hon. Edward Schreyer, Governor General of Canada.
Schreyer advised that some Canadian alumni were working to create an “interim” all-
Canada Conference for 1983 “and plan to repeat this event on a regular basis.” The
idea, he wrote, was to “set up an organisation here in Canada with the dual objectives
of organizing a series of Canadian Conferences and supporting the Commonwealth
Conference as the need arises.”

Prince Philip wrote in reply on September 21 that he was “delighted” at the news. There
were “only two rules which I have tried to apply to all these Conferences,” he offered.
“Don’t have them too often. I would say that once every two or three years is enough
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groups are reporting back on totally different countries and cultures. On the other hand,
as pointed out by [Treasurer] Sir Anthony Burney, if a common theme were to be carefully
chosen, the groups would then be reporting on one subject from different standpoints.
Such a theme might be ‘communication within industrial societies’.” Sharp concluded
that that any partnership should be with a country in Southeast Asia such as India,
Malaysia, or Singapore.

In a meeting at Government House in Melbourne on March 27, 1981, Prince Philip told
Malcolmson that he was “now clearly of the opinion that India is not in a position to
organize a full Conference in 1986. This was based,” according to Malcolmson’s notes
of the meeting, “on the lack of response from both the Indians who attended the 1980
Conference and from the soundings made at senior levels in India by individual Trustees.
[The Duke] is now keen to develop the idea of a ‘hybrid’ Conference and to involve
some of the newer Commonwealth countries as well as some of the older members as 
a first step towards the future Conferences being solely in a newer country.”

The idea of a joint-venture Conference took on greater momentum – and Prince Philip’s
“hybrid” came into more current usage – at a meeting of the trustees on June 29, 1981.
Writing to Prince Philip on July 9 about that meeting, Edward Guinness reported on
plans for the hybrid.

“Australia, Canada, and ourselves are united in the desirability of working towards the
involvement of one of the Third-World Commonwealth countries in future Conferences
and as India, from our most recent soundings, seems to offer the greatest potential to
becoming host country, we felt that the Indians should be invited to take part in a hybrid
Conference in 1986, when perhaps three or four study groups would operate in the
Bombay, Bangalore, and Madras areas for approximately 10 days prior to joining the
main Conference in Australia for the concluding period.” 

The minutes of the meeting reveal that the trustees believed it essential that Australia’s
partner for this hybrid be “a country which might be host in 1992. In light of evidence
… that the Bombay Chamber of Commerce had expressed a wish for involvement, 
it was decided to support a plan that India be invited to have a share in the 1986
Conference.” (The record also shows the trustees were sensitive to the language of the
meeting: “It was agreed that the term ‘hybrid’ was a convenient shorthand word for 
discussion among ourselves but should be avoided when communicating externally.”)

Prince Philip wrote back on July 16 that, “The answer is ‘yes’ to the hybrid idea with
India as host for a number of study groups.” The Duke also made the case, however, 
for at least one study group to be held in each of Singapore and Hong Kong because
these “would at least demonstrate that non-European communities are not inevitably
‘Third World’.” However, the Duke acknowledged the tremendous costs involved and
the idea was allowed to wither.

Prince Philip had turned 60 the previous month and now he began to cast an eye beyond
the 1986 Conference. “The Conferences are now sufficiently well established with a 
sufficiently strong body of ‘old boys’ for them to get along perfectly well without me,”
he wrote in the same letter to Guiness. “In fact if they continue it won’t be all that long
before they will have to get along without me.” 

He noted that the Conference’s official name was “The Duke of Edinburgh’s Commonwealth
Study Conference” so he was “concerned that what is done in my name should have my

1986 Conference

Theme: Managing Change 
in an Industrial Society 

Dates: May 9-29, 1986

300 Members from 36 Countries.

Australia in 1986

Population: 16.0 million

Prime Minister: Robert Hawke

Inflation stands at 10%

No. 1 Song as the Conference
Opens: Rock Me Amadeus
(Falco)

Neville Wran resigns as 
Premier of New South Wales
and is replaced by Barry
Unsworth, a Commonwealth
Study Conference alumnus.

The World in 1986

Swedish Prime Minister 
Olof Palme shot to death 
as he leaves a cinema 
in central Stockholm.

Major nuclear accident at
Chernobyl power station 
in Soviet Union.

Desmond Tutu becomes first
black to lead the Anglican
Church in South Africa.

Space mission of the U.S.
Challenger ends after 73 seconds
on January 28, as the solid-fuel
boosters explode; all eight 
astronauts are killed.

Members at the opening sessions
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Meanwhile, Prince Philip met on November 25, 1983, in Bombay with Minoo Mody
and Mody’s Conference executive committee. In a letter to Guinness five days later, the
Duke reported that the Indians had fashioned an executive committee and were in the
process of selecting a Council.

Mody, CEO of the Tata conglomerate, controlled a business empire whose size dwarfed
that of many corporations in the developed world. His contacts and resources gave the
Conference instant heft in India. He appeared to be a sure bet to help steward the 1992
Conference for India.

In his letter, Prince Philip demonstrates an easy grasp of the finer organisational points;
he reports having urged the Indians to appoint Programme and Study Tour committees
as soon as possible and get the government involved in the Membership Selection Committee
“so that its decisions did not have to be referred to the government for confirmation.” When
the Indians suggested four study groups to Bombay and one each to Poona and Madras,
Prince Philip suggested that “four in Bombay was too many and that they should consider
sending at least one to Bangalore.”

In February of 1984, the Australians chose as their executive director Gary Hughes, a
senior executive with Mount Isa Mines in Queensland. Hughes was to take up his duties
the following month, when he would meet Canada’s Malcolm Metcalfe in Australia for
a briefing on the Conference. Hughes recalled in 2005 what he found when he arrived
on the job.

“One thing that I recognized when I got involved was that there was no structure, there
was no organisation. There were no records to speak of and there’s been 18 years since
it has occurred in Australia. So there was no continuity. I think I had a bank account
somewhere that had a few thousand dollars in it. There were some notes from Betty
Sharp, fairly detailed notes of some of the past conference experiences. And then very
early in the piece Malcolm Metcalfe came out [from Canada] for a week and he brought
a whole lot of knowledge about running conferences and what they were all about so 
I picked up the threads pretty quickly from him.”

If there were liabilities, Hughes recalled, there were exceptional assets, too. “We had 
a very strong executive committee. Eric Neal’s principal role was that he had wonderful
contacts throughout the business and government community. And he could get Australia’s
leading businessmen onto the committee. That opened up the corporate doors for us. 
We had probably the world’s champion fund raiser in Sir Lawrence Muir,” then director
with the Australia and New Zealand Banking Group Ltd.

While Australia stepped up its preparations, Guinness showed Prince Philip that he, too,
had been musing about the future. In September 1984, he wrote the Duke that he was
preparing to retire from his job and wished also to resign as Chairman of the UK
Trustees after the 1986 Conference. He proposed Robin Paul, a member of the 1974
Conference and vice-chairman of a division of ICI.

The Duke wrote back that he understood Guinness’s decision and expressed the view
that as “the next Conference … is a fairly major departure from the previous pattern it
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for national conferences. As you know the Commonwealth Conferences seem to happen
every six years. [And] don’t allow any resolutions to be debated. I suspect that one of the
factors in the success of the Commonwealth Conferences is that members report what
they have seen and learnt and not what they believe others should be doing.”

The Canadians wasted no time; in a progress report to Buckingham Palace on February
16, 1982, they were able to report that they had opened an office and chosen dates for
the first-ever “Governor General’s Canadian Study Conference.”

Meanwhile, it looked like Betty Sharp’s succession strategy had paid off. On February
26, 1982, the Duke of Kent, cousin to Prince Philip and aged just 46, was elected
Trustee. The Duke of Kent was also scheduled to represent Prince Philip in July 1983 
at an interim Conference at Salford University organised by alumni in the North 
of England.

However, Prince Philip hadn’t accepted his gold watch just yet. A fortnight later, he
wrote Guinness about his March 5 lunch in Bombay to discuss India’s participation in
1986. There were some details remaining to be ironed out, the Duke advised, but “the
main thing is that the Indians are genuinely keen and appear wholly capable.” The Duke
was right; Guinness replied on March 19 that many of the details that had arisen at the
March 5 lunch in Bombay had been resolved.

In December 1982, Prince Philip received another letter, from another Governor General,
about another proposal to effectively put off his plans to retire from the Conferences.
New Zealand’s Governor General Sir David Beattie wrote to say that alumni from his
country had banded together to organize a “New Zealand mini Conference in, perhaps,
January or February 1985,” to be followed by two or three study tours from the 1986
Conference in New Zealand. The Duke wrote back two weeks later in support of the
idea, although he warned that planning for Australia 1986 was probably “already fairly
far advanced.” He enclosed a message of support endorsing fully the objectives of the
New Zealand Study Conference Committee.

In January 1983, the Australian Conference got its Chairman of the Conference Council
when the Rt. Hon. Sir Zelman Cowen agreed to take up the post. Sir Zelman, an inter-
nationally respected constitutional lawyer, had been vice-chancellor of the University of
Queensland. Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser asked him in 1977 to become
Governor General after the sudden resignation of Sir John Kerr. Sir Zelman, who had
chronicled the life of Australia’s first Jewish Governor General, Sir Isaac Isaacs, had 
just become its second. His five-year term over in 1982, Sir Zelman was free to accept
the Conference appointment and lend the same gravitas to the enterprise that Vincent
Massey had done in 1962. Sir Eric Neal, the well-connected CEO of the Boral Group
and a member of the 1968 Conference in Australia, came aboard as Chairman of the
Executive Committee and was quickly able to recruit a very strong executive of leading
Australian business and trade union leaders. 

The Australian Conference received another boost on March 5, 1983, when Robert
Hawke, the trade unionist who had achieved attention at the 1962 Conference, led the
Labour Party to victory and became Prime Minister of the host country. Hawke threw
himself behind the Conference wholeheartedly, enlisting key civil servants and diplomats
to provide the enterprise with all kinds of assistance, up to and including money. “Having
had the benefit of participating in the 1962 conference, when the opportunity came 
within the Australian context to assist I thought I had an obligation to help,” Hawke
recalled in 2005.

Sir Zelman Cowen

Minoo Mody, Chairman of the
Executive Committee in India

Sir Eric Neal

Edward Guinness 
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laughter in your groups. Search for things you’ll do for the rest of your life. The future
of the world doesn’t depend on compassion: people are very compassionate anyway. The
future of the world depends on creating the wherewithal for compassion to work.”

The Conference opened May 9 in Bombay at the Tata Theatre, with the Duke joking
that he was tempted to recycle his inaugural address from the first Conference 30 years
earlier in Oxford. “And that is not as silly as it sounds, because in fact the views I had
put forward then are just as valid now as they were then.”

He then moved to explain the joint-venture approach, saying that “if you stop and think
about it, commercial and industrial processes are very similar, if not exactly the same, all
over the world. The whole point of these Conferences is to concentrate on the human
side of the urban industrial way of life … the Conference, as you know, is not intended
to produce answers. Its purpose is to give members a chance to ask questions and to
gain a broader understanding of the challenges which modern industrial communities
present to individuals and their families who are dependent upon them.”

Three days later, in Melbourne, Prince Philip gave a second inaugural address, this one
to the members gathered at Monash University. Somehow, he managed not to repeat his
words of 72 hours earlier in Bombay. In this speech, he talked about his visits to Canada
in the early 1950s, when he saw “something of the opening up of the iron ore deposits
in Labrador, aluminium smelting in Kitimat in northern British Columbia and gold and
uranium mining in the Northwest Territories.” These experiences, he said, awakened in
him curiosity about “the importance of the relationship between communities and the
industries which they serve.”

Citing the experience of the five previous Conferences, the Duke observed that “we
stumbled on the right idea because all the many study group reports, and I have listened
to a great many of them, suggested that their members experience much the same sort 
of awakening as I have. Indeed, there is evidence that the experience of a Conference
proved enough to change the outlook of many of the members and in some cases that 
it started them off on a completely different career.”

Thirty years later, Goolam Mohamedbhai, then a young engineering professor at the
University of Mauritius and later its Vice Chancellor, vividly recalled his impressions 
of the opening session at Monash University. “The first thing that struck me was the
international-ness of the whole thing, and the size of it. I knew it was going to be a 
big thing, but it’s only when you’re there that you really realize how international the
whole thing is. The size of it, the number of people that were around, and how the
whole thing was being managed. That took me by surprise.” 

Tom Barton, now the Minister for Employment, Training and Industrial Relations 
in Queensland, was then employed by the Trades and Labour Council of Queensland. 
A study group Chair in 1986, he also had vivid first impressions.
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has rather more spice of uncertainty.” Prince Philip added playfully: “Rather than tell
you in this letter how much your work for the development of the Conference idea is
appreciated, I will save it for a more public and embarrassing occasion.”

On November 27, Guinness wrote to trustees that Bob Hawke had been late sending
out letters to Commonwealth leaders officially announcing the Conference because of
the election scheduled for four days hence but “assuming he wins, [the letters] will be
sent out in mid-December to each Head of State in the Commonwealth asking each to
nominate a person who will be responsible for advertising the Conference within their
respective country.”

Hawke did win, and he did write letters, fulsome ones, about the Conference. “I have a
particular interest in this Conference not only as the Prime Minister of a host country
but also as a past conference member,” he wrote to Prime Minister David Lange of New
Zealand. “In this latter role I can attest to the value to be obtained from attendance at
Commonwealth Study Conferences [which] owe their origins and unique character to
the imagination and dedication of HRH The Prince Philip. Each Conference has been
enriched by the personal contribution of His Royal Highness.” 

On February 20, 1985, Prince Philip formally announced at St. James’s Palace that the
next Commonwealth Study Conference would be held May 10-30, 1986, in Australia
and India.

Another sign of this Conference’s unique character came in a note from Guinness to the
trustees on May 21, reporting on his meeting with Faiz Jasdanwalla, who was visiting
the UK. Jasdanwalla reported that Indian organisers “considered at length whether the
Communist-backed Trade Unions should be eligible for nominating potential members,
but they finally decided there should be no exclusion.” Jasdanwalla also reported that 
as the Universities would still be “up,” the 60 members touring India would be put up 
in company guest houses or hotels.

Sir Eric was able to report in a letter to trustees on November 29 that “fund raising is
proceeding extremely well and at this stage we have committed to us in cash or in kind
$1.25 million (Aus) and have no doubt at all of our ability to finance the Conference.”

Things continued to move well, with a proposal reaching the Duke in November 1985
to create a Commonwealth Study Conference Association, to be launched the following
year in Australia. The Duke was less than keen. In a note to an assistant, he wrote that
he was “rather reluctant as it will become another ‘obligation’. I’ll have to fade out of
these Conferences anyway before long,” wrote the Duke, then nearing his 65th birthday. 

Fading out was the last thing John Garnett had on his mind when he spoke to the UK
members gathered for a pre-conference briefing on May 7. Nick Sanders, one of those
members and a future trustee, took detailed notes of Garnett’s eloquent address: “You
can see problems at home much more clearly when you’re abroad. You’ll find unending

At the opening sessions
Opening address by Robert Hawke, 
Prime Minister of Australia
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of you are convinced, as I am, that there should be future Conferences, but I would only
say that I think it is unlikely that a decision as to either the place or the date of the next
Commonwealth Study Conference will be announced for some little while yet.”

“The thinking was,” Hughes recalled, “that the Duke of Kent would take over from 
Philip. That was the plan because everyone thought Kent was the young fellow and he
would take the baton. Of course it didn’t happen. But he gave a very good speech in 
the closing programme.”

Prince Philip’s zeal for the Conference is still readily apparent to the members from 1986.
Naina Lal Kidwai, now Deputy CEO of HSBC India and one of the world’s 50 most
important businesswomen according to the Wall Street Journal, recalled in a 2005 
interview: “One thing that stayed with me and clearly helped me in terms of my own
business interaction was Prince Philip’s amazing ability to remember a conversation he
had the previous day or remember a name. It was so subtly and cleverly done. It was
quite remarkable.” But there was more to it, Kidwai said. “There was the actual process
of connecting, which was for that short period when you had that interaction one to
one, even if you were standing around in a group. Prince Philip was engaged completely.
This wasn’t just sort of the eyes rolling around, looking over the shoulder for the next
person that came in. Just in terms of that ability or nicety of giving a person a moment
and doing it in a very concentrated and focused way was a tremendous learning and a
real study in contrast to a lot of people. It was a lesson I took very, very quickly back to
my workplace.” 

The summing-ups by the groups took novel forms in 1986: one staged a mock trial with
the audience as jury, another presented a play and a third delivered its report to the tune
of Australia’s real anthem, Waltzing Matilda. “Of course there was no video or those
computer-aided things that they have now,” Hughes said. “But they made the best of
what tools they had. And as a consequence, the closing presentations were not only
informative but very entertaining.”

Ramani Venkatramani, who attended as an Indian member and is now general manager
of the Australia Prudential Regulation Authority, expected a “mind-expanding experience.”
And he got it. “We went to rural properties in Victoria in Australia near Melbourne.
And there was a couple who were farmers. They impressed us most. They had an enormous
amount of common sense and intelligence. Many of us there were multi-national executives
and professionals with fairly high qualifications, but this couple could have taught the
whole lot of us a lot of things. I was personally impressed with how that native innocence
can still enhance your intelligence and how clever they were.”

After the Conference, Venkatramani was offered an assignment in Australia by his
Mumbai-based bank. He took it and when the assignment ended in 1996, he decided 
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“The feeling was a little daunting,” Barton recalled. “Three hundred people from all
around the world, men and women from all walks of life from all Commonwealth countries,
all with their own objectives and expectations, but most well out of their comfort zone,
and unsure of what to expect. It became clear immediately that some action was needed to
facilitate bonding of the Conference, and putting them at ease in these new surroundings. I
welcomed my group and we had a very open discussion about what to expect and what
we wanted from the Conference. We also addressed some more basic issues. Some had
arrived from tropical countries without warm clothes into Melbourne in May. It was
cold. Fortuitously my Group Secretary lived nearby and was able to take them and 
some members of other groups to purchase good low-cost warm clothes.”

Barton also remembers how members were treated to a football game and then to 
some traditional Australian hospitality. “Another group leader successfully took on 
the challenge of arranging twenty-five cartons of beer so they could get together in true
Australian tradition over a few beers after the footy when they got back to Monash
University. By the time they had enjoyed the football, roughed it in crowded buses, and
had a few beers together, friendships had been made, and the entire Conference was well
and truly bonded, and feeling very comfortable about being in Australia.”

At that football game, Barton remembered a female supporter of the Geelong Cats
[Australian Rules football team] in full Cats regalia stood up and shouted advice to 
the umpire about a decision and finished with the words: “I am confused, umpire.”

“From the back,” Barton said, up piped an “Indian voice which said: ‘She is confused?
She looks like a life-long supporter of the game! What about me?’”

During a tour of a building site by Study Group 8, the host advised members that,
“We’re not into building Taj Mahals.” Without missing a beat, Group 8’s Indian 
member, Swaraj Bansal, piped up: “No, but we are!” Barton recalled that this 
“brought the house down.” 

After the Melbourne opening session, the conference members in Australia were conveyed
to the capital in Canberra by very fast XPT train. The trip across state boundaries was
facilitated by two conference alumni: Prime Minister Bob Hawke and Barrie Unsworth,
Premier of New South Wales.

The study groups were brought back together two weeks later. The Conference closing
session included a boat cruise of Sydney Harbour which has become legendary in the
annals even of these Conferences for the prodigious quantity of champagne consumed
on board. Hughes the Executive Director said casually he couldn’t recall how much 
bubbly was consumed (the tour operator complained it was his year’s supply and there
were reports that some members missed their flights home as a result). Instead, Hughes
declared himself pleased that the Conference had ended with a surplus. “We ended up
with a $150,000 (Aus) surplus … The conference is so successful in identifying future
leaders that you end up with Conference members running big companies or being
Prime Ministers or Premiers or whatever and they had such a wonderful experience 
that they’re very happy to support it.”

The Duke of Kent, who three years earlier had become a trustee, delivered a “perspective”
at the closing dinner that many thought foreshadowed his stepping up to replace his older
cousin. Although he didn’t address the succession issue head-on, he spoke as a trustee
about the future. “I know from those of you to whom I have spoken that a great many 
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a lot of comparison or there aren’t a lot of comparable situations when you’re dealing
with the Third World and when you’re dealing with the developing world. I committed,
when I came back from India, that I would actually pursue my career in social services
and that having a strong social safety net and having available basic services in health
and education and so on is extraordinarily important to the health of the population,
and, if unevenly distributed, can have very significant consequences for people. So a
strong commitment to not just the running of a place, but working as a leader to do 
the best you can to run the place but also to influence policy in ways that are positive
for people.”

Walsh echoed the feelings of many others on the Indian study tours. “To begin with 
I was overwhelmed by India,” wrote Judith Evans. “I closed my mind to beggars that 
surrounded our bus every time it stopped… Then the warmth of the country, the welcome
of its people and the spirited challenged from my group members engaged me. 

“We came away from our first visit, having missed the fact that the tractor factory
works was on strike and resolved in future to probe beyond the PR responses of our
guide. I learnt that the population of India increased by the population of Australia
every year… We learnt that the only sustainable way of controlling India’s burgeoning
population was not bigger and better radios to bribe men to have vasectomies, but 
educating the women, and that led me to champion women’s development on my
return…. We saw that for all the hardships many Indians faced, they had an enviable
spiritual strength and hoped this would not get strangled as India gained in prosperity.”

Dr. Aris Othman, now Chair of Malaysia Airports, also started the Conference in India.
“Visiting Bombay and Southeastern Australia was an eye-opener for me. It was clear
that the human aspects of development were important. While the approaches taken
were dissimilar, because of political and socio-economic factors, the objectives were
the same,” Othman recalled in 2005. “There was hope and despair for the future, 
the despair arising out of the poverty and overpopulation, but the hope from potential
recognition of positive results with commitment and resource availability. There was 
also the positive element of the human will to survive and to succeed with the right 
guidance. The visits to a slum area in Bombay and a farm in Australia left lasting 
images in my mind.”

The experience had a similar impact on Othman as it did on Walsh. “The Conference
made me resolved to do even more for the country and the people because it could be
done with determination, support, perseverance and proper planning. The Conference
added to my knowledge and made me a more caring person towards humankind,” 
stated Othman in 2005. 

The Conference theme, Managing Change in an Industrial Society, opened the eyes of
many other members to the emerging trend of globalization. Dr. Tan Jing Hee, Managing
Director of Leap Performance in Singapore, recalled that awakening. “I had not at a
conscious level been thinking about the impact of changes at the national, regional or
international level. I was only focused on changes at the local level. The Conference was
in a sense the beginning of an understanding of globalization and its universal impacts,
irrespective of which country one comes from. We were looking at the impact of change
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to stay. “So here I am. It provoked a thirst in me to ask, ‘Can I only operate in a country
like India or am I able to operate in the wider world and swim against whatever happens
to you?’ I was impelled by that force and it wouldn’t have happened but for this conference.”

Tsetsele Fantan, now Executive Director of the African Comprehensive HIV/AIDS
Partnership, was a personnel officer from Botswana in 1986 who remembers learning –
but also teaching – during her sojourn in Australia. “We went to South Australia as a
study group and we were looking at the mining concerns there. I must say I was struck
by the ignorance of some people about where Africa is. We were billeted out to families
and I got a family that was working on one of the mines. I think the guy was an engineer
and the wife was a teacher, so I really expected them to have already been quite broad
about the African issues considering that Africa, particularly my country, and them were
all sort of somehow allied to Great Britain. When I arrived, they said to me that I spoke
English very well and they wanted to know where I learned to speak English. I, of
course, took that to be a joke. Maybe a compliment, but a joke. And when I said to the
lady that I learned on the flight to Australia because it’s such a long flight, she actually
seemed to believe me. That struck me,” she recalled with a chuckle. “That I could actually
have learned English on the plane and spoken it so well.”

Hughes has said that organisers made a deliberate decision to show Australia as it was,
using the same unvarnished approach the Conference started in 1956. Fantan learned
from some of the warts-and-all experiences, as did Goolam Mohamedbhai, the young
engineering professor from the University of Mauritius. “We visited the particular place
in Tasmania where, we were told, most of the aborigines were killed in those days. And
it was shocking to learn about it and to see it and to be shown the place. That struck me
as quite a moment.”

It was the members whose study tours took them to India who returned with the most
vivid memories of economic disparities, however. 

Marion Walsh, now Chief Executive Officer of Bridgepoint Health in Canada, was
attracted to the Conference as a “once in a lifetime thing” by a friend who had attended
Canada in 1980. She was part of the India tour.

“I arrived in Bombay, India, on my own, in the middle of the night. And I guess before 
I set out, you know, the first thing that became clear to me regarding one’s place in the
world was that things are very different in developed countries as opposed to developing
countries. The people who were going off to Australia had all of their information, 
itineraries, visas, the whole thing, well in advance. I was going off to India and the day
before I left, I was still negotiating to get my visa to get into the country. I found that
being in India was just an overwhelming experience in terms of just the huge disparity
between rich and poor. I think the most powerful experience I had was when we went 
to an incense factory. It was a room maybe 10 by 20 and it was a concrete floor and
there must have been 120 people in there sitting on the concrete floor. They worked
seven days a week and they worked 10, 12, hours a day. And most of the employees
were either old people or children.

“We then had the opportunity to go from India to Australia and then to really start to
do a comparative analysis. And I guess, first of all, the impression was there really isn’t 

Study Group 18 – Mumbai to Pune

JOHN GARNETT’S ADVICE TO 
CONFERENCE MEMBERS

The following advice was given in 1986 to UK
members going to the Australian conference by
John Garnett, head of the Industrial Society and a
key conference participant since 1956, when he
attended as a member:

“What can I say about how to behave on the
Conference? First, walk the job. Get away from the
PR men and talk to the real people. On the whole,
get away from the personnel people too. Listen
instead to real people who’ve got to get the goods
out through the door.

“Break away from your group; fall behind deliberately
and talk to the workers individually. Don’t let the
works manager get in the way: what you are after is
what people perceive the truth to be.

“Don’t start by asking big questions about 
communication and so on. Start by asking factual
questions. Ask:

• are things different from what they were two
years ago?

• who’s your boss? (a fascinating question, which
may lead to unexpected answers);

• how is the firm doing? Was it successful last
month? (in 1956 one man said “If the boxes keep
moving it must be alright”; another said 
“I don’t know; I only work here”).

“Try to talk to individuals and use what you 
have learnt in the round-up session at the end of
each visit.”

“Problems are very simple things: getting the right
answer is the difficulty.”

Remarks transcribed by UK member Nicholas Sanders, 
now a UK Trustee.
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most of [the members] were facing the same problems as my country, but it was at various
degrees,” she recalled in 2005. “It was good to learn what they were doing about it.
How they are approaching the problems and how they are solving them. The difference
was in the funding levels. If there is money available and you have challenges to face,
then you can deal with them.” 

Canadian businessman Ron Mannix noted the “amazing dynamic” in his group.
“Labour people after the first week or so began to make a business case when visiting
different companies and business people would make the labour cases, criticizing the
company we were visiting.” Mannix went on to describe the 1986 Conference as his
“most intensive learning experience.”

Hughes observed that 40 per cent of members in 1986 were women – not quite gender
equality but considerably better than previous Conferences. And many of the women
who attended introduced the “old boys club” to a new way of doing things.

Anne Knowles, now a senior specialist with the International Labour Organisation, was a
young businesswoman from New Zealand when she attended the Conference. “I was six
months pregnant so that sort of formed an interest for the group as much as anything,” 
she recalled in a 2005 interview. “It was my first child. They were all, particularly the men,
from India, from Kenya, from Jamaica, and they were amazed that I was there. So were the
Australian organisers, to be fair, but that was another story. It became a bit of a standing
joke, that if anybody was getting a bit tired they would always say to me, ‘You must be 
feeling tired. Shall we have an early knock?’ It sort of kept us together a bit afterwards
because everybody wanted news over the next little while as to how it all turned out.”

Knowles became friendly with a Lenia Samuel, a member from Cyprus. “I came across
Lenia Samuel when she and I attended the ILO conferences probably about ten years
later. Well, those sorts of experiences, I mean to say, it was amazing.”

Lenia Samuel, now Deputy Director General, Employment, Social Affairs and Equal
Opportunities, for the European Union in Cyprus, remembered Knowles in a separate
interview in 2005. “In the early ’90s, I went as a representative of Cyprus to the ILO
annual conference and I was elected chairman of a committee on home work, a committee
entrusted with the task of drafting a convention and recommendation for the conditions of
work-from-home workers. And there I was sitting in the chair and I had to address the
employers’ delegate. The employers were represented by one person only and the trade
unions by another person. And then looking up to see who was the employer, who was
it? Anne Knowles – one of the people who was in my group of 15 persons in Australia.
We saw each other, you know, 10 years or more after the Conference and we were in
different roles and we had to work in an international environment, me from a government,
and Anne from the employers. And it was tremendous to see each other. That relationship
that we held really helped us in the committee. The fact that we knew each other built
up trust between us. She trusted me that I would do a good job as a chairman because
she knew me and she knew my qualities. And the same for me.”

Tom Barton, the Cabinet minister from Queensland, recalled a similar experience with
Virginia Chadwick, who attended the 1986 Conference as a Member of Parliament but
later went on to serve as Chair of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. “When
I held the position of Minister for State Development in Queensland, Virginia and I were
able to resolve some very difficult problems in the interests of the people of Queensland
and the protection of the Great Barrier Reef that may not have been capable of resolu-
tion without the trust that was forged in our joint involvement in the study conference.” 
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on the community, on work, on business opportunities, on economic growth, and realiz-
ing that change is something that we had to learn to respond to and to manage as 
best we can.” 

Richard Guy, now Chairman of Bendigo Bank Ltd. in Australia, recalled his good fortune
at vaulting from the conference “alternate” list to becoming a member at the last hour.
“Up until the first day [of the Conference], I hadn’t been invited to join. And then I got 
a phone call on a Sunday afternoon that said, ‘If you want to come, you better be here
in two hours.’ I asked the question over the phone to the person who rang me. ‘Where
am I going to be travelling to? Do I bring swimming trunks or some woolly underpants?
Am I going to Tasmania or North Queensland?’

‘Oh, you’re definitely not going to North Queensland, so bring warm clothes.’ “So, I did –
and I was promptly sent to North Queensland!”

Guy recalls a lot of strong personalities in his group. “I’m a verbose person and I soon
learnt that my opinion wasn’t necessarily right. I guess the first impression I got was that
all of the people in our group were decision makers. I always used to say, ‘Okay, here
are all the facts. This is what we’re going to do. Bang, end of subject.’ And then someone
else in the group would say, ‘No, no, no. That’s all bull. We’re not going that way, we’re
going this way.’ And then the third person would say, ‘No, no. You both got it wrong,
we’re going the other way.’ And suddenly we had to learn to shut up and listen to the
opinion of other people before making decisions.”

For Guy, the contrasts were startling in his own country. “I remember the organisers in
Townsville had been particularly skilled in giving us a visit to the new casino which hadn’t
quite opened and they were still fitting out the gaming room with mirrors on the ceiling.
And they were all missing, so you could see all the catwalks up above in the casino, 
how they looked down on the players, I suppose, and must have had a cast of thousands
up there. Then we had this most elaborate, expensive afternoon tea. Each cake was
hand-painted and it was just so expensive. 

“The next morning we went to the Salvation Army church service, if you wanted to, and
we visited the [hostel] and the contrast of the opulence of this casino hotel compared to
the lifestyles of some of the gentlemen who received care from Salvation Army was quite
stark, and sent a very strong social message to us all.”

For Fuimaono Lima, now General Manager of the Development Bank of Samoa, the
Conference showed the contrast between the problems faced by the countries of the
Commonwealth. “I’m from a very small country in the South Pacific, unknown to most
people in the world,” stated Lima in a 2005 interview. “Our problems are quite a different
kind compared to the rest of the world. But the Conference opened up one’s eyes. Samoa
is a very, very small country. We have problems which are unique in our own situation
as a small island country and a small island economy, but they are nowhere near compared
to what is being faced by other people around the world, even countries which I thought
that being developed countries may not have very many problems at all. It was really an
education for me in that respect.”

Others members had a different opinion, seeing similarities between the problems faced
by the countries of the Commonwealth, and even in the approaches to solving them, but
noting differences in outcomes. Munira Anyonge-Bashir, who works with the Community
Wildlife Service for the Kenya Wildlife Service, felt it all came down to resources. “I think

Study Group 18 on tour
Duke of Edinburgh visiting Study
Group 1 in the Hunter Valley
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Janine Kirk was one of four women to lead a study group in 1986. She recalled the
diversity of her group (11 nationalities represented) and how the intensive study tour
“was a challenge in itself, but as a young woman being asked to lead a group of her
peers, there was the additional stress factor that really forced me to more clearly 
develop my style of leadership.” 

At the dinner concluding the Conference, Kirk was asked to propose the toast on behalf
of Conference members to the Duke of Kent. She raised her glass and stated 
what many were thinking as those three strenuous weeks were drawing to a close: 
“As participants we came together as strangers from different cultures, with different
philosophies and perspectives. We saw, we experienced, we shared and out of these
shared experiences respect, tolerance and understanding grew and blossomed into 
life-long friendships.” 

As the 1986 members returned home, many would be in the state described by John
Garnett, himself a member three decades earlier, in his pre-conference address to members
from the UK. “The danger is that the experience is so stimulating that it may leave you
more frustrated than you were before. Some people get totally disturbed and never settle
down again.” 

Then Garnett offered his view of how to move forward, according to the notes taken by
UK member Nick Sanders. “The best thing is to try to relate the Conference experience
to you own job and your own private life: keep your eyes on the hill and your feet on
the ground. Search for what the experience means to you in the job you’re in. You won’t
get as much out of it if you constantly think of how other jobs could go: looking for
more interesting jobs does not lead to being a happy man. Apply what you have seen 
to what you know and do already.”

And then there was UK member Jean Thomason’s unique assessment of the three things
she gained from the 1986 Conference:

“Confidence that helped me to change career in 1989 when I moved from being 
Deputy Secretary at the Council of Civil Service Unions to head up the Law Society’s 
HR Function.

“Life-long friendships so that almost 20 years on, I am still in touch with members of
our group and value these friendships very much.

“A new husband! I met my future husband, David Johnson, while helping to organise
the 1989 UK Conference. He was a Group Leader for that Conference. We were married
in 1994. A big thank you Commonwealth Study Conferences!”
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Without knowing it, members echoed what Betty Sharp had stated about the 
importance to the Commonwealth of these Conferences. Anne Knowles reflected 
on this in 2005. “Probably what I found most that I hadn’t really considered too
much before was the breadth of the Commonwealth … I hadn’t even considered 
that Cyprus was part of the Commonwealth, simply because it hadn’t occurred to 
me. I didn’t know anybody from Cyprus before then. I didn’t really know anybody
from Jamaica or Kenya. I didn’t realize how broad the Commonwealth was and 
how much of a shared background we had in terms of understanding legal tenets 
or understanding of process and procedures by way of argument and debate – pretty
much the whole British Parliamentary system. It really underpinned a lot of what 
we were doing in terms of the discussions. I left the Conference with very much a 
new appreciation of internationalism. There were a whole lot of people just like me
around the world doing very similar sorts of things with similar sorts of expectations
in their careers and their families and what they wanted to achieve out of life.”

Similar comments were made by Rasaki Oladejo, former Deputy Director General of the
Nigerian Stock Exchange. “The Conference provides a very good opportunity to learn
about the other parts of the Commonwealth. You read about the Commonwealth, you
read about people from the Commonwealth, but if you’ve never had the opportunity of
actually mixing with so many people from different parts of the Commonwealth, working
together to find solutions to problems like we did during the conference, then you cannot
truly appreciate it.”

Oladejo was another member who started the Conference in India, his group visiting
Poona. His time in India and, later, northern Australia influenced his approach to 
economic development upon his return to Nigeria. In 2005 Oladejo recalled the
impact of the conference on his perspective, allowing that his country “not rely on 
big, large-scale industries, but use small scale industries and technology that can be
easily replicated, and offer financial help to small scale industries as a much better
way to achieve industrialisation.” 

Jacquelene (Jacqui) Hamer remembers her group’s closing report-back to the Conference
after arriving in Sydney from the vast, remote and semi-arid Pilbara region of Western
Australia. These presentations had evolved a long way from the monologues at Oxford
in 1956, as Hamer’s group demonstrated. 

“We wanted everyone to know how red and dusty the Pilbara is, so we had the stage
showered with some of the large bag of dust we brought back with us. The only 
difficulty we found whilst rehearsing was that it did not float in a cloud so we mixed 
it with talcum powder to provide the effect we wanted. Each member of the Group 
had a letter of the alphabet which they used to illustrate a particular aspect of our 
findings and then all together spelled what we considered summed up the Pilbara – 
‘vulnerability.’ I remember the difficulties I had having to make the stage props at the
various places we visited, as some the materials and equipment (such as aerosol spray
adhesives and cardboard cutting knives) were not permitted on our flights, so had to 
be left behind and purchased anew (if at all available) at our next stop.”

Prince Philip appreciated the theatrical efforts and told the Group, “That was certainly 
a different approach to the problem of making a presentation, and I think it was a 
splendid and imaginative production.”

THE CSCA 

The final stages of the 1986 conference marked the
public launch of the Commonwealth Study
Conferences Association (CSCA). The number of
conference alumni throughout the world was
growing and some degree of organisation was
needed to enable them all to keep in touch with
another, rather than relying on the limited resources
available from the UK Trustees. 

One of the UK Trustees, Sir Anthony Burney, 
an experienced businessman with extensive 
international experience, initiated the moves that
led to the CSCA, with an initial planning meeting
in Vancouver in 1984. Assisted by Ray Davey
(1980) in Australia and Malcolm Metcalfe (1974)
in Canada, he set up a system of records which
formed the basis for the irregularly printed “Who’s
Where” and an alumni newsletter that carried into
the mid 1990s. 

It had been the intention to rotate the chairmanship
after each conference. Upon Tony Burney’s untimely
death in 1990, Jack Armstrong (1956) took over 
as CSCA Chair, serving until 1992, then turning
responsibility over to Donald Malcolmson 
(1962). While the CSCA is no longer active, “Who’s
Where” has thrived – evolving into an Internet-
based website for alumni contact called Who’s
Where Online and, since 1998, provided to
Conference members by Canadian alumni at 
www.csc-alumni.org

The Conference closes at the
University of Sydney

Closing sessions at the 
University of Sydney


