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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE PHOENIX RISES
1992-1998

Prince Philip couldn’t have known it at the time but his concerns at the end of Oxford
1992 would prove well-founded, while his ongoing desire to have a developing country
host a Conference was to come closer to fulfillment.

Those concerns weren’t even on the horizon, however, at the end of 1992. Indeed, the
approach to the 1998 Conference seemed at the time rather care-free; it was generally
assumed that it would go to Canada as per the pattern of three previous decades. 

The first steps toward a Canadian Conference came nearly a year later, at a meeting in
London in June 1993 between Sir Peter Parker, Vice-Chairman of the UK Trustees, and
Malcolm Metcalfe, who had a hand in every Commonwealth conference since 1974.
Metcalfe assured Sir Peter that Canada would be ready.

Metcalfe and Robert Taylor – a Senior Vice President at Shell, 1980 alumnus and Conference
trustee – subsequently began work on a proposal which they planned to present to
Prince Philip at a meeting scheduled for October 14, 1993, in Toronto. In a letter to the
trustees four days after that meeting, Taylor said the discussions with Prince Philip had
been “a great success.”

“We outlined our very early thinking about the 1998 Conference,” Taylor wrote. “Mostly
we wanted to demonstrate the commitment of the Canadian alumni to hosting a first-class
Conference. We didn’t put any paper on the table but talked around the outline attached.
He [Prince Philip] liked the scale (300 people, 21 days), he liked the general themes and
has more he would like to add, like environment and protected areas and fishing, lumbering,
transportation – all very relevant. We emphasized the importance of his continuing role
and stressed our need for his involvement in the 1998 Conference. He acknowledged 
the point in a positive manner… We asked that he block out his calendar for the end 
of May/early June 1998. His final light-hearted response was that he hoped we could 
send him somewhere in Canada where he could avoid black flies and mosquitoes.”

The sparse two-page outline presented to Prince Philip suggested ‘Changing Expectations
for People in Post-Industrial Societies’ as the principal Conference theme and offered
‘Free-Trade Impacts on Communities’ as a sub-theme.

The meeting also discussed the impending return of South Africa to the Commonwealth
and that country’s participation in the Study Conference for the first time since Canada
1962. Prince Philip suggested that South Africa be invited to the Canadian Governor
General’s Conference scheduled for 1995, “so there could be a core group in South
Africa who could help with recruitment” for the international Conference in 1998.

Although he couldn’t have known it at the time, Taylor gave early warning of the coming
fault lines in the organisation of the Canadian Conference when he finished his letter by
advising that “we will continue to plan for the 1998 Duke of Edinburgh’s Conference
but will not really get started in earnest until the GG’s is completed.”

Bob Taylor had become the de facto leader of the Conference in Canada, assuming the
mantle from 1956 alumnus and Canadian business legend Jack Armstrong. Taylor’s
energetic leadership of the 20 group chairs from the 1980 Conference was a determining
factor in getting the Governor General’s Canadian Study Conferences off the ground. 
He went on to join the UK Trustees. His views on the state of organisation in Canada
carried considerable weight at home and internationally.

With things so well and completely in hand in Canada, people moved on to other things.
On July 26, 1994, Donald Malcolmson wrote to Sir Peter Parker to discuss the idea of a
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The diplomat also noted that “there is certainly enough organisational talent around for
India to host a successful Conference,” a response so encouraging that Sir Peter moved
his thinking about India forward. Writing in his private notes, Sir Peter suggested that
“we should try and measure the interest in India for having some form of regional
Conference before the 1998 Conference in Canada.”

But that Canadian Conference, the one that had appeared so safe and solid just two
years earlier, was beginning to show signs of distress in the fall of 1995. 

In an echo of the events that hit the 1980 Canadian Conference in mid-stride, Quebecers
held a second referendum on the question of “sovereignty” on October 30, 1995. In 1980,
the proposal had been defeated by a comfortable margin of 60% to 40%. In 1995, however,
the result was impossibly close: of the 4.7 million people who cast valid ballots, 50.58%
voted against sovereignty while 49.42% voted for. Quebéc was to remain in Canada
only because 55,000 more people had voted against sovereignty than for. Although it was
not immediately apparent, that result set in motion some developments that would shake
the Commonwealth Study Conference in Canada.

The first sign came less than three weeks after the referendum, when Deborah Bull
advised Sir Peter in a letter that she had received some bad news from Robert Taylor.

Paul Tellier, a former clerk of the Canadian Privy Council who was Chairman of the
Governor General’s Canadian Study Conference at the time, had been CEO of the
Crown-owned Canadian National Railways since 1992. After the referendum and its
alarmingly close outcome, Tellier sought to work on the cause of Canadian unity
through the Governor General’s conferences. Like many other influential Canadians 
of the day, Tellier wanted to look inward, to help save his country from breaking up. 
In those circumstances, the Commonwealth seemed hardly relevant. He would focus 
his fund-raising and organisational energies on the GG’s conference.

Taylor told Deborah Bull that “if Paul Tellier is still in situ [with the Governor General’s
Conference] it will be quite difficult to persuade him to lift his eyes from the limited
objective of promoting national unity. Tellier’s argument is that with all this going on in
Canada, Canadians could not possibly have any energy for trying to help anyone else.”

The country was consuming itself with proposals and counter-proposals to try and entice
Quebecers to remain within Canada. Some of those proposals involved concessions from
the leadership in other regions of the country – regions where some citizens said rather
pointedly they didn’t want to concede anything. Canada had become a simmering cauldron
of tension whose inhabitants had little time for anything happening outside.

The following month, on December 13, 1995, Sir Peter Parker wrote to Nicholas Bayne,
the UK’s High Commissioner to Ottawa, and spoke to him on the telephone a few 
days later, expressing concern that the Canadians were not doing the necessary work 
on the 1998 Conference. Instead, he worried, they were concentrating their efforts on
the Governor General’s Conference which some saw as having value in the effort to 
promote national unity.

Bayne wrote back on February 12, 1996, that he had discussed the situation with Robert
Taylor, who told him that “there is indeed a risk that the Governor General’s Conference
may go on a different tack and make it difficult for Canada to be adequate hosts to the
Duke of Edinburgh’s Conference in 1998.” 
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reunion in Australia of all Conference alumni since 1956 to coincide with the 2000
Olympic Games in Sydney. “We feel,” Malcolmson wrote, “that if sufficient notice were
given to the approximately 3,000 ex-Conference members and an exciting programme
organized, we could encourage a good number of them to join us in Sydney at the time
of the Games for a grand reunion.”

Malcolmson said several “enthusiasts among the 1992 members living in Sydney” would
be the “obvious and best group to handle the planning.” Australia would also, of course,
carry on with plans for a full-blown Commonwealth Study Conference in 2004.

At the beginning of November 1994, Prince Philip was preparing to visit India and his office
asked Sir Peter for background information on past Indian involvement in the Conferences.

Sir Peter received the request while in Tokyo on a business trip. He immediately faxed
back a reply with “a thought about Prince Philip’s trip to India.” Sir Peter was trying to
get action on the long-standing dream of eventually organizing a full Study Conference
in the Commonwealth’s most populous member.

“Might there be an opportunity during the Indian visit to encourage our Indian supporters
of the Conferences to try an interim Conference, say, in 1996, Canada now set on their
big show in 1998? If Prince Philip was meeting with the Tata [Group] leadership, that
would be perhaps the ideal link to start with [because] J.R.D. Tata was at the heart of
the very first effort in 1956. India is now so much seen as being ‘on the move’.”

Sir Peter said he had “very informal chats” the previous year with India’s High Commissioner
to London and with London’s former High Commissioner to New Delhi, and had come
away with “a sense we could make a breakthrough for the Conference future in Asia if we
encouraged an initiative from previous Conference members in India.”

On June 2, 1995, Sir Peter wrote to the British High Commissioner in New Delhi, 
Sir Nicholas Fenn, reviving a notion that had been bruited about since 1968, when 
planning had begun for the 1974 Conference.

“India has the potential,” Sir Peter wrote, “to successfully undertake such an event if the
right supporters can be found. India has, I believe, the depth of industrialisation, talent,
and energy to successfully organize its own Conferences and in the future, at least part,
if not the whole, of a Commonwealth Conference. My purpose in writing to you is to
explore ways in which we can perhaps start the ball rolling and get the interest and 
commitment of the right kind of people… The next step is to identify who are the 
right people to approach and possible ways of making contact with them.”

In the same letter, Sir Peter describes the history of the Conferences and says that 
“the Canadians are lined up for 1998.”

The following month, Sir Peter received a note from Hilary Synott, acting High
Commissioner to India, advising that Sir Nicholas was abroad but that “we shall be
glad to let you have some ideas on encouraging interest in the Study Conferences in
India” and promising to “write again when we have had a chance to consult the right
people here.”

Synott, who went on to become head of the Coalition Authority in the south of Iraq 
following the invasion of that country in 2003, wrote Sir Peter back the following
November with a couple of names to approach and with the opinion that “the issues
addressed by the Conferences are certainly very relevant to India at the moment.”

1998 Conference

Theme: The Impact 
of Technology in an 
‘Infodustrial’ Society

Date: September 22-
October 4, 1998

190 Members from 
29 Countries.

Canada in 1998

Population: 29.5 million

Prime Minister: Jean Chrétien

Inflation Rate: 1.02%

No. 1 Song as Conference
Opens: My Heart Will 
Go On (Céline Dion)

The World in 1998

Population: 5.918 billion

European Union agrees on 
a single currency, the Euro.

India carries out series of 
underground nuclear tests, 
its first since 1974. In response,
Pakistan reveals it carried 
out five of its own.

Twenty-nine die and another
100 are injured in Omagh,
County Tyrone, in what 
is described as the worst 
bombing in three decades of
conflict in Northern Ireland. 

Serbian forces renew their
assault in Kosovo.

Construction of the
International Space Station
started by consortium of 
16 nations. 

Bombings of U.S. embassies 
in Tanzania and Kenya kill 
224 and injure over 4,500.

Hemi Mitic, Robert Taylor 
and Donald McKenzie
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Deborah Bull also wrote Edward Guinness that July, advising that Robert Taylor and his
Canadian colleagues “have come to the conclusion that it simply isn’t possible to over-
come the divide between the interests and aspirations of those organizing the Governor
General’s Conferences and the Commonwealth Conference group. They hope that, over
the next two or three years, they will be able to bridge the divide and at least get some
co-operation between the two groups even if they remain separate.”

But of more immediate concern was the future of 1998, Bull wrote, and “we are therefore
turning our attention to the possibility of India, although this is on an extremely confidential
basis at present.” She added that Sir Peter had “sounded out” several people, including the
Indian High Commission and the UK representatives of two major Indian corporations.

The UK Trustees’ steering committee had plans to meet in September, barely a month
hence, and Bull told Guinness that “obviously any thoughts/contacts you might have
would be most welcome, since I think we really need to start again.”

For his part, Sir Peter consulted Sir Robert Wade-Gery, former UK High Commissioner
to New Delhi, about the approaches to potential sponsors in India, in April. But as of
June 1996, nobody had yet told Prince Philip that Canada was off and that the casual
approach to India had turned into a desperate and immediate scramble. Prince Philip
finally got the news the following month.

“It is clear that Canada will not be in a position to hold the 1998 Commonwealth
Conference as originally planned,” Deborah Bull wrote the trustees on July 19, 1996.
“Following the last Trustees’ meeting, [Sir] Peter has been quietly exploring the possibility
of India being host country around the Millennium. The first move has been to get the
President’s reaction and now had [sic] a letter stating that ‘it is Prince Philip’s view that
India would certainly be worth trying’.”

On July 22, 1996, Taylor wrote Sir Peter that he planned to be in London that September
and suggesting a meeting. The experience of canceling 1998, Taylor said, has “served to
rekindle the Conference spirit amongst the alumni [and] I suspect many new ideas and
suggestions for the future will be forthcoming.” 

Sir Peter himself expressed a rueful view of the Canadian situation – one remarkably similar
in its logic to views expressed 20 years earlier by Prince Philip – in a July 25 letter.

“The Canadian political scene is such that they reckon it would be unwise to have a go.
I am very sorry about this because things are always blowing up politically somewhere
in the world and if we let that put us off we would never get out of bed in the morning.
However, those are the facts.”

The full-court press for India was now on; Deborah Bull drafted a two-page background
document for Sir Nicholas Fenn, the British High Commissioner to New Delhi. Work
continued on the idea, though in desultory fashion, through the fall and into early 1997.
The idea was to move the Conference up from 1998 to 2000 and have the trustees offer
India some assistance, but the plan had not yet moved into high gear. 

The first glimmer of salvation – a coming to pass of Taylor’s prediction of “new ideas
and suggestions” the previous July – came in a memo from Sir Peter to Deborah Bull 
on March 10, 1997. Sir Peter wrote that he had just had a telephone call from Don
Mitchell, a 1980 group leader, sounding “very positive that there are ‘people who 
want to do this thing’ in Canada.” Mitchell reported that he and fellow 1980 alumnus
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From experience, Taylor had known there was a limited number of alumni to serve 
as study conference organisers. And fundraising for two study conferences in parallel
would create insurmountable challenges.

The Canadian Conference, held every four years, “was developing a momentum of its
own and was particularly turning to address the issue of Canadian unity and deterring
Québec from splitting off,” Bayne wrote. Tellier would “bow out later this year” as
Chairman of the Governor General’s conference and “his place would be taken by
Matthew Barrett, Chairman and CEO of the Bank of Montréal [one of Canada’s 
“Big Five” banks].”

Bayne wrote that “Bob Taylor was doubtful whether enough high-level backing could 
be generated for the Duke of Edinburgh’s Study Conference in 1998. All the senior 
people who would naturally be involved would be taken up with the Governor General’s
Conference. 1998 is likely to be a critical year in the unity debate and in the present 
anxiety about possible Québec separation, this would absorb all their energies.”

Bayne endorsed Taylor’s views, adding that he knew Barrett well. “He is one of the most
committed and the most effective spokesmen in the federalist camp. He will not want to
be distracted from the unity campaign nor, I think, would it be right to do so.”

Bayne went on to say that this “discouraging message” did not “reflect any weakening
of Canada’s commitment to the Commonwealth, but rather deeper concerns about
national survival.” He noted that while the UK, Canada and Australia had traditionally
hosted the Conferences, “this might be the occasion to widen the circle and invite another
Commonwealth country to share the burden of being host … provided Canada holds
together (not a foregone conclusion), I am sure they will be ready to take on the duty 
of host later in the cycle.”

That bleak assessment was circulated among the trustees. Edward Guinness wrote Sir
Peter on March 13, 1996, observing that “you do require the best part of three years to
get the right people at the helms, raise the finance, and arrange the tours. To me this is
beginning to make 1998 a bit unrealistic. It would be impossible at this notice to go to
another country as I imagine your initiative in India has not got this far.” He suggested
moving the Conference further ahead, perhaps getting Canada’s approval for 2002,
when “the question of Canadian unity might well be in the process of resolution.”

Robert Taylor put the last nail in the coffin in a letter June 28, 1996, to Deborah Bull.

“With regret on the part of all of us who have been involved with previous Commonwealth
Study Conferences,” he wrote, “it is now very clear that Canada will be unable to host a
Commonwealth Conference in 1998. We also believe it is highly unlikely that there will
be an opportunity for Commonwealth member participation in the next [Governor
General’s Conference] currently planned for 1999.”

Taylor went on to explain that “a number of factors” accounted for the decision, including
“on the one hand, the success of the Canadian Conferences and the importance of current
Canadian issues for the next Conference and, on the other hand, the impossibility of raising
funds from the private sector to support two Conferences within a short period of time.”

Taylor also rejected the possibility of merging the Governor General and Commonwealth
organisations in Canada, arguing that “we firmly believe we have corporate and alumni
support for this continued separation of interests.”

Members of the Toronto 1 
Study Group
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progress since those heady days in June. She wrote Sir Peter two days later, advising that 
she and Taylor believed “it would take a miracle for them to be able to stage the Conference
in June 1998.”

By August 5, Sir Peter wrote to Deborah Bull that “we are still waiting… but I am getting
more and more gloomy at this stage. My gut instinct is still to do something strong for
the Millennium in India.”

Amid Sir Peter’s uncharacteristic gloom, the clouds were actually lifting in Canada. Driving
the change were two auto industry leaders – one from labour, one from management.
Hemi Mitic of the Canadian Auto Workers and Don McKenzie, Vice President of
Human Resources at Ford of Canada, were both 1980 alumni, both group chairs, and
had developed a strong mutual respect over many years in the industry. This time they
were sitting determinedly on the same side of the negotiating table. 

Through a series of conference calls with the Group of 12 in early 1997, the pair had 
listened as an increasing number of reasons were voiced for not holding the Conference
in Canada. As Mitic put it dryly, “The comfort zone was not very high.” On a late
spring teleconference, one participant after another rang off, and Mitic and McKenzie
found themselves almost alone – until one final participant hung up. “Do you hear that,
Hemi?” McKenzie said. “That’s the splash of our last compatriot jumping ship. Now it’s
just you and me.” 

McKenzie held strong views on the path forward. He felt a three-week Conference was
simply too long for modern companies to release their top young managers. He strongly
believed that 18 years between Conferences in Canada was too long; modern executives
were much more prone to job-switching than even a decade earlier and this resulted in
loss of institutional memory among traditional corporate supporters. On fundraising,
Mitic’s idea was to canvass a larger number of companies and unions and ask for smaller
donations. McKenzie took the opposite approach. He devised an ingenious new way 
to ask corporations for money. Instead of joining the long queues asking for charitable
contributions, the approach would be made through the human resource development
and training departments, whose budgets were actually expanding in the 1990s. But
without a Conference structure or a high-profile Chairman, any serious fundraising 
drive remained several steps away.

Mitic and McKenzie decided on a final effort to kick-start the Conference with an event
that would draw key organisers together. And who better to have as the main draw than
the Duke himself. They checked on Prince Philip’s schedule and, to their delight, found 
him coming to Toronto imminently. With the help of the Palace, it was agreed Prince Philip
would join a June 30, 1997 dinner in the dining room of the Speaker of the Senate of
Canada. Seated between two business leaders, the Duke spoke encouraging words about 
a 1998 conference in Canada and promised his involvement if the pieces fell into place. 

Malcolm Metcalfe felt the tension underlying the reception and dinner. “It was pretty
clear that Prince Philip was worried. He approached Bob Taylor and me and asked who
was driving this. We pointed at Hemi – and he shot directly over to him. Hemi never
once blinked. He assured Prince Philip that it would go.”

While the June 30 dinner produced neither a Chairman nor any donations, the Duke’s
words alone put fresh wind into everyone’s sails – but most of all Mitic’s and McKenzie’s.
Renewed efforts were made to secure a high-profile Chair, but a series of rebuffs through
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Hemi Mitic had scheduled a conference call with a dozen other Canadians later in the
week and promised to call back with the results.

“It may just be Spring,” Sir Peter wrote, “but I am feeling optimistic.”

Four days later, Deborah Bull wrote Sir Peter that the Canadian conference call had gone
well – really well. A self-appointed “Group of 12” in Canada had renewed work on a
Canadian Conference for 1998 – with just over a year to go.

The Group of 12 had a vision of a Conference in early autumn of 1998, later than the
original spring timeframe but leaving organisers 18 months in which to work. They
thought it might be possible to attract the industrialist Galen Weston, whose wife Hilary
was Lieutenant-Governor of Ontario, to the Chair of the Conference Council. Canadian
banks and corporations had logged record profits at the end of 1996 so there was the
hope “this is a good moment to go in and ask for contributions.” 

In a March 17 note, the trustees were advised of “a new initiative from Canada to host
the 1998 Commonwealth Study Conference after all.” The note observes that while the
domestic Canadian political situation “remains an issue of great importance within
Canada, there is now greater willingness to focus on the benefits of involvement with 
the wider Commonwealth.”

By April 1997, Robert Taylor, the man who had advised London that Canada was off, was
again involved in the process. Although he still harboured doubts about the Group of 12,
he told Mitic that he was prepared, as keeper of the Conference funds in Canada, to turn
over the $100,000 (Cdn) in reserves to the Group if it could find a “credible Conference
president” and raise $300,000 to “get them through the initial four-six months.”

That was good enough for Sir Peter, who drafted a note to the UK Trustees advising 
that “the possibility of a Canadian Conference has been revived by a serious group 
of former members… Meanwhile of course any idea of switching to India is on hold.” 
Sir Peter invited the trustees to a meeting on June 18, where a more detailed plan 
would be presented.

The trustees heard encouraging news directly from Don Mitchell at their June 18 meeting.
The earlier decision to cancel the Conference, he said, “had been made in the immediate
aftermath of the last Québec referendum,” when the attention of most people “was
focused on the internal national unity issues.

“During the intervening year, the atmosphere within Canada had changed and was 
now much more positive” and the Governor General’s organisation had moved up 
their Conference to 2000 from 1999, “giving the opportunity for a Commonwealth
Conference to be held ahead of that date.”

Everybody had to hold their breath – again – on July 29, when Deborah Bull learned in
a telephone conversation with Robert Taylor that the Group of 12 had made little fresh

Members of Québec Study Group
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had been determined to jettison the old model of secondments from various companies.
“The old model simply would not work,” McKenzie opined, knowing that no company
had the resources or inclination to free their key staff for a year or more. “When 
secondments were raised, it was a universal no. I knew we needed a professional 
organisation to take this on.”

Metcalfe held a similar view. “I probably had more to say than the others on organisation
because I had worked full time on the 1980 Conference and had been executive director
in ’83 (first Governor’s General’s conference). I told the group that it had to be done in a
different fashion and I told them that there was only one person that I knew that I thought
might be able to pull it off in the time available. A few weeks before I had discussed our
challenges in Ottawa with Ian Anderson and he expressed interest – as well as doubts –
about the entire idea. We solicited bids three bids and I stepped back from the interviews.”

Anderson and TSA won the contract over the other organisations. With eleven months
to organize the Conference from start to finish, Anderson moved quickly and, within a
matter of weeks, faxed drafts of the programme for the opening plenary and outlines 
for Study Group tours to the new Canadian Steering Committee and the UK Trustees. 

The Steering Committee itself was a new design for the 42-year-old Conference. Formal
roles were limited, there were no committees, and all Canadian alumni were given an
opportunity to help with fundraising, program design, speakers and other Conference
essentials. Steering Committee members were drawn largely from Canadian members 
of the 1980 conference. Everyone interested was welcomed and meetings proceeded
without a roll call. Over the next few months as the conference found its footing they
met weekly by teleconference.

On October 15, Taylor, Mitic, Metcalfe and Anderson flew to London and met the UK
Trustees. “We gave them a good overview regarding our progress so far and they seemed
quite pleased (probably more relieved than anything else),” Mitic wrote to the rest of the
Group of 12. 

With the Conference still pressed for funding, Anderson’s strategy called for a “go” or
“no-go” decision in December. Work would proceed apace, he stressed, but no ultimate
commitment would be made until the conference budget was 75 per cent funded.
Fundraising accelerated and, by December 5, Frederick Telmer and Sir Peter were able 
to write jointly to worldwide Conference alumni that the Conference was set to open 
in Canada on September 23, 1998 and run to October 4 with the theme “The Impact 
of Technology in a Global ‘Infodustrial’ Society.” The letter also invited them to visit 
the Conference website – a first – to get more details about Canada 1998. 

The 1998 Conference also was the first to make extensive use of e-mail. The Internet
proved to be an enormous facilitator when dealing with members and organisers at 
the four corners of the globe. “You knew when an e-mail did not reach its destination,
which is more than you could say for a letter or fax,” remembered Doug Maybee,
Anderson’s enthusiastic director of operations.
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the rest of the summer took their toll on morale. Again, the conference calls turned 
negative and, finally, on August 28, 1997, the decision was made to have the Group 
of 12 take a final vote to end its dream of a 1998 conference. 

Everyone involved except Mitic and McKenzie were now convinced that any hope for 
a 1998 conference were over. But during the ominous August 28 conference call, Mitic –
the veteran union organizer – called for a delay in the final vote until he met with Frederick
Telmer, the longstanding Chair and CEO of steel giant Stelco, “before we pull the plug.”
McKenzie supported him. Mitic said his meeting with Telmer was scheduled for later
that week and that Telmer had expressed an interest in the Conference. 

Mitic had no meeting planned with Telmer – in fact, he had never even met him. 
But the moment the conference call was over – and the vote delayed – Mitic scrambled
to get Telmer’s home number through a corporate contact. He reached Telmer at home,
explained his relationship with McKenzie and other mutual business acquaintances, and
then exulted when Telmer accepted the request to meet three days later on September 2 
at his office in Toronto. 

Mitic caught Telmer at the right time. The tall, laconic steel executive was stepping
down as Stelco’s Chief Executive that fall and, for the first time in years, had time on 
his hands. He was a well connected senior businessman with a large unionized workforce,
and could grasp the practical underpinnings of the Conference. Mitic described the
Conference to Telmer, focusing on its multi-sectoral dimensions and emphasis on emerging
leaders. “Fred was like most of us when he first learned about it, wondering what on
earth it’s really about,” Mitic recalled in 2006. Telmer rather liked what he heard but
was reticent. After going back and forth several times, and not getting a commitment,
Mitic decided to put it to Telmer in the starkest terms: “If you don’t agree to do it, then
the Conference will not happen.” 

Telmer was taken aback. He sat back in his chair, and then surprised himself with what
he said next: “I don’t know what I’m getting myself into, but I’ll do it.” 

Telmer’s agreement was key to generating credibility with the Canadian business 
community – and particularly the community of potential donors. McKenzie immediately
started working with his fund-raising concept, aiming first at his own company. Ford of
Canada committed to become a lead supporter and donated $50,000 from its training
and development budget. Then John Cleghorn, Chairman and CEO of Royal Bank of
Canada and a 1980 alumnus, committed another $50,000. These were quickly followed
by other donations from major companies with conference alumni including Alcan,
George Weston Ltd. and Loram. 

On September 16, 1997, the relieved trustees were advised that the Group of 12 had
cleared a major hurdle – it had secured Telmer as Chair – and were prepared to meet 
in London to review progress. 

Given the limited time available, the Canadians took the decision to outsource the actual
organisation of the Conference to a professional organizing firm; the UK Trustees were
also asked to “consider accepting responsibility for recruitment outside North America,”
with Australia and New Zealand taking on Pacific recruitment.

Two days later, Mitic, McKenzie and the rest of the Group of 12 received a seven-page
document from Ian Anderson, President of Temple Scott Associates (TSA), outlining the
services and costs the firm could offer for running the conference. McKenzie in particular

The Duke of Kent and 1998 
members at Opening Plenary

Fred Telmer
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“A small group of us ended up designing a script for a short skit! A CNN (Commonwealth
Network News) broadcast complete with computerised images. Each group member had
a part to play as our roving reporter (complete with Scottish brogue) interviewed us in
four sites that we had picked to depict the issues we thought were important. Everyone
enjoyed the humour – we even had the Duke laughing!”

Wright recalled her Study Group visit to the northern Ontario city of Sudbury, where
“we journeyed 4,000 feet underground into a nickel mine to see the impacts of technology
in this industry. We also spent time with the Mayor and City Council members hearing
about strategies being put in place to assist the city to cope with the downsizing of the
mining industry, which their city had been built around.”

Joseph Maqhekeni, President of the National Council of Trade Unions, was one of two
South Africans marking that country’s first participation at a Study Conference since
1962. He said in a 2005 interview that he had high hopes for the Conference.

“My expectation in 1998 was that the interaction with a number of people from these
countries at the Conference would equip me when I got back into South Africa – we
had just gone through our independence 1994 – to ensure that the diverse groups in
South Africa work together for the benefit of our country. In my view, I have really
indeed achieved my expectation. After coming back I have been involved in a number
of initiatives to bring the people of South Africa together, developing policies helping
government, helping business, in particular to ensure that we build the nation, and we
also take care of those, the poor in our country, to come up with certain skills.”

Maqhekeni still treasures a certain experience and a certain keepsake from the Conference.

“The really outstanding moment is when we had to shake the hand of the Duke of
Edinburgh and the big conference photo was taken, the group photo which is still sitting
in my home as well as in my office to ensure that I, indeed, remember the occasion. That
was the climax for me.”

Another South African at Canada 1998 was John MacKenzie, an executive with Anglo
American, who remembered the Conference theme for an important reason.

“‘The Impact of Technology in a Global Infodustrial Society’ was extremely relevant to
the situation in which South Africa found itself following several decades of increasing
economic isolation and internal conflict. Much of the debate taking place in South
Africa in the period following the 1994 elections revolved around the dual challenge 
of addressing poverty and inequality whilst simultaneously converting a previously 
isolationist economy into one that would be globally competitive. As the Conference
progressed, a level of consensus was reached between participants representing the 
different constituencies on the need and means to overlay three important dimensions –
people, technology and knowledge – in order that a society may prosper. The Conference
provided a unique experience to share views and learn from a diverse group of people in
a forum that was conducive to open-minded discussion and debate.”

Choo Huat (Billy) Teoh of Malaysia wrote in with fond memories of “the richness of
having Study Group members including a brigadier general, a dean and professor, a British
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The Conference opened on Wednesday, September 23, at the Château Mont Tremblant,
a breathtakingly beautiful ski resort in the Laurentian mountains north of Montréal, in
the French-speaking Province of Québec. For the first time, Prince Philip did not attend
the opening plenary; it was left to the Chairman of the UK Trustees, the Duke of Kent,
to welcome the 200 members.

The Duke spoke for everyone at the meeting when he opened his remarks by thanking
organisers for choosing “this delightful venue as the starting place for our Conference …
really the landscape and the scenery is something quite spectacular.”

The Duke also addressed during his opening remarks to the last Conference of the 20th
century the challenges of the “global infodustrial society” in the Conference theme.

“You might also care to ponder the vulnerability of such systems to disruption, whether
intentionally or not. Have we perhaps become too dependant on computer-based systems
which can all too easily be paralysed or destroyed by hackers?

“Taking the IT [information technology] explosion as the core of our theme … you will
need to give a good deal of thought to its effect on each of us, not just on how we live,
how we travel, how we spend our leisure time, but on how we work and how we
approach our work … The rush of advanced technology is likely to raise challenging
questions about the value and nature of education. For example, should everyone be
taught at least the rudiments of computer technology, or do only a few need it?”

After two days of plenary meetings, the 10 Study Groups left Mont Tremblant on
September 25 to fan out across Canada’s six time zones. Members reconvened 
at the Government of Canada Conference Centre in Ottawa on October 3 to make 
their presentations to Prince Philip, who attended the closing and brought all the talk
about information technology back to its roots.

The presentations, he said, had all agreed about “how important people were. This can
be very easily forgotten. If you look at economic surveys and global reports, it very seldom
mentions people. It always mentions trends and developments and things but at the bottom
of it all, and the whole point of everything we do, is for the benefit of people.”

Prince Philip made it clear that, at age 77, he was still attuned to the current debates
about contemporary life. He cited the “tremendous influence of information technology
on changing people’s lives and the way they work and the way they live and the whole of
the social structures … The information technology is tending to globalize everybody so
that now is the point in time to worry about, it seems to me, the extent to which you can
retain local cultures and traditions in spite of having a technology, a technology which
can transmit not just ideas and information but is in itself almost a creator of a culture.”

The members seemed not to have noticed the smaller Conference; nor did many remark
on the change in structure that boosted Study Group size to 20 from 12 or 15. Their 
recollections are as enthusiastic and thoughtful as any of their Conference “ancestors.”

Kerry Wright, Family Daycare Director with the YWCA in Canberra, wrote an article
recalling the “many nights of agonising over the content and what issues were really
important to present” during the closing plenary.

Vancouver Study Group

Montréal Study Group
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that individual. Whereas, if you got into the wider public-policy type questions you can
make significant contributions to society more broadly. The Canadian experience was
clearly the turning point where I decided to move progressively away from being a family
doctor, dealing at the one-to-one level, to having a much more broader interest in terms
of the wider issues affecting society more broadly.” Tukuitonga went on to serve as
Director of Public Health in his native New Zealand before taking up his current post 
at the World Health Organisation.

Lawrence D’Souza, Executive Director of the Bombay Chamber of Commerce, echoed the
Duke of Kent’s praise for the setting in Mont Tremblant, but also found it had a very practical
aspect. “The setting was beautiful, really out of this world, and the fact that we were away
from everywhere else, of course, prevented any possibility of people getting away from the
Conference or having anything else to do other than concentrating on the matters at hand.
It was a wonderful opportunity to bond and to also learn at the same time.” 

D’Souza described the Conference as “a bit of a two-level, two-tone building process.
On the one hand I believe that there was some sort of a divide in the developed and the
developing countries, because the tendency of one to expect something which was not
really true. Persons coming from developed countries tended to have a view of life which
was very set in their environment. I believe that they were quite surprised with the sort
of backgrounds that the others were coming from.

“A simple thing would be rights of workers. There are certain rights of workers which
you would take for granted in a developed country which is not so obvious when you
come from a developing country. There is a tendency for one to believe that it would be
there and yet it isn’t. It was a learning experience for both sides.” 

Glen Milne, a welfare worker from rural Australia, wrote that he approached the
Conference with “a different perspective to the majority of participants.

“My life is not one of corporate meetings, high public profile, moving and shaking etc.,
but working on a base line in the hope of seeing people as individuals change their lives.
Money, employment, bottom lines, etc. are not my world. Hope, a future, a smile and a
sense of belonging are the answers I look for.”

Milne said he was struck by the performance of the two Dukes.

“I came away from the Conference in awe of Prince Philip and the Duke of Kent. I never
realized the incredible lives these men live. I was stunned by their knowledge, their work
rate, their enthusiasm and their very encouraging and genuine approach.”

Milne remembered a chance encounter with a couple in a hotel elevator. The man asked
him what he thought of the Duke of Kent and his speech. Milne replied that he thought
the man was “extremely interesting, absolutely brimming with knowledge and a thoroughly
genuine and pleasant person.”

The man then said, “You don’t know who I am, do you?” Milne did not. He intro-
duced himself as Sir Peter Parker. Milne introduced himself but confessed he still did not
know who Parker was. Sir Peter explained and said it was difficult for the Duke to get
any meaningful feedback on his speeches as most people tell him what they think he
wants to hear.

“From that point on,” Milne added, “Sir Peter always smiled and said hello to me and
was always ready to have a chat. His smile and manner were so welcoming.”
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knight, and a political party leader. It has been almost seven years, but I can still vividly
picture many of my experiences.”

Fiona Nicholls, General Manager for Sustainable Development at Rio Tinto Ltd. in
Australia, said in a 2005 interview that she remembered the curious dynamic in her
Study Group.

“We had a senior trade unionist from Bangladesh who didn’t speak very good English,
but we had a Canadian Pakistani who could speak the language, who translated for him
and said, ‘You know, I fought the unions at work and I’ve had to stand up and translate
for this guy.’ But he did it willingly and well. We also had a Canadian general and a
French Canadian who mostly spoke only French and very little English. And the general
had to translate for him. He was translating very much for somebody with very different
values because the French Canadian wanted to talk about separation and some of those
tough values which were very opposite from the general’s. But the good grace and the
good feelings of those two very contrasting things really pervaded in the whole group.”

Nicholls recalled with a laugh when her group got to see an ice hockey game in Ottawa
and was then whisked away by limousines. “The unionists were all off to the limousines,
but said, ‘don’t let anyone at home see me’.”

Gayle Francis-Vaughn, Acting Deputy Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of Barbados, had been to Canada as a diplomat before attending the Conference.
She described the Study Groups as “the wonderful thing about the Conference experience.

“It was very intriguing because of the interplay and the inter-relationship between the
participants in my group. Because of my foreign affairs background, I tried to relate to
them, as how you would relate in say, at the UN or at the OAS. I realized very early, not
early enough for my comfort, that you cannot eat with people, you cannot live and be 
so close to people, and still expect to deal with them in a very formal, almost ritualistic
way. I thought that everything could be easily solved; every disagreement, every little
spat could be solved through diplomacy. Diplomacy doesn’t work when you’re dealing
with people who interact so closely and were so close and intense for such a period.”

She also recalled the generation gap between participants.

“There was a young man, I remember, from Zimbabwe and he was very critical of his
President, Robert Mugabe. And I remember us having a very heated conversation because
I was older than him and the older ones in the group remembered when Robert Mugabe
was a hero, when Mugabe was a freedom fighter and a hero, and we really took him to
task for his criticism of his President. And he said things then that we are now seeing –
the true faults. It was very fascinating because as a Zimbabwean, living and having to deal
with the system, he saw things coming down the pike that we couldn’t see and were still
looking at with the rosy spectacles of the revolution and the anti-apartheid war.”

Dr. Colin Tukuitonga, now head of Primary Prevention of Chronic Diseases with the
World Health Organisation, recalled in a 2005 interview how his Conference experience
influenced his career.

“I think it was the turning point because up until that time I was primarily a clinician, 
a family doctor dealing with one-to-one with very little interest in the wider issues of
public policy that affect society. I think the Conference in Canada clearly broadened my
interest. You can, of course, help individuals by being a doctor, but it’s pretty limited to

The Duke of Edinburgh 
and Ian Anderson
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during any training program I carry out in order to break the ice and make participants
understand each other better,” Tupiri wrote. “Our group had people from all over the
world. It was surprising how people from different parts of the world could approach 
a given challenge and come up with a common solution.” 

For Baraniko Tonganibeia, Chief Executive Office of Telecom Services Kiribati Ltd., 
the Conference was an introduction to new ways of approaching work challenges. 
In a 2005 interview, Tonganibeia pointed out that debate is not a big feature of his
Pacific island country.

“It was an experience, coming from a country where debating is not so common. People
just sit quietly and listen to things, but not at the Conference. I admired the way people
debate and show their own views and backgrounds and cultural differences, at the same
time trying to resolve the different cultures and values that they brought to the Conference.

“Free sharing of information is what I took from the Conference. It gives me the skill 
of being in a group and discussing issues that are sometimes heated, but which we can
resolve and accept compromise and all those things. I enjoyed the Conference and I
learned a lot from attending it. I find myself changed, too, because it was emphasized in
that Conference that we are the future leaders of our own country. Coming back from
the Conference I felt the need to change. I tried to bring some things new to my own
country and I did that to my own company when I came back,” added Tonganibeia.

In the end, the 20th century’s last Commonwealth Study Conference boasted many of
the attributes of the 20th century’s first Conference. It was conceived with high ideals
but nearly collapsed under political and organisational pressure that, at the time, seemed
insurmountable. Then it rose up anew, carried on the shoulders of determined enthusiasts.
It brought together 200 people who made new friends, learned new ways to talk – and
to listen – and who went on to join a community of 2,500 Commonwealth Study
Conference alumni around the world.

Sir Peter Parker liked to describe the Conference as a phoenix, reborn and rising from
the ashes every six years. Sir Peter genuinely believed in Prince Philip’s maxim, voiced
after the first Oxford Conference and repeated frequently over the next half century, 
that the Conference should shun bureaucratic structures, and continue forward only 
on the basis that the participants – past and present – have a “genuine wish to do it.”

For all of the birthing pains of the 1998 conference, and there were many, Sir Peter’s
emotions were neither dulled nor mixed when he approached the dais at the closing 
gala dinner in the rotunda of Canada’s National Gallery. With the autumn sun setting
spectacularly through the rotunda’s 90-foot high glass walls, Sir Peter smiled broadly
onto the packed hall and exclaimed, “Your Royal Highness, ladies and gentleman, 
the phoenix has risen once again!”
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Milne paints a colourful picture of his visit to Canada’s French-speaking province.

“Québec holds many memories – lunatic taxi drivers, taxis that would never be allowed
on Australian roads, Canadians ignorant of the poverty in their cities, the French-English
conflict, the wonderful hospitality of the Canadians, the beauty of the country and the
huge diversity within the country.”

Daniel Boulet was an Assistant Business Manager with Local 2228 of the International
Brotherhood of Electrical Workers in Canada’s capital city. “I considered my participation
at the Conference and selection as Study Group vice-chair to be the pinnacle of my
career,” he wrote. “But nothing could have been further from the truth! Seven years have
passed since the Conference. I’m now the Business Manager, an elected official with sub-
stantial authority and responsibility, and I’m putting what I learned into practice. I often
think about the 20 or so members of my Study Group that helped shape me as a leader.”

Connie Carnabuci, a partner with Freshfields Bruckhaus Deringer in Hong Kong, said 
in a 2005 interview that the Conference theme drew her because she was an IT and
telecommunications lawyer based in Sydney at the time. She remains struck by the 
Study Group dynamic.

“We had a lot of very sort of outspoken Western people from highly developed economies
and then we also had some incredibly intelligent, but perhaps slightly quieter people
from less developed nations. And I think the thing that was interesting was that by the
end the people who initially who had been quiet were quite comfortable about actually
expressing themselves and coming forward. So I don’t think we had tensions, but I think
people sort of grew into the whole relationship.”

Carnabuci also recalled a chance encounter with the Duke of Kent early on in the
Conference at the Mont Tremblant resort.

“On the very beginning of the Conference when we were all staying in a ski lodge, I just
went in to buy a cup of coffee and he was standing in the line in front of me. And, you
know, it was interesting to see that he had his assistant with him to help him buy the cup
of coffee. And I suddenly realized that actually there were so many restrictions on the
Royal Family that even the simple pleasure of going to buy a cup of coffee is something
that they can’t necessarily do and enjoy. But he was very charming and we exchanged 
a few words.”

Carnabuci said a key lesson from the Conference was that “people just really want you
to listen to what they’ve got to say. That it’s not the case that everybody wants you to
have a solution or resolve things for them, but sometimes just giving people a chance to
tell you how they’re feeling or what they’re thinking about and saying, ‘Yes. I understand
what you’re saying.’ It can be enough.”

Similar sentiments were expressed by Stanley Tupiri, now a Market Advisor for ZimTrade
in Zimbabwe. “The Conference helped me understand people better. It made me feel
that the world could be a better place if people make an extra effort to understand the
next person. I now take the time to try to understand other people’s points of view first
and then try to be understood,” Tupiri wrote in 2005. 

Tupiri returned from the Conference with practical ideas that he uses to this day. At the
Opening Plenary, the Study Groups were challenged with a team building exercise not
long after meeting each other for the first time. “I always try now to introduce games

Conference closes in Ottawa


