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CHAPTER NINE 

AUSTRALIA 2003 
AND THE NEW ERA

The 1998 Conference in Canada had teetered close to the edge before rising like Sir
Peter Parker’s phoenix just 11 months before it opened – the equivalent of the last
minute for a Conference that is held every six years. As it wrapped up in Ottawa on
October 4, Australian Carolyn Bloch told the closing gala dinner that her country stood
ready to stage its third Commonwealth Study Conference six years hence. Bloch, Deputy
Director-General of the Department of Sport and Recreation in New South Wales and a
member of Australia 1986, made it clear that the Australian alumni were ready now to
carry the torch into the new century.

Work began barely two months later, just after the New Year’s break, with planning for
a teleconference in February and an in-person meeting in London the following April.
John Hanna, who earlier that year had retired as Managing Director of Email Ltd., came
on as Chairman of the Australia 2004 Conference. Like Bloch, he had been a member 
of Australia 1986 and had remained active in that country’s Conference organisation. 
In a letter dated January 29, 1999, Sir Peter Parker wrote to Hanna to tell him of the
purpose of the discussions planned for the following February and April.

“The idea,” wrote the Vice-Chairman of the UK Trustees, “is to identify some lessons –
and inspirations – from the Canadian Conference and to consider how we might work
together, country by country, in the Commonwealth more effectively in the future. The
Conference in Canada was lit up by the enthusiasm conveyed to us by Carolyn Bloch.
There was a real sense of commitment to sustaining the Conferences into the next century
and your readiness gave us a positive climax.”

The next day, Robert Taylor, the UK Trustee residing in Canada, sent the trustees a 
long-e-mail outlining “some of the key questions” facing the Conference in future. One of
those “key questions” related to the timing of the forthcoming Conference in Australia.

“Should the six-year schedule give way to a more frequent schedule for Conferences, 
say every three years for example?” he wrote. “If we had considered this after the 
1980 Conference we perhaps could have avoided the need for the [UK] interim and
[Canadian Governor General’s] Conferences. We now have the chance to replace them.”

The trans-Atlantic teleconference on February 28, 1999, involved five people – UK
trustee Malcolm Faulkner and Deborah Bull in the UK, and, in Canada, Robert Taylor,
Malcolm Metcalfe, and 1998 organizer Don McKenzie. 

Under the rubric “Canadian Organisation/Thoughts on the Future,” the minutes echo 
in stark note form the thinking behind Taylor’s e-mail of the previous month.

“The extreme difficulty experienced in getting Canada 1998 off the ground highlighted
the problems with the six-year cycle of Commonwealth Conferences; 18 years between
hosting. Also, the ‘cycle’ of people’s working lives had changed dramatically – much
shorter – so that many of the 1980 Group Chairmen have retired from main career, 
or will have shortly, even if involved in non-executive roles. [It is] therefore difficult 
to maintain core group between times.”

It was a point that had come up repeatedly in the organisation of Canada 1998 and 
earlier Conferences but that had never been resolved; the Conferences had followed the
original one-off and had continued largely through what Sir Anthony Burney had called
“ad hoc-ery.” Although each of the three traditional host countries could by now draw
on a large number of enthusiastic alumni to help organize new Conferences, that 18-year
cycle left major holes in the fabric of the organisational skills and institutional memory
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• Internationalism and networking were keys to the future relevance of the Conference.
A committee should be struck to define the mandate of an international liaison group
to keep the torch burning in all countries between conferences. 

The fifth recommendation was, without a doubt, the most sensitive. The role of the
Conference President is essential to the Conference experience, the report argued. For
members, the preparation and delivery of the closing report to the Duke of Edinburgh
are defining moments. At such time as the Duke of Edinburgh stepped back from the
Conference, any replacement must be a person of “global stature.” This individual must
be “non-partisan, known to all participants, respected, wise, and fully prepared to voice
his or her opinions.”

At Frogmore, Prince Philip listened attentively, and expressed his support for shorter,
more frequent conferences – while noting that, after nearly 50 years, the responsibility
for participating in them would not lie with him. He also expressed support for a version
of Who’s Where “Online”, perhaps a reflection of his own growing knowledge, and use,
of the Internet.

Following the April meetings, Sir Peter wrote to John Hanna, confirming that Australia’s
undertaking for 2004 would be respected – but diplomatically raising yet again the idea
of a shorter interval.

“One possibility that has arisen,” he wrote in the letter dated May 11, 1999, “is that 
of gradually shortening the cycle and holding the next Conference in 2003 say and the
subsequent one in 2007.” Six days later, Sir Peter faxed John Hanna again, this time to
acknowledge the death of Don Malcolmson, a pivotal player in the organisation of the
Australian Conferences of 1968 and 1986 and someone who, Sir Peter wrote, “has been
and will be a constant inspiration in the Commonwealth Conferences.”

Less than 10 days later, the dam finally broke. On May 21, Hanna wrote to Sir Peter
that following a meeting of the Australian executive and “subject to confirmation from our
New Zealand colleagues, we do think it is possible for us to run with a 2003 Conference
and all our thoughts will be directed towards that timing.” (The Australians soon took
matters a step further, recommending the next conference take place in 2007, cutting the
gap between conferences to four years.)

That appeared to remain the plan by the end of the year. A discussion paper presented 
to the UK Trustees at a meeting on November 11, 1999, raised the question of timing
under the title “forward planning” and said: “There is a possibility that Australia may
bring their Conference forward to 2003.”

That same paper addressed the subject of “Royal Family Support.” Prince Philip had
turned 78 barely five months earlier and the paper noted that “the involvement of the
Founder [Prince Philip] and other members of the Royal family also requires review 
and agreement with the Founder and the Chairman of the UK Trustees.”

This delicate theme also preoccupied the Australian organisers, whose practical requirements
for the 2003 Conference demanded timely decisions rather than discussions. In a letter
to Prince Philip dated April 5, 2002, the Chair of the Australian Executive Committee,
Richard (Dick) Warburton, gingerly explored the subjects of Royal participation and
generational change. 

The Conference’s highest priority, Warburton assured the Duke, “is your participation in
study tour group reports and other Conference closing activity.” Warburton made clear
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required to mount such undertakings. This time, the organisers appeared determined 
to resolve the issue that had dogged them for so long.

Robert Taylor sent Sir Peter another e-mail on March 29 raising yet again the idea 
of a shorter interval between conferences.

“Our conclusion and recommendation is that we should collectively challenge ourselves
to hold Conferences more frequently. Implementation will of course involve many changes
to established practices and create many headaches but, in my opinion, we will have failed
in our own personal commitment if we don’t work together as a team to reinvent the
Conferences and move with the times.”

The record shows the Australians had a different view – at first. In an e-mail to Deborah
Bull on April 26 – the eve of the London meetings – Australian Secretary-Treasurer Brian
Pickett wrote that “we remain quite comfortable with the existing six-year spread.”

Pickett, an alumnus who was to serve as Executive Director of the forthcoming Conference,
added that “we appreciate the arguments for Conferences with a minimum duration 
of four years” but “in terms of previous offers made by Australia and New Zealand, 
we would not wish the next full Conference to be staged in this region before 2004.” 
It was an understandable reply; no organizer would willingly give up that extra year 
of working, worrying, building, putting out fires, and so on.

For all of 1998’s tribulations, Sir Peter had savoured the Canadian experience and its
experiments in modernization. Now in his mid-70s, his aim was to “pass the torch” 
to a new generation of alumni organisers in the UK, Australia, Canada – and India. 
He remarked in an early 1999 letter to Canadian organizer Ian Anderson: “I thought
you achieved a rare combination of meticulous and detailed planning with a relaxed 
and unfussy flexibility. We have much to learn from you (Canadians) in the future."

With tacit support from Sir Peter, the Canadians continued to promulgate their views 
on modernization through the spring of 1999. In a meeting with the UK Trustees on
April 27, followed by a briefing for Prince Philip the following afternoon at Frogmore
House near Windsor Castle, a group of Canadian organisers including Taylor, Mitic,
Metcalfe and Anderson, with Sir Peter Parker and several of the 1998 study group 
leaders, presented their case.

“Canada learned a number of lessons about keeping the Commonwealth Study Conference
alive in a period of rapid change – lessons in organisation, communication and the need
to dramatically improve alumni contact worldwide,” the Canadian report stated. “It is
our belief that, as societies change at such a rapid pace, we too must make changes to
accommodate the future.”

The document then outlined several recommendations: 

• Eighteen years between visits to Canada and other countries is too long to maintain
momentum. 12 year gaps should be the maximum between host country duties.

• Conferences should be shorter as well as more frequent – no more than two weeks 
in length, which was about the longest period today’s organisations are prepared 
to release their high-calibre young leaders.

• Alumni communication had to be improved. Who’s Where was a vital bond for alumni,
but printing it every six years was inadequate. The Conference urgently required an
Internet strategy, and Who’s Where should go online. 

2003 Conference

Theme: People First in the
Global Community

Date: October 16-29, 2003

200 Members from 30 Countries.

Australia in 2003

Population: 19.7 million

Prime Minister: John Howard 

Inflation Rate: 2.77%

No. 1 Song as Conference
Opens: Crazy in Love (Beyonce)

The World in 2003

Population: 6.310 billion

Coalition led by U.S. and
Britain invades Iraq after 
insisting Saddam Hussein has
weapons of mass destruction.
A new infection arises in China,
an acute form of pneumonia that
does not respond to known treat-
ments. It is termed SARS (severe
acute respiratory syndrome).
Seven astronauts die when 
space shuttle Columbia 
disintegrates on re-entering
Earth’s atmosphere.
Libya accepts blame for 1988
bombing of Pan Am flight over
Lockerbie, Scotland.
Images obtained with NASA’s
Wilkinson Microwave
Anisotropy Probe (WMAP)
confirm Hubble observations
for the age of the universe –
13,700,000,000 years.
Last scheduled flight of Concorde
supersonic passenger plane.

Canadian delegation and Sir Peter Parker
at Frogmore House, April 1999 

Study Group 11 in Tasmania
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emerging and raising serious questions about the sustainability of traditional cultural,
moral, political and legal frameworks.”

In words that acknowledged the growing worldwide public refusal to sit still in the face
of decisions and actions by states and corporations, the Statements go on to say that the
“removal of barriers (including trade and communications) exposes, and at times, brings
into conflict, inevitable differences in values, perspectives and aspirations within and
between peoples and countries. New approaches are needed that recognise the reality 
of globalisation whilst preserving the values that bind communities.”

Australia 2003 would become the first Conference of a new era. And it boasted a great
many firsts: it was the first Conference of the 21st century, the first which Prince Philip
did not attend (he had just turned 82), the first where the Princess Royal, Princess Anne,
represented her father, the first to make massive use of the Internet to post materials, the
first where many members carried cellular telephones on their Study Tours.

It opened at the Clarendon Ballroom of the Sheraton Towers Southgate in Melbourne 
on October 16 with the Princess Royal launching a new tradition. Just as her father had
done eight times before, the Princess addressed the 200 members, sprinkling her remarks
with personal observations.

“My own travels,” she said, “have indicated and underlined to me that there are so
many more similarities than dissimilarities around the world, many more shared ambitions
and common goals, and however we go, there are always lessons to be learned from
how other people do things.”

She drew laughter with this succinct description of how members are selected. “The Study
Conferences are hopefully designed to bring in people who haven’t quite got to the stage
where you’ve become so responsible you haven’t got time to get away, and are not so
responsible that, actually, nobody’s interested in you. But maybe you’ve already shown
worrying signs of questioning, which is partly the reason why you’re so important here.”

She also reflected on the past half-century, noting that “things have changed a bit since
1956. “There was no visual support of Conference presentations, no computers, certainly
no mobile ‘phones. And all overseas Conference members travelled to the UK in pro-
peller-driven aircraft.” Many of today’s members, she added wryly, were probably too
young to remember those quaint conveyances.

“Some things have changed. But oddly enough, the original Conference theme, ‘Human
Problems of Industrial Communities within the Commonwealth and Empire,’ is not so
different from the global community. But the technology has changed. And the impact
that technology has had on industries and how they function, and how they function
with people, has changed. And that’s where you come in.

“It was thought there was only going to be one [Conference] but they have continued at
fairly regular intervals over the past nearly 50 years. And you might ask, ‘Why have they
continued to exist and why do they still remain relevant?’ Personal contacts still count.
The ability to meet people and to discuss face-to-face issues really do make a difference.”

In the tradition of her father, the Princess also exhorted members to avoid trying to solve
problems. “These next two weeks are not intended to produce definitive answers. It is
about giving members an opportunity to ask questions and through observation and 
discussion gain a broader understanding of the challenges which modern industrial, 
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that Australia welcomed the Duke’s involvement with the opening activities, too, but
that they recognized that, like Canada in 1998, “this may be too great a demand on
your time.” 

Warburton then described for Prince Philip how the Australian organisers were addressing
the need for generational change in their own committees with a commitment that
“younger faces” would take over beyond 2003. 

Then the Australian businessman got to the heart of the matter. “While our early planning
material included some references to the possible involvement of HRH The Duke of
Kent in the formal Conference opening activities, we have decided to test with you the
prospect of extending this generational shift further. This might involve the participation
of a younger member of the Royal Family in the 2003 Conference.”

“We considered that the participation of HRH Princess Anne in the 2003 Conference
activities would be ideal. The presence of the Princess Royal would reflect a clear recognition
of the position of women in modern society and her wealth of experience to date would
be most beneficial to the 200 or so high calibre men and women attending the Conference.” 

This suggestion, Warburton assured, “is being raised with the longer-term interests of
Commonwealth Study Conferences in mind.”

Reaction from Buckingham Palace was swift and positive. It was decided that the
Princess Royal, Princess Anne, would indeed represent her father, and not only at the
opening activities in Melbourne. 

In short order, it was announced in Australia that Sir William Deane, who had been
Governor General from 1996 to 2001, would join as Conference Chairman.

Planning proceeded apace. But in late April 2002, organisers received news that Sir Peter
Parker had died suddenly at the age of 77. Those who knew Sir Peter understood he
possessed the qualities of a genuine Renaissance man, who fired in each new generation
a sense of the opportunities to be grasped through the Conferences. He had been
involved since the earliest, contentious days of the Commonwealth Study Conferences 
in 1954, had a hand in every Conference since, but would not live to see his beloved
phoenix rise again in 2003. 

The Times noted in Sir Peter’s obituary: “Much of his thought was summed up in the
concluding words of a lecture he gave in 1977, on the need for a new industry policy 
for the United Kingdom. He was arguing that to preserve democracy in Britain a new
place must be found in the political system for the various corporate powers such as 
the big industrial concerns and also the private associations of trade unions and associations
and professional bodies. ‘What I am seeking in an unbalanced industrial world is, simply,
to give Josiah (the statistician and administrator Josiah Stamp) the last word, the apparatus
for a balanced and instructed judgment in social affairs.’ He was always seeking for himself
this ‘balanced and instructed judgment’.”

The 2003 Conference theme was People First in the Global Community and its 
statements of rationale were drafted by alumni from the 1992 and 1998 conferences.
Where Oxford 1956 had preoccupied itself with the communities that sprang up 
around local industries, the outlook here was more wide-ranging.

“As we embrace the 21st century,” the Statements said, “notions of leadership and national
sovereignty are being challenged. Economic and societal responses to globalisation are still
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“I wasn’t at all sure what to expect. The question that was in my mind frequently, not
just preceding the event, but even part-way through it, was, ‘What do I have to give
back to this? What am I expected to do?’ And it took a while for it to sink into me that
it was really just something for me to experience without any sort of requirements, pass
the test at the end of it or something of that sort. It was a really unusual position to be
in, a really privileged position to be in, to recognize that I was there just to learn and 
to experience.”

Like her Australian predecessors of 1968 and 1986, Mithen said she learned some hard
home truths about Australia. “We visited a lot of indigenous communities. Certainly the
indigenous stuff was bit of a great embarrassment. It was also, I found, embarrassing 
to recognize how little I knew about the indigenous communities and the real treatment
of the people. And that feeling was heightened by the fact that I was actually showing
international people our flaws. 

“In my professional life, the issue of indigenous Australia was brought to the fore as 
a result of the Conference. Since I’ve returned to work we’ve actually started a special-
interest group up in the Northern Territory with a particular emphasis on indigenous
employment. So, practically, I’ve been able to utilize some of the experiences to try and
make a difference in other areas.”

Sophie Foster, Night Editor of the Fiji Times, spoke in a 2005 interview with the same
sense of wonder about the eclectic and diverse makeup of the Study Groups that her
Conference forebears talked about 47 years earlier at Oxford.

“How does something like that happen? How do you throw in trade unionists and 
business people and media and just people from totally different backgrounds, and 
from across the Commonwealth? How do they all of a sudden suddenly click? I think
it’s just shared hardships, if you can call it that. And hardships meaning the problems
that we were set to deal with. Just camaraderie, waking up every morning at five o’clock
and everybody had to do it. And you knew that the person next to you was going
through exactly the same thing that you were, towards achieving the same goals.”

Foster recalled that the technology of the day allowed her to draw on the skills of her
Study Group colleagues a lot faster than had been the case with previous generations.

“When we had a spare moment – sitting down to a meal or just relaxing after a particularly
hectic day – someone would get a ‘phone call. Say I’d get the ‘phone call from Fiji and
there’s some particular problem going on in my newsroom. I hang up the ‘phone afterwards
and somebody else would say, ‘Actually, I’ve dealt with that type of issue in my office.
This is how we handled it and we found it was very effective.’ It was really helpful and
people started to see that the issues were the same, no matter what sort of industry
you’re in, purely because we’re all dealing with other people as human beings.”

Foster, who was Business Editor at the Fiji Times when she attended, said the Conference
“challenged me to look at people that I’d interview, or people that we deal with everyday
in the newsroom, more as individuals.

“What really inspired me was the fact that so many of the people in my group were very
highly educated. Regardless of what field they were in – non-governmental organisations,
trade unions, business, media – they were just pushing the boundaries and challenging
themselves every day. Everyone was so eager to learn about what they were doing and
that really inspired me. I came back and signed up for an MBA straightaway.” 
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commercial and other organisations present to the individuals, families, and communities
who are dependent on them. What you see and hear over the next couple of weeks will,
I trust, allow you not only to see your own jobs in maybe a new light but to re-examine
your views and opinions and provide all members with a challenging and rewarding
time together that will last.”

Members attended plenary sessions in Melbourne until October 18 before fanning out –
10 Study Groups to mainland Australia, one to Tasmania, and three to New Zealand. 

This was the second Conference that Australia had offered to partner with another
Commonwealth country – India in 1986 and, in 2003, with neighbouring New Zealand.
All 14 Study Groups reconvened in Sydney on October 25 and spent the next two days
preparing their reports. They met in plenary sessions at the Sydney Opera House to
make their reports on October 28 and 29.

At the Conference close the afternoon of October 29 at the Opera House, the Princess
Royal made reference to what the members had seen and done during the Conference.

“You’ve come face to face with decisions made by others and you’ve had the opportunity
to assess and analyse those factors. I have no doubt you will go away asking yourselves
more questions: Would you have done it differently? How could you have done it differently?
Are we people-first enough in our own workplaces and communities? I hope that it hasn’t
been just a demanding experience and that you will get over that exhaustion and wear
and tear, but that some of it has been really enjoyable because you will take back not
just new impressions, observations and perspectives but a lot of friendships, a lot of
bonuses from this experience.”

Sir William Deane, in his thanks to the Princess at the closing session, began with a touching
observation. “It is a source, as it were, of change that the Founder of the Study Conferences,
His Royal Highness, isn’t with us. But, if I may make bold to say so, he would be
extraordinarily proud of the way you have picked up and carried on the baton.”

After the applause subsided, he expressed the feelings of most in attendance. “I venture
to add something that you may not be so pleased to hear, and that is that having picked
up the baton, you’re landed with it. Everyone here hopefully anticipates that you’ll stay
associated in this way with the Commonwealth Study Conferences.” There was more
laughter and applause.

Jo Mithen, Executive Director of the Australian Human Resources Institute, recalled
how she had been chosen to thank the Princess on behalf of the members at the close.
She described the experience as “without question, one of the highlights of my personal
and professional life to date.

“I was overwhelmingly impressed by her. I’m being a bit presumptuous but I think I can
speak on behalf of most of the members of the Group. We had an image of the Royal
Family as – well, I won’t even comment on that – but we had certainly a mental picture
of the Royal Family. And she proved us all wrong. She was incredibly articulate, thoughtful,
reflective, intelligent, and humorous. She showed a genuine interest in what we were doing.
She had an extraordinary understanding of the issues. She treated it with the respect that it
deserved and treated us with a great respect. I thought she was wonderful. It was a real
privilege to meet her and have her involved in the Conference.”

Mithen said that at the outset, she had no pre-conceived notions about the Conference.
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questions like this. Those of us who are always full of talk, opinion, and certainty were
reduced on more than one occasion to a sort of frustrated contemplation.”

Sonia Muir, Coordinator of the New South Wales Department of Primary Industries’
Rural Women’s Network, described how her Group decided to “launch a ‘newspaper’ 
for its closing report and then danced in a silk sari to a ‘Midnight Oil’ song at the Sydney
Opera House with Princess Anne, Sir William Deane, and fellow Study Group colleagues.

“I was exposed to new ways of looking at the world through the lenses of other cultures.
I now know a little more about Nigeria from Uche, St. Lucia from Marguerite, and
Guyana from Dale. I have new friends in the United Kingdom, Mauritius, India, Canada,
New Zealand, the Solomon Islands, and my own back yard, Australia. Thanks to 
information technology, this continues. I feel so much more connected to many small
places. I will continue to strive for human rights in my own back paddock of Australia
and beyond. I will focus on points of similarity rather than difference as a way to 
build community.”

Roger Tan, Director of the Civil Service College International in Singapore, described his
experience as “extraordinary and highly rewarding.

“It was particularly memorable due to the personal circumstances I faced during the
Conference. It was the SARS [Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome] year in Asia and 
I was down with fever before I left for the Conference. Luckily for me, I made it to
Melbourne for the opening ceremony. However, as a result of drastic temperature
changes from tropical Singapore to the early spring of Melbourne, I came down with 
a bad flu and lost my voice for two-thirds of the Conference. What was especially 
heart-warming was the care and concern that my fellow group members showered 
on me. Despite not being able to speak clearly, we managed to communicate through
hand signals! Since I could not ask too many questions during the tour, I tried to make
myself useful by volunteering to be the Group’s official photographer.”

Heather Roy, European Director of the Girl Guides, wrote that her sponsor, an alumnus,
had told her the Conference would be “a life-changing experience” so she had “pretty
high expectations.

“She was right of course, it was a life-changing experience. But whereas her comments
had been directed towards my professional life, I also feel that the CSC affected me 
personally as well as professionally, and that was an expectation I did not have before
leaving for Australia. I expected to be challenged, to be taken out of my safe little world,
and have to think about issues I do not normally deal with. Global macro economics
and its effects on trade in the Northern Territories of Australia does not come up much
when thinking about Girl Guiding!”

Roy recalled how her Study Group tried to assimilate into its reflections everything 
it experienced.

“We were all of the mind that this was a holistic experience; for example, sampling the
nightlife of Cairns was as important as understanding the history of trade unions in
Weipa. It would all contribute to our experience and our perceptions and allow us to
share our own experiences. I remember one night where my mind was completely blown
by a conversation we had over stubbies [beer] on the difference between Human Rights
and Human Freedoms, which really challenged me on my understanding and assump-
tions on the topic. Our group adapted to each other through conversations like that –
we listened to each other and talked and questioned.”
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As with so many of the Members at Conferences in Australia and Canada, native 
people provided some of the most enduring memories. Foster recalled traveling to 
a small aboriginal settlement.

“They showed us how they’re trying to preserve their culture and identity, especially
since so many of their young people did not feel so interested in it anymore. These older
women had got together a group of young people, and these were the young people who
were helping to re-ignite the enthusiasm for the culture that had held them together for
so long. All that’s driven purely by the fear of losing that culture. For someone from the
Pacific that makes so much sense, given that we’re facing increasing urbanization and all
those types of issues now. How do you preserve culture and yet still stay a part of the
21st century?”

An experience with Maori people also stood out for Kevin Grant, Senior Development
Applications Officer in the Bermuda Department of Planning. “A moment that stands
out for me is when we visited a corrections facility in New Zealand where a majority 
of the inmates were Maori. We had visited many establishments where there was a lot 
of Maori influence, tradition etc. Usually when we visited these establishments we were
given the traditional welcome by the host Maori. The greeting of the Maori is to shake
each other’s hand and at the same time touch the forehead and nose of the person you
are greeting. At most venues this went pretty smoothly. However, when we were at the
corrections facility all of the inmates formed a line so that we could give them the traditional
greeting. I know that many of my female group members were certainly not as excited 
as the inmates were to proceed with the traditional greeting. But it went great and we
had a remarkable experience. I think this visit may have touched the hearts and opened
the minds of many of the group members.” 

For Ben Hurley, Media and Campaigns Officer for the Trade Unions’ Congress in the
UK, the response of individual communities to the challenges of globalization offered
new insights. “As a group we learned a lot from each other, and the places and people
we visited, about the positive and negative effects of the forces of globalization. Two 
visits illustrated to me the flip sides of the phenomena. On the one hand a company
effectively blackmailing politicians, a community, to subsidise a short-term, insecure
operation with the threat of moving it elsewhere. On the other hand, a local industry
working with local government to invest at home and open markets across the world,
benefiting many in the community, if not quite enough. Whether the majority of the 
people receive more benefit compared to the negative consequences suffered determines
their experience and attitude to globalization,” Hurley recalled in 2006.

Sarah Ward, National Officer with the Connect union in the UK, quickly learned the
first vital lesson for Conference members. “I’d never been outside of Europe before, let
alone fly long-haul. I was terrified. I had no idea what I was letting myself in for – and
as a self-confessed control freak, this was a shock to the system and learning point 
number one!”

Ward’s group went to Tasmania and quickly immersed itself in the complex and 
emotional issues of the island’s primary industry. “We’d met with conservationists and
seen for ourselves the amazing rain forests. I’d become immediately emotional about 
the subject,” she remembered in 2005. “My overriding memory is having dinner in the
house of a local family. Their hospitality was amazing. While in the forest, it was easy 
to demonise logging. But, in the warmth of a welcoming kitchen, with a family explaining
the island’s dependence on the industry and their understanding of the issues, you realize
that life isn’t always that straightforward. Tasmania was often able to silence us with
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Grundon also came away with a new appreciation for the Commonwealth and “just
how diverse it is. Some of the issues those countries and communities were facing were
very similar to Australia, but in others we’re just completely diverse. For example, the
way we do business is all very similar. We all have staffing issues. We all have industrial
relations issues with unions, etc. But then on a community basis, there are things that
affect some countries to do with health, wealth, and poverty.”

Roxanne General, a union executive from Canada and herself an aboriginal, recalled a
“very intense Conference.

“The different aspects of life, work, unions and people that I discovered on my Study
Tour were amazing. It was strange, however, that I travelled half-way around the world
and realized some problems are the same there, too. The theme of the Conference was
‘people first’. Without putting people first you will always run into problems. People are
the ones who get things done, and through communications, education, and leadership,
almost everyone would be able to achieve their vision.”

Hope Bizimana, Human Resources Manager of the National Social Security Fund in
Uganda, said her sojourn in New Zealand was an eye-opener. “I particularly noted the
struggle between the nationals who are called Maori, and the other people who came, 
the British from other countries. There was that apparent conflict between them, especially
on language, the way of living, and their character. It had struck me that in Uganda it
worked out very fast, but in this place it’s still apparent that there’s a conflict.”

Bizimana offered a compelling answer to the question: What makes these 
Conferences different?

“When I went, I thought it would be a Conference where I was just going to sit while
people present papers and we discuss them. That’s what I had in mind. But when I got
there and found that we had to go into different groups with different set-ups, it was so
exciting. That’s the gift, the thing that makes the whole Conference different from others.”

Looking back at her experiences in 2005, Sarah Ward also found the heart of the
Conference in her study tour to Tasmania. “You learn together and learn from each
other, and you lead each other astray and end up late-night dancing in dodgy nightclubs
in Hobart.

“The Conference experience creeps up on you over time. I didn’t feel the full impact
immediately. But it remains with me still and I hope will do so for a very long time. I hope
I can feel less and less certainty of the sort that prevents me from hearing alternative ideas
or suggestions. I hope I never forget the ‘people-first’ element of our discussions and can
hang on to what I learnt by being able to understand things from a different point of
view. I aspire to the examples, advice and lessons many of the presenters were good
enough to share. In addition to all this, I discovered so much in common with people
from all over the Commonwealth and learnt huge amounts about myself from these 
new friends. Too many things, too important to forget.”
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Roy learned plenty about herself, too.

“At one point I was ready to leave the Conference and go home. Coming from the 
background I had in the NGO world, with little real knowledge of some of the topics
floating around our Group, I felt that I was way out of my depth and that I was really
stupid! But after a bit of thought – and a good night’s sleep – I realized that it is great 
if you know everything about everything but it is also important, and arguably more so,
to know how to use the knowledge you do have – the process-over-product question –
and I realized that that is more my strength: to think strategically and move something
forward or develop something. And that is something I think I have been able to feed
into my professional responsibilities since my return.”

It wasn’t all professional angst, however, and Roy recalled moments of levity, too, 
“like when the Canadian member of our study tour was somehow considered very 
photogenic by a group of Japanese schoolgirls and had his photo taken about fifty 
times, or when we embarked on our Karaoke tour of Australia.”

There were also times of great poignancy for Roy.

“Two other moments really stood out. One was in the rain forest where we were given 
a tour by an indigenous guide. At the end of the tour we asked lots of questions about
the eco-tourism venture and eventually we asked about his employment status – was this
something he had created and ran or was he placed there. When he told us his situation,
I saw a man defeated by a system that tried to help but didn’t. I guess I learned the 
inadequacy of some development programmes and support programmes, when there 
is no meaningful result for those participating in them, or if they are used as a mask 
over wider problems. I was also reminded about human dignity and the danger we 
face in forgetting human dignity when considering human need.

“Another light-bulb moment for me was visiting the Rio Tinto mine in Weipa. There is 
a very negative history of union relations at that mine and before going to Weipa, many
trade-unionist colleagues primed us with hard questions for the mine management. But
actually we were wrong-footed. The new mine director was someone willing to acknowledge
the mistakes of the past and look at how things could be resolved and improved. I also
saw the wider picture – real corporate social responsibility to the local community, real
acknowledgment of the social problems of domestic violence and alcoholism, real
acknowledgement of the bi-partisan co-operation needed to make the mine productive
and profitable, and the community sustainable. Things were not perfect, and probably
would not be in the minds of many, but I was challenged to look beyond the single issue
and see a bigger picture.”

Robin Grundon, now Business Development Manager for APN News & Media in
Australia, recalled some initial problems with the study group dynamic “because of 
the fact that you’ve got a group of managers together [and] they’re all in some form 
of leadership role.

“So initially, it took some time to generate who was who. But in turn, it tended to be
our Group Leaders who took responsibility for that. And it turned out that after two or
three days, the group really gelled together and started to work really quite quickly and
it was just part of what the Conference was about.”

Study Group 12 
with Princess Anne, 

Sir William Dean and 
Richard Warburton

EMERGING PACIFIC LEADERS’ 
DIALOGUE 2006

The concept for a separate study conference, focused
only on Pacific nations, emerged during a coffee 
break at the Melbourne opening of CSC 2003. One of
the group leaders, Rilka Macainsh, and members 
of her study group raised the idea of expanding the
conference experience to a wider group of emerging
Pacific leaders with Sir William Deane, the 2003 chair. 

The Melbourne discussion led to a paper being 
prepared for the December 2003 meeting of the CSC
(Australia) Inc. executive committee, where a Working
Party was appointed, chaired by Rilka Macainsh and
including CSC Australia Secretary Brian Pickett and
Rick Moloney. Following meetings in New Zealand 
and Fiji, the recommendation to stage a Pacific
Conference was tabled at the August 2004 meeting 
of CSC (Australia) executive. The following March, the
executive endorsed the staging of Emerging Pacific
Leaders’ Dialogue for the following year.

The new conference follows the long-standing CSC
format, opening in Brisbane, Australia, and closing
two weeks later in Auckland, N.Z. Its 120 members will
join study tours in Papua New Guinea, Fiji, Tonga,
Samoa, Vanuatu, Solomons, and New Caledonia. The
geographic boundary for the conference is the 16
members and 4 observer states of the Pacific Island
Forum, with its secretariat based in Fiji. Expanding
beyond the Commonwealth, the Forum members
include the French territories in the Pacific and 
smaller nations of Micronesia. The Australian and 
New Zealand CSC organisations are key partners in
passing the torch to new Conference members and
new countries.


