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INTRODUCTION and ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to be with you this evening. It is an absolute pleasure to be 
invited along to be part of this re-launch of the Commonwealth Foundation, which was 
mandated at the Perth CHOGM last year. 
 
MY LINKS WITH THE COMMONWEALTH FOUNDATION 
 
WACOSS was the host organisation, working in partnership with the Foundation to hold the 
Commonwealth People’s Forum in Perth, as part of the CHOGM events. 
 
During this time I worked with the Foundation on consultation processes and drafting the Civil 
Society Statement. One of the personal highlights for me was being part of the first Indigenous 
Peoples Workshop, and witnessing local Noongar Elder Margaret Colbung address the Foreign 
Ministers and Heads of Governments, welcoming them to her land and advising them on what 
she described as the 'unfinished business' of governments and civil society. 
 
Throughout my work with the CF, I've been impressed by their ability to create the opportunity 
to bring voices of people like Margaret to the table of decision makers. 
 
THE FOUNDATION’S STRATEGIC PLAN AND DIRECTION 
 
I was personally really excited by the centrality of 'participatory governance' as the new 
foundational strategy for the Commonwealth to realise its vision.  
 
Participatory governance is a concept that has long been held as a strong principle of mine, 
since I discovered it in my early days of political activities.  Growing up in a family of ten 
children, I learned at an early age the importance of making your individual voice heard. To me 
back then, it was about getting beyond simple binaries of right and wrong, and not seeing an 
issue, decision or policy as having black or white clarity - but embracing and learning from the 
grey, that results from the diversity of knowledge, experience and skills of multiple people and 
viewpoints. 
 
The concept for me is similar to that of "the wisdom of crowds" drawing from the book by 
James Surowiecki, whose central thesis is 'that a diverse collection of independently deciding 
individuals is likely to make certain types of decisions and predictions better than individuals or 
even experts.' 
 



 

 

The Commonwealth is fortunate to bring together one of the most impressive 'crowds' on 
Earth. It is also fortunate to have the infrastructure, technology and resources to tap into the 
wisdom and energy of that crowd - which is one of the most critical challenges and 
opportunities for the Foundation, and well-articulated in the Strategic Plan being launched 
tonight. 
 
HOW THE FOUNDATION WILL IMPLEMENT THE PLAN 
 
The Commonwealth Foundation occupies a remarkably unique place at the interface between 
Governments and Civil Society, it is a rare opportunity for a collective of nation states and 
citizens to have empowered itself with such a valuable instrument. 
 
It has shown that it understands the critical importance of relationships and the diversity of 
people, cultures and experiences that make up the Commonwealth.  
 
It has shown the value of its work, in diverse projects, grants, prizes, events and research - and 
that it is becoming more strategic about how it goes about its, work, evaluting the difference 
that it makes. This is well reflected in the new Strategic Plan, being coupled with the 
implementation of a new Results Based Management framework for Foundation. 
 
 
THE RELEVANCE OF THE PLAN IN THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY AND CIVIL SOCIETY 
 
To reflect on why this Plan is so relevant and important to civil society around the world you 
need look only at the new Vision of the Foundation: "A world where every person is able to 
fully participate in and contribute to the sustainable development of a peaceful and equitable 
society.” 
 
These aspirations are widely-held and the CF has provided us with a vision we can all buy into 
and hold as our own. This vision is capable of fostering stregthened relationships and attracting 
new partnership opportunities. The Plan provides a well thought out, measurable, actionable 
agenda. It builds on the strength of the past, embraces emerging lessons on leadership, 
engagement and collaboration, and applies them to strategic projects, capable of facilitating 
the kind of change we want to see. 
 
Applying the agenda to my own experience of the challenges facing civil society in the Asia 
Pacific region, and indeed around the world, there are three themes in the Plan that I want to 
touch on: 

- One is the fundamental importance of the INDEPENDENCE of civil society 
- The second is about ROLE or PURPOSE and inter-relationships between governments, 

civil society and the private sector in meeting the needs of people, particularly for 
essential human services 

- And finally, the need for appropriate, balanced and credible ACCOUNTABILITY and 
GOVERNANCE structures in all sectors 



 

 

 
These are challenges we are dealing with on a daily basis: 
 
Public sector leaders and indeed Governments are asking: 

- how will we meet the needs of growing and aging populations and their care? 
- what will make for sustainable service delivery models that are financially viable into the 

future? 
- what do improved relationships with civil society have to offer to these challenges? 

 
Simultaneously, civil society leaders are asking: 

- how do we retain our independence, and challenge perceptions of merely being service 
providers, or extended arms of governments? 

- how do we embrace new technology and enterprise without losing our mission focus or 
squeezing out small organisations? 

- what should we be doing about our own governance to make sure we are walking our 
own talk? 

 
Whatever the answer to these questions, there is one element that is central and undebatable, 
which is where participatory governance comes in; fostering the participation of diverse actors, 
large and small, creating mechanisms to make this easier, more common practice, 
institutionalised makes good sense - and the more the Foundation can do that, and help others 
to, the more we can all tap in to the wisdom of the Commonwealth Crowd. 
 
This is why I think the focus on Participatory Governance is so important. 
 
WHY PARTICIPATORY GOVERNANCE IN SO IMPORTANT 
 
Thomas Paine once famously said (1775)  "We have it in our power to begin the world all over 
again" ... none of us in beginning it again now would design it as it currently is, so we are on an 
ongoing journey of aspirational change. This Plan signals a potential game changer for the 
Commonwealth, a powerful tool for civil society to be active participants in the Governance of 
our communities, nations and the world, not passive recipients of the decisions of others, 
without the benefit of them being informed by our wisdom. 
 
Participatory governance has proved to result in powerful change, it is not a new concept, and 
it will be a challenge to embed it in the culture and practice across the Commonwealth, but 
there is enough evidence to show that it works. Vijay put it fabulously well when he said that 
“governance is too important and complex to be left to governments alone.” 
 
The Foundation is privelged to have him at the helm, and I wish him and the team, and all of 
you working with them all the success in the world in the coming years to bring this plan to 
fruition.  
 
Ends. 


