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Good evening ladies and gentlemen,

Thank You to Rilka Macainsh and Commonwealth Study Conferences for putting together another wonderful event.

Particular thanks to Mr Dick Warburton, Chairman of Commonwealth Study Conferences Australia, and our hosts for the evening, The Honourable Milton Morris and the Honourable Barry Unsworth.

Thanks also to Robin Kruk, Director General of the Department of Premier & Cabinet and as always, the tireless Brian Pickett, Chief Executive Officer of Commonwealth Study Conferences Australia.

It is a pleasure to be here with you all tonight, and a privilege, albeit a rather daunting one, to have the opportunity to speak.

I have assured Brian I would not get too carried away. I will keep it short and try not to get too philosophical. I wish to address two key themes; ‘paying forward’ and ‘simplicity beyond complexity’.

As I thought about what I would say tonight I found myself again reflecting on the extraordinary efforts of the people who made the Emerging Pacific Leaders Dialogue 2006 possible, and the profound impact this experience had on me. I became aware of a sense of indebtedness, and I suspect that this may be a sense that many of us who have benefited from the CSC phenomenon would share; whether our experience came through the EPLD, the recent Tenth Commonwealth Study Conference or indeed any of the other CSC forums in its 50 plus year history.

But to whom exactly are we indebted and how do we go about paying back such a debt?

I am confident that Dick Warburton, Brian Pickett and their other CSC colleagues expect no such repayment. 

I considered this question for sometime, because as powerful as my personal CSC experience had been, I knew something important would be lost if that experience and its impact stopped with me or was ultimately for my benefit alone.

Fortunately, before too long I recalled the concept of ‘paying forward’…

We are all of course very familiar with the more conventional notion of ‘paying back’. That a favour or benefit must be in some way returned to, or repayed to its original provider.

Well the concept of ‘paying forward’ turns this on its head, and suggests that instead of ‘paying back’ such a favour we can ‘pay it forward’, passing on the benefit in turn to other worthy recipients.

So in this concept of ‘paying forward’ I feel I have found an answer to my dilemma. If each of us as alumni of Commonwealth Study Conferences Australia simply resolve to pass on in some way the learning, the growth, the insight of our Commonwealth Study Conference experience, we will be admirably acquitting for the selfless efforts of those who’ve made it possible.

And as I considered this rather obvious conclusion I realized that it actually went much further than simply fulfilling an obligation to the CSC. Within the dynamic of this ‘paying forward’ concept was the potential for a powerful multiplier effect, as the goodwill and energy of the Commonwealth Study Conferences was replicated and redirected in thousands of individual interactions, rippling out through our own communities and indeed throughout our entire Commonwealth community.

This it seems to me is the best return that Brian and Dick and Rilka and their peers, could have ever possibly imagined.

Ok, on to my second observation. ‘The simplicity on the other side of complexity’.

Not long after my return from EPLD 2006 I wrote a letter to Mr Warburton expressing my gratitude for the tremendous experience I had just shared. In it I wrote:

‘Dear Mr Warburton,

I recently had the privilege of participating in the inaugural Emerging Pacific Leaders Dialogue 2006 and I am writing to you now to try to convey in some small way my sincere gratitude. Whilst my life is now slowly starting to return to some semblance of normality, it is already clear to me that it will never quite be the same again, and although it might sound strange, that is in fact a good thing.

I do not expect my life will ever quite be the same because in a very real sense my world is no longer the same. The world that I now live in, as compared to the one I inhabited only a few short months ago is vastly bigger, richer, more colourful and complex’

Now reflecting on these words I thought more about this notion of ‘complexity’ and how it was that in what can already be a very confusing world, I could consider an introduction to greater levels of complexity to be a good thing?

Again, fortunately, before I got myself too caught up in this philosophical quandary I found someone else had been down this path before me. I found this quote from the late Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, a prominent former Justice of the US Supreme Court:

‘I would not give a fig for the simplicity this side of complexity, but I would give my life for the simplicity on the other side of complexity’.

I’ll repeat that …

So in the light of this insight I realised that what the EPLD had in fact shown me was that if you take the time to look, listen and learn, not only do you start to appreciate the complexity in what might have previously seemed simple, but you also start to recognize in time, the simplicity that may also exist beyond that complexity.

…and in fact it was not far into my EPLD experience last year that I realized that much of the public debate regarding the Pacific region, with its talk of ‘failed states’, does not go anywhere near embracing the true complexity of the region, let alone illuminate any of simple truths or themes that might be found beyond it.

What might this simplicity look like?

We’ll for me, behind the complexity of the Pacific region, with its many nations, cultures and languages its challenges and opportunities, a simple truth was apparent.

That leadership matters.

This is not rocket science of course, but simple human action, informed by sound judgment and good decisions can make a difference, no matter what the adversity.

And we, as privileged members of this region, indeed of this increasingly small planet are called upon to exercise just such leadership. Thank you.

