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The Hon Andrew Bell AC

Lieutenant Governor and Chief Justice of New South Wales

A very good evening to you all.

President of the Legislative Council, the Honourable Ben Franklin, Speaker of
the Legislative Assembly, the Honourable Greg Piper, Members of Parliament,
High Commissioner of Canada, Consuls-General, distinguished guests and

delegates.

| extend my own very warm welcome to you to the city of Sydney and trust that
you have taken the opportunity to explore it and its beautiful harbour. This land
and these waterways have been cared for by the Gadigal people of the Eora
nation for millennia and | pay my respects to elders past and present and to all

indigenous people at this dinner.

Now | could interpret an invitation to speak at an event for youth in one of two
ways — either the President of the Legislative Council thinks | am at least “young
at heart” and “in touch albeit not hip”. Alternatively, he has fastened upon my
distinct lack of youthfulness as a counterpoint to the youth in the room. Given
that he is not much younger than me, | assume it was the former and that will

be my working assumption!

When | was actually young, | did a great deal of school and university debating.

An old chestnut of a topic was that “Youth is wasted on the young” which is a



statement often attributed to George Bernard Shaw. | guess that it means that,
until you get a little older, you don’t necessarily appreciate the advantages and
opportunities of youth and, by the time you do appreciate and understand them,
it's a little late, and you are not necessarily able to take advantage of those

advantages and opportunities.

6 Having read the delegate biographies, | am quite sure that youth represented
in this room are not wasting all that their youthful status offers. You have each
manifested a genuine interest in politics and public affairs, the state of your

respective societies and society more generally.

7 As an official “old person”, that is a very good thing to see because our
democracy depends upon young people being engaged in our civic institutions

and in public affairs and social and economic policy.

8 Young leaders also bring energy to their roles, and we have and have had many
examples of successful politicians in Australia who have achieved high office
and leadership positions in their early 40s and even earlier. Sir James Martin,
a three time Premier of New South Wales’s, after whom “Martin Place” (which
you may have visited) was named, entered the Legislative Council in 1848 aged
28 — an age which would have qualified him for entry into this Youth Parliament!
By the time he was 36, he was recognised as “one of the most lucid speakers
and thinkers of the new Assembly”." Having served three terms as Premier, he

was appointed 4" Chief Justice of New South Wales in 1873.

9 Perhaps your time in public service is not as far off as it may seem.

10 Celebrating youth is not to downplay the importance of experience, and good
government needs a mix of youthful energy as well as wisdom and knowledge
gained over time. | would add, in that context, the importance of wisdom and
energy from outside political life. The current Prime Minister of Canada, the
Hon Mark Carney, is an outstanding and much-admired example of such a
public leader, having come into political life after work in the Canadian public

" G N Hawker, The Parliament of New South Wales 1856-1965 (Ultimo, 1971) at 32.
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service and then as Governor of the Bank of Canada and then Governor of the

Bank of England.

On the topic of youth and experience, most of you were not born when Ronald
Reagan ran for a second term as President of the United States in 1984 at the
age of 73. At that time he was the oldest serving President. Questions arose
as to whether he was too old for another term in the role. Asked about this
during the second Presidential Debate against the Democrat Walter Mondale
and whether he was too old for a second term, Reagan defused the matter
brilliantly, saying that “I will not make age an issue of this campaign. | am not
going to exploit, for political purposes, my opponent's youth and inexperience!"

Everything is relative!

The Conference which provides the occasion for this dinner is not, of course,
the only significant Commonwealth event happening at this time. The great city
of Glasgow in bonnie Scotland is currently hosting the Commonwealth Games,
at the height of its summer | should add, somewhat irreverently! With the
possible exception of lawn bowls, the Commonwealth Games is made up of
relatively young people who excel in their chosen athletic field. The experience
and opportunities offered by the Commonwealth Games will stay with those
athletes for life. They will form friendships and be bound together by their

common experience and the values of fair competition.

No less, and arguably of greater long term significance, is this Commonwealth
Conference in which you have come together from around the globe to debate
the challenges of our contemporary world under the rubric of a system of
representative democracy which is one of the great legacies of the
Commonwealth of Nations. And just as with the athletes in Glasgow, | trust that
you will emerge from this Conference with new friendships which will endure

and an enhanced understanding of the importance of our civic institutions.

Even, and | dare say especially at a Youth Parliament such as this, where we
celebrate the role of young people as future leaders of the Commonwealth, it is

important to be cognisant of history and to learn from it.



15 New South Wales was established as a penal colony in 1788 after the arrival
of the First Fleet. For the following thirty-five years, until the establishment of
the first Legislative Council, the legislative and executive powers of the
Governor of this State were “almost supreme though subject to the distant
judgment of the home authorities”.? Times have changed and for the better
(although some of the original buildings remain intact, which is aesthetically
good but not always functionally ideal!) One of the important differences from
those early years is the fact that no one has or pretends that they have supreme

power.

16 As you may have picked up during the week, democracy in New South Wales
is robust. President Franklin and Speaker Piper are akin to parliamentary police
or even peacekeepers. But the robust and frank exchange of ideas between
our parliamentary representatives is very important for a functioning democracy
as is the relationship between the three branches of government, the
Parliament or legislature, the executive and the judiciary. Tonight | am
speaking in my capacity as Lieutenant Governor and therefore as part of the
Executive, standing in for the Governor whose hospitality you have enjoyed.

But my day job, as has been explained, is as Chief Justice of New South Wales.

17 Both the Legislative Council and the Supreme Court of New South Wales have
existed continuously for over 200 years and the precinct of this modern
parliamentary building has been the home of our key civic institutions for those
two centuries. For the same period, the work of the executive government has
been subiject to judicial review by the Supreme Court of New South Wales. And
since 1856, we have had in New South Wales a system of representative and
responsible government comprising a democratically elected legislature, an
executive government comprised by the majority party in the Legislative
Assembly and an independent judiciary relevantly represented by the Supreme
Court.

2 G N Hawker, The Parliament of New South Wales 1856-1965 (Ultimo, 1971).



18 It will be a structure that is familiar to you all, if not precisely the same
throughout the Commonwealth. In each case, the development of that structure
has no doubt been influenced by unique historical and institutional factors that
continue to shape the constitutional identity of your home nations. A conference

such as this is an invaluable opportunity to share these stories.

19 There was a period in our history when the executive government sought to
abolish the upper house of the parliament, known in New South Wales as the
Legislative Council. Fortunately for Ben Franklin and a number of his upper
house colleagues here tonight, that initiative did not succeed and was struck
down by the Supreme Court whose decision was upheld by the Privy Council

when we still had such appeals to England.?

20 Judicial review includes the upholding of our Constitution and government
initiatives are, from time to time, struck down by the Courts. There were a
number of notable examples of this last year. It is one of the hallmarks of a
functioning representative democracy, however, that decisions of the courts,
even when not favourable to or politically inconvenient for the government of
the day, are still respected. This is an important element of the rule of law and

the separation of powers.

21 Another important and interesting feature of our system of government is that
voting is compulsory and we have a system of optional preferential voting,
allowing electors to rank their preferences so that, if an elector's preferred
candidate is knocked out, the elector's subsequent preferences are still given
effect. Libertarians might question this form of forced involvement but it does
compel at least a degree of participation in the political process and

engagement with the issues of the day.

22 And those issues are profound. If the saying "all politics is local" was ever
correct, it is not so today. Numerous humanitarian crises resulting in mass
migration are affecting most countries in one way or the other. The impact of

the conflicts in Ukraine and Iran transcends boundaries but are far from the only

3 Attorney-General for New South Wales v Trethowan [1932] AC 526.
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cause of disruption in global trade. The COVID-19 pandemic did not recognise
geopolitical borders and the rise and impact of Gen Al is ubiquitous. And there
remains, of course, the increasingly obvious and dramatic impact of climate

change. We are all in this together.

It is easy to be pessimistic and overwhelmed by many of these issues
confronting the world today some of which have been described as existential.
It is important to remain optimistic, however. The world has encountered and
overcome profound challenges in the past, and technological change has
generally improved quality of life. But the existence and future of our
democracies and indeed our planet cannot be taken for granted or put into the

too hard basket. It does require effort.

The other, and arguably more famous, Benjamin Franklin is reputed to have
coined the expression “don’t put off to tomorrow what you can do today”. This
was better advice than Mark Twain’s variation “don’t put off until tomorrow what

you can put off to the day after!”

At a time when public confidence in public institutions is said to be at an all-time
low, it is critical that decent, committed and conscientious people of goodwill
such as yourselves enter and are encouraged to enter public life. Civic
engagement has, from at least classical times, been rightly celebrated as a
noble calling. It is not easy but it is vital for our respective societies. Politicians
need to be diligent, honest, empathetic and compassionate. They must
communicate with clarity and conviction. And if they do, they will command

respect.

Public service can be immensely satisfying and | sincerely hope that you
emerge from this conference with a sense of hope and purpose. There is
nothing wrong with ambition, especially when it is not accompanied by

arrogance.

Do enjoy the remainder of your time in New South Wales. Thank you for your

attention and good luck for the future.



