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Interoview

On January 1, 1993 Arthur Donahoe became Secretary-General of the
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, the first Canadian to hold this position.
Mr. Donahoe was first elected to the Nova Scotia House of Assembly in 1978. He
served as Deputy Speaker for three years before becoming Speaker in 1981, a position
he held for more than ten years. Arthur Donahoe is a former Canadian Regional
Representative of CPA and a participant in many Canadian and international
activities of the Association. He replaces David Tonkin, former Premier of South
Australia as Secretary-General. He was interviewed in Quebec City in September
1992 during the Symposium on Parliamentary Democracy organized by the Quebec
National Assembly to mark the Bicentennial of Representative Government in that

province.

How would you describe the value
of the Commonwealth Parliamen-
tary Association to a newly elected
member?

Mr. Donahoe: The Commonwealth
Parliamentary Association is the
parliamentary wing of the Com-
monwealth with members in some
120 national and state legislatures.
Its conferences and seminars pro-
vide an excellent vehicle for the pro-
fessional development of new
members. It provides a way for new,
and indeed, veteran members to fa-
miliarize themselves with the issues
and individuals in various legisla-
tures in the Commonwealth.

How do you respond to criticism
that CPA is essentially a vehicle to
allow parliamentarians to travel to
exotic places?

Mr. Donahoe: I have heard this ar-
gument but I do not accept it. Most
activities are centered around a se-
rious agenda and members gener-
ally participate in the discussions. I

think it is just as important for the
professional development of public
officials as it is for similar associa-
tions in the private sector.

We should not discount the im-
portant opportunity CPA provides
to meet individuals from other cul-
tures and races. Participation in
CPA can be a very educational ex-
perience.

What are some of the things that
you personally have learned?

Mr. Donahoe: At the most funda-
mental level, I learned that every
parliament and legislature is differ-
ent. Yet there are common threads
throughout the Commonwealth.

I was also impressed by the way
the parliamentary system can flour-
ish in all types of societies regard-
less of the background of
individuals. This is important when
SO many countries are emerging
from other forms of government
and looking around for new mod-
els.

How is one chosen Secretary-
General?

Mr. Donahoe: It was an extensive
process. When the former Secre-
tary-General, David Tonkin, an-
nounced he was retiring, notice was
given to all branches. An advertise-
ment was placed in most of the na-
tional newspapers in countries
throughout the Commonwealth.
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The CPA is organized into eight
geographic Regions and prelimi-
nary interviews were held in each
Region. One person per Region was
selected to be interviewed in Lon-
don in April 1992. The final Selec-
tion Committee had representatives
from each of the Regions.

I'was fortunate enough to be cho-
sen and my appointment was put
before the General Assembly at its
annual meeting in October for final
approval.

Is there any way to prepare for an
interview like this?

Mr. Donahoe: Not really. I thought
about my experiences with CPA in
the more than 10 years in which I
was Speaker of the Nova Scotia
House of Assembly. I knew the or-
ganization was looking to improve
certain thingsand I tried to familiar-
ize myself with the thinking of the
current executive. Otherwise I just
tried to be myself and answer the
questions as best I could.

Did you have any qualms about
accepting the position?

Mr. Donahoe: No. But the decision
to apply was not taken lightly. I
gave it a lot of thought because I
knew that if successful it would
change my life completely.

It would mean moving from a
relatively small city in Eastern Can-
ada to one of the largest metropoli-
tan areas in the world. It would
mean a change in focus from being
a lawyer and a member of a fairly
small legislature to looking at ques-
tions of international nature.

So, I did not make the choice
lightly but having made it I am ex-
cited and look forward to my term
in office. I hope to make the CPA an
even better organization and look
forward to the help and cooperation
from many people in CPA both in
Canada and around the world.

What do you see as some of the
potential areas of action during
your term?

Mr. Donahoe: In addition to con-
tinuing our education role by means
of conferences, seminars, exchanges
and publications, I think the Asso-
ciation wants to play a role in elec-
tion monitoring.

We have in our membership a
body uniquely qualified to play a
role in this area. We could establish
an inventory of members and for-
mer members willing to advise or
assist countries in organizing or
monitoring elections.

Would you describe the adminis-
trative structure of CPA?

Mr. Donahoe: Overall policy rests
with the Executive Committee and
General Assembly. My job is to see
that policy is implemented
smoothly.

The Secretariat in London con-
sists of thirteen people from differ-
ent parts of the Commonwealth. A
recent study of the organization has
led to a number of changes includ-
ing the establishment of a position
of Head of Administration. This po-
sition was filled by Radjah Gomez
of Sri Lanka who was recruited at
the same time as me.

So, I will be entering a new ad-
ministrative structure and will be
watching carefully and analyzing it
to see if it obtains the objectives en-
visaged.

What is the relationship between
the Commonwealth Secretariat
and the CPA?

Mr. Donahoe: The Commonwealth
Secretariat is a governmental body.
The CPA is a parliamentary organi-
zation.

I understand that relations have
been strained in the past but have

improved recently. At the last
Heads of Government meeting a
declaration was adopted recogniz-
ing the CPA as the parliamentary
wing of the Commonwealth.

My objective is to build on this
recognition and to develop a good
working relationship in the area of
election monitoring for example. 1
think we have to make the Heads of
Government more aware of the
work of CPA.

Does this mean CPA might be
adopting resolutions?

Mr. Donahoe: This is a longstand-
ing debate in the Association at the
policy level. The present practice is
to have wide-ranging discussions
rather than try to make people ac-
cept or reject a given point of view
or resolution. We meet as a parlia-
mentary organization and not as
representatives of governments or
countries.

This does not mean we cannot
improve how we deal with topics at
our conferences or seminars. For ex-
ample, instead of having only par-
liamentary participants, I think
there is something to be said for
having experts to outline the nature
and background of certain issues.
There is some resistance to the in-
volvement of outside “experts” but
sometimes you can have a more in-
formed discussion than might be
possible otherwise.

As for the use of resolutions I
think it is up to the Executive Com-
mittee to decide. I think we have
functioned fairly well without reso-
lutions and any move in that direc-
tion would probably have fairly
profound consequences for the As-
sociation.
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