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Thank you.  

 

Tena koutou, tena koutou, tena koutou katoa.  

 

Honourable Chris Finlayson Attorney General, Honourable David Carter 

Speaker of the House of Representatives, Honourable Ministers, Members of 

Parliament, members of the diplomatic corps, ladies and gentleman.   

 

As the Attorney-General has said, we are here today to celebrate the 800th 

anniversary of the sealing of Magna Carta, one of the most important 

documents in the development of modern democracy.   

 

This reception is one in a series of commemorative events to be held in New 

Zealand. There have been lectures, panel discussions and competitions, all of 

which have fostered the discussion of highly relevant issues – from the role of 

the rule of law in cyber, to considerations of the rights enshrined in the Treaty 

of Waitangi. And there is more planned still.  

 

I would like to take this opportunity to thank everyone involved in 

commemorating such an important aspect of our shared history and values, 

particularly the New Zealand Magna Carta Committee and its chair, Dr Jennifer 

Lees-Marshment, who have very ably led the commemorative charge.   

 



These commemorations are being echoed around the world, particularly in the 

UK, which highlights the enduring importance of Magna Carta. But the 

question begs, what is it that makes an 800 year old piece of paper worth such 

a fuss today? I doubt it is the provision standardising the measurement of 

wine, ale and corn throughout the nation, or the one requiring all fish-weirs be 

removed from the Thames.  

 

In fact, a cursory glance at the text would suggest that much of Magna Carta 

has very little to do with our present day understanding of the principles of 

democracy. I believe that only one clause of Magna Carta is still enacted in 

New Zealand law – a clause which concludes with the statement “we will not 

deny or defer to any man either justice or right”. It is these words that capture 

the value that has grown out of the signing of a document in a field in England 

that 800 years later sits under the flight path to Heathrow airport. And that is 

the rule of law.  

 

The Magna Carta has its origins in a confrontation between a King who ignored 

the economic and political interests of those from whom he derived his power, 

and those barons he pushed beyond their limits by his arbitrary use of power.  

This led to the (then) ground-breaking concept of “equality before the law”, 

and the understanding that Magna Carta inspired about the relationships 

between State, the individual and justice, has endured. 

 

The drivers behind Magna Carta – concern about the unrestricted power of the 

executive, the state’s ability to limit individual freedoms, and a lack of due 

process – remain as relevant in 2015 as they were in 1215. Arbitrary detention, 



torture and state-sponsored harassment of those who oppose the government 

remain an unfortunate reality in many countries. 

 

Challenging such practices and advocating respect for democracy and the rule 

of law is very much in our national interest. The rule of law is the most 

important of the principles that underpin the strong institutions and 

accountable government on which our nations and many others have built 

their success.  

 

And it is on this foundation that long-term sustainable economic and political 

success of nations still depends. Where political competition, rule of law, and 

free speech are lacking, social stability will be vulnerable at best, and absent at 

worst.  Without these elements innovation, entrepreneurialism and prosperity 

cannot flourish.  

 

The principles of Magna Carta have driven the UK’s position as a global leader 

in commerce, law and education, influencing the way the world conducts 

business, resolves legal disputes and creates democracies. It is the rule of law 

which underpins contractual law, mediation and arbitration – all of which 

support global trading, a key component of both New Zealand and the UK’s 

prosperity. 

 

The signing of Magna Carta marked a revolutionary change in the status quo. It 

was the start of England’s journey toward modern day democracy.  



It was a critical step on an incremental process towards parliamentary 

democracy as we know it. We should be measured in our expectations – for 

ours has been and continues to be a process of evolution, not revolution.  

 

Magna Carta has, through the ages, shown a capacity to inspire beyond its 

borders. Here in New Zealand and throughout the Commonwealth it has made 

its presence felt.  

 

In the US, where its image adorns the great doors of the Supreme Court, 

Magna Carta provided inspiration for the founding fathers as they drafted their 

constitution.  

 

And as the world recovered from World War II, Eleanor Roosevelt heralded the 

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights as an “international Magna 

Carta”, the preamble of which clearly reflects the spirit of the ancient 

document. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, as citizens of the Commonwealth we are the fortunate 

inheritors of Magna Carta’s legacy. And although we are thankfully separated 

by 800 years from the group of thoroughly unpleasant men – and they were all 

men – who were the architects of Magna Carta, I think it is right that we 

recognise and commend their efforts. 

 

[END] 


