
Career in Review
Natasha Stott Despoja

Senator Natasha Stott Despoja entered the Senate on 

November 30, 1995 as the youngest-ever woman to 

enter the Federal Parliament (a record she hopes will be 

broken soon). She made headlines for her Doc Martens 

and her ability to make politics interesting and accessible 

to young people through shows such as Good News 

Week and The Panel. 

She was elected as Deputy Leader of the Australian 

Democrats two years later1 and became Leader in April 

2001 – the youngest leader of a political party in Australia. 

Under her leadership, the Democrats achieved the 

election of 4 Senators in 2001, despite the GST backlash; 

a seat in the ACT Assembly in 2001 and a seat in South 

Australia’s upper house in 2002. In August 2002, despite 

maintaining strong grassroots support, she was forced 

to resign as Leader when the majority of her Party Room 

colleagues would not unite under her leadership.

Now the Democrats’ longest serving Senator, it is her 

policy work and achievements during her parliamentary 

career of which Senator Stott Despoja is most proud.



Policy achievements

Senator Stott Despoja’s achievements span an array of policy areas, including:

•  compelling the Government to protect genetic privacy in law, following an eight 
year campaign;

•  introducing groundbreaking paid maternity leave legislation for 14 weeks 
Government-funded leave at the minimum wage;

•  campaigning for a conscience debate on stem cell research, which led to new 
laws being passed;

•  ensuring family farms were made exempt from the Austudy/Youth Allowance 
assets test;

• negotiating with the Government to extend privacy laws to the private sector;

•  forcing the Government to abandon plans for voluntary student unionism on 
two occasions (before they won control of the Senate);

•  blocking plans for an identity card or “Access Card” for every Australian;

•  successfully campaigning for the repatriation of David Hicks;

•  negotiating improvements to the $3 billion Backing Australia’s Ability 
innovation package with the Coalition Government, to make it easier for 
innovators to access Government support; 

•  conducting an annual Youth Poll (since 1992) on a range of topical issues, 
and giving young people a voice in the media and Parliament (past results are 
available at www.natashastottdespoja.com/aspx/youthpoll.aspx); 

•  launching a ‘1st Time Voter’s Kit’ during the 2001, 2004 and 2007 elections, 
to encourage new voters to enrol and to provide information on our electoral 
system;

•  persuading the Government to maintain the tax-free status of full-time 
postgraduate scholarships (she continues to campaign for part-time 
scholarships to be exempt);

•  establishing an inquiry into access to electronic media for the deaf and hearing 

impaired, in 2007 (due to report this year); 

•  successfully lobbying the government to implement labelling of genetically 

modifi ed food;

•  forcing the Government to introduce legislation banning human cloning and 
regulating therapeutic cloning and stem cell research, in 2002; and

•  initiating amendments to remove the ministerial veto on RU486, which 
eventually passed Parliament as a Private Senator’s Bill. 

1 October 1997

“She has inspired so many 

Australians – particularly 

younger Australians – to 

participate in politics and 

to see the connections 

between real life issues and 

political policy… I am always 

inspired by her energy and 

commitment, her warmth and 

that absolute powerhouse of 

a brain she has!” Professor 

Lowitja O’Donoghue, 2004

“Senator Stott Despoja was 

voted the most respected 

leader… followed by John 

Howard… and Kim Beazley.” 

Leadership Victoria Survey 

17/7/01

“What most distinguishes her 

in her generation is simply 

her exceptional capacity: 

energy, brains, homework, 

fast, clear speech whatever 

the subject’s complexity and 

a serious intention to leave 

the world better than she 

found it.” Emeritus Professor 

Hugh Stretton from the Best 

Australian Essays 2000

“Justice Kirby praised 

Democrats’ Senator Natasha 

Stott Despoja – who… 

introduced a private members 

bill on genetic privacy in 1998 

– for taking a lead.” 

Tom Noble, SMH, 10/7/2003
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An expert legislator

Senator Stott Despoja is one of the Senate’s most prolifi c and active 
legislators. She has introduced and co-sponsored at least 24 Private Senator’s 
Bills and Exposure Draft bills, including bills to:

•   prevent Commonwealth patent law from applying to ’naturally occurring 
genes’  (1996); 

•   protect genetic information and prohibit discrimination on this basis (led to an 
ALRC inquiry and, in 2006, Government amendments to protect genetic privacy)
(1998);

•   provide access to 14 weeks’ maternity leave at the minimum wage for all 

working women: the only such legislation in Australia (2002);

•   prohibit misleading advertising by pregnancy counselling organisations, which fall 
outside the Trade Practices Act (later co-sponsored by Liberal, Labor and Green 
Senators)  (2005); 

•   progress stem cell research in Australia3  (formed the basis for the successful 
legislation to update our stem cell research laws) (2006);

•  introduce a parliamentary charter of rights and freedoms in Australia;

•  abolish the age restriction for adoptive families accessing the baby bonus – 
currently only those adopting children under 2 years can receive it;

•  provide for parliamentary approval of overseas troop deployments;

2 current as at June 2008
3 Exposure draft bill

Milestones 2

•  Since 1995, Senator Stott 

Despoja has addressed 

the Senate 1848 times; 

successfully amended 

legislation 108 times; 

introduced 24 Private 

Senator’s Bills; had 128 

motions passed; and 

presented 187 petitions; 

•  In 1996, she received 

14.5% of the vote – a quota 

in her own right (she is one 

of only two Democrats 

to do so at a half Senate 

election);

•  At the 2001 election she 

received the highest 

personal vote of any 

Senator;

•  In 2001 she was recognised 

as a World Economic 

Forum Global Leader for 

Tomorrow; and

•  She is now one of the most 

senior Senators, with 69 

having entered the Senate 

during her term.

•  ensure Australian companies operating overseas meet human rights and 
environmental standards4;

•  regulate post-ministerial employment;

• facilitate an Australian Head of State;

• reverse the prohibition on same-sex marriage;

• restore the 8% subsidy on educational textbooks;

•   fi x punitive loopholes in the income testing and taxation of university 
scholarships;

• require captioning of television programs and videos;

•  remove the exemption in the Privacy Act for political acts and practices; and

•  notify consumers of a data breach involving their personal information.
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The fi ght continues…

Other issues on which the Senator has campaigned include:

•  the protection of civil liberties and human rights in the “war on terror” and 
advocating an Australian Bill of Rights;

•  campaigning for more affordable and accessible higher education, including reduced 
fees and improved student income support;

•  highlighting human rights abuses overseas, including in Darfur, West Papua, Burma, 
Tibet and China, and working to abolish the death penalty; 

•  improved captioning for the deaf and hearing impaired, and increased funding and 
availability of Auslan interpreting services; and

•  Senator Stott Despoja is lobbying the Government to commission an independent 

annual Youth Poll, to fi ll the vacuum that will be created when her 16-year strong 
annual poll is discontinued this year.

Calling the Senate to account

128 motions moved by Senator Stott Despoja have passed the Senate, including 
those relating to human rights abuses in countries such as Myanmar, Colombia, 
China, Tibet, Thailand, and Syria, among others. 

Senator Stott Despoja has also led the Parliament in recognising events including 
International Women’s Day; World AIDS Day; Science Meets Parliament; and World 
Breastfeeding Week.

A hardworking committee member

Senator Stott Despoja has initiated a number of important inquiries including those 
examining: the state of the higher education sector; the adequacy of our Privacy Act; 
the republic issue; space science and industry; the case of Mr Chen Yonglin; and, the 
fi rst Senate inquiry solely on student income support.

She has also authored minority reports in more than fi fty Senate and Joint Committee 
inquiries and has been an active member of many committees. 

Key committee reports include:

•  a supplementary report to the GST inquiry recommending exemptions for educational 
institutions, activities and books; 

•  recommendations against the Shared Parental Responsibility requirements in Family 
Law in favour of a case by case consideration on merit; 

4 Exposure draft bill

“… the passage of the bill  

(paid maternity leave) could 

assist tourism and hospitality 

businesses address 

growing labour shortages 

by enhancing their capacity 

to attract and retain good 

staff. Mr Healey commended 

Senator Stott Despoja for 

her persistence in pursuing 

this issue.” Australian Hotels 

Association, September 2007

“I also wish to thank publicly 

Senator Natasha Stott 

Despoja for her intelligence, 

passion, and commitment 

which has produced this 

superbly impressive 

exposure draft (therapeutic 

cloning) bill.” Dr Paul Brock 

AM, 2006

“Senator Natasha Stott 

Despoja has been such a 

remarkable representative 

of human rights in 

Australia.” Julian Burnside 

QC, November 2007
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Quick facts:

In 2003, Senator Stott 
Despoja successfully 
campaigned to amend the 
Senate standing orders to 
allow women to breastfeed 
in the Senate.

In 2002, Senator Stott 
Despoja was the only leader 
of a federal political party to 
meet the Dalai Lama during 
his Australian visit.

In 1998, Senator Stott 
Despoja was appointed 
as the Australian 
Democrats’ delegate to the 
Constitutional Convention.

In 1997, Senator Stott 
Despoja was a fi nalist in the 
Young Australian of the Year 
awards for South Australia.

In 1997, Senator Stott 
Despoja submitted the 
fi rst electronic petition to 
Parliament.

•  a minority report regarding the Australian Research Council Bill, recommending 
additional functions and freedoms for the ARC (later supported by the Senate); 

•  a supplementary report supporting majority recommendation against the construction 
of a new research reactor during the Lucas Heights Reactor inquiry in 2001; and 

•  a report condemning the exposure draft legislation to issue every Australian with an 
“Access” or identity card. This inquiry helped to kill off the proposal. 

A full list of Senator Stott Despoja’s minority reports is available at 
http://www.natashastottdespoja.com/aspx/committee_reports.aspx

A full list of Senator Stott Despoja’s current and previous committee memberships is 
available under ‘Biography’ at: 
www.aph.gov.au/Senate/senators/homepages/senators.asp?id=3I6 

Portfolios

Senator Stott Despoja has held dozens of portfolios on behalf of the Democrats, 
including:

• Attorney-General’s issues (including Privacy);

•  Foreign Affairs;

•  Science and Biotechnology;

•  Higher Education;

•  Women (including Work & Family);

• Electoral Matters;

• Employment and Training; 

• Housing; 

• Transport; 

• Young Australians; 

• Immigration and Multicultural Affairs; 

• Consumer Affairs; 

• Trade; 

• Information Technology and Information Economy; 

• Prime Minister and Cabinet; and 

•  Treasury (full list available under ‘Biography’ at 
www.aph.gov.au/Senate/senators/homepages/senators.asp?id=3I6)
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Prolifi c speaker and author

Senator Stott Despoja also has been very much in demand as a speaker outside 
the Parliament, having given at least 500 keynote addresses, lectures, and other 
speeches.

Key speeches since 1995 given to:

• The National Press Club, 1998, 1999 and 2001;

• The Sydney Institute, 2001;

•  The Committee for Economic Development of Australia (CEDA) State of the Nation 
Conference, 2001 and 2002;

• Australian Industry Group, 2001;

• The American Chamber of Commerce in Australia, 2000;

• The Asia-Australia Institute, 2001;

• The 2002 Women’s Constitutional Convention;

•  A Biennial Conference of the International Institute of Public Ethics, 2002;

•  The Global Forum of Women Political Leaders (Manila, Philippines), 2000;

• The Asia Pacifi c Business Women’s Convention 2000;

• Earle Page College, 17th Annual Politics Lecture, 2000;

• The Governor’s Leadership Foundation, 2005;

•  The Murdoch Children’s Research Institute & Gene Technology Access Centre, 2005;

• The NSW Council of Civil Liberties, 2003;

• Amnesty International Australia, Annual Gala Dinner, 2003; and

• The Australian Defence Force Academy, 2007.

Book chapters and journal articles:

Senator Stott Despoja has contributed to a range of books, including:

• Giving Generously, Artemis, 1996;

• DIY Feminism, Allen and Unwin, 1996;

• Collective wisdom: interviews with prominent Australians, Clown, 1998;

•  Free East Timor: Australia’s culpability in East Timor’s genocide, Random House, 1998;

• Girls’ talk: young women speak their hearts and minds, Finch Publishing, 1998;

•  Goodbye normal gene: confronting the genetic revolution, Pluto Press, 1999;

• What women want, Random House, 2002;

“I think she’ll be a great 

loss to the Australian 

political landscape. She has 

contributed a lot.” Alastair 

Lucas, Goldman Sachs JBWere 

vice-chairman, 23/10/2006, in the 

Australian Financial Review

“Senator Stott Despoja 

has played a major role in 

ensuring that the concerns 

of those in the higher 

education sector have been 

heard, not only by various 

Governments but by the 

wider community.” 

Andrew Nette, National 

Tertiary Education Union, 

November 2007

“The Democrats’ response 

to the Privacy Election 

Challenge rated very highly, 

with a strong response to 

each of the 8 challenges set. 

This is perhaps a refl ection 

of Senator Natasha Stott 

Despoja’s commitment 

to privacy issues over 

many years.” Roger Clarke, 

Australian Privacy Foundation, 

November 2007
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