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University of Canberra Faculty of Business, Government & Law Graduation Ceremony Occasional Address
The Hon. Michelle Rowland MP, Attorney-General
Introduction 
Good morning graduates! 
I acknowledge the Ngunnawal people as traditional custodians of the land we are meeting on today and I extend that respect to any Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people joining us here today. 
I too acknowledge Chancellor Lisa Paul, my friend, Vice-Chancellor Bill Shorten, members of the University community, distinguished guests, families and, most importantly, today’s graduates.
Congratulations. It is a real pleasure to be here with you.
Opening Remarks
I have to say, there is something particularly special about being invited to give an occasional address when the Vice-Chancellor is someone I have known for a very long time.
Long before either of us imagined we would be standing here today, my friend, your Vice Chancellor, Bill Shorten and I crossed paths in an unexpected way.
In late 2009, I was working as a lawyer, specialising in competition and telecommunications regulation and I had just finished presenting a research paper at a telecommunications conference in Sydney. 
I noticed I had a voicemail - it was from Bill.
He was calling to tell me that I had just been preselected as the Labor candidate for my local area - the electorate of Greenway in North West Sydney.
Now, I had absolutely no idea where that phone call would lead.
I certainly didn't know that, almost 20 years later, I would be standing here as Australia’s 40th Attorney-General, the longest serving woman to hold the role, giving a graduation address at a university where Bill Shorten is the Vice-Chancellor.
How amazing is life? 
I think that's a good place to start today.
Because when you graduate, you know a lot about where you have been.
You've worked hard, studied hard, sat through exams, survived group projects and the unlikely friends, or not, that come with them. 
Hopefully you’ve also had fun along the way.
But what you don't know is where you are going. That’s what makes today just that little bit more special. 
You don't need to have your whole life mapped out after today, in fact, you shouldn't expect to, I certainly didn't.
My own career has taken me from private practice as a lawyer, to Parliament, to Cabinet. 
It’s taken me from a lawyer with a desire to improve access to ICT, to Communications Minister with levers to make that access real, to Attorney-General.
The role I have now is very different from the one I had a few years ago, and every role before that was different to the one that came before it. 
That has taught me something I think is particularly relevant to all of you today - be open to change.
Your degree is the foundation. It's a testament to your ability to put your mind to something, to work hard, and to gain valuable skills.
But your career, whatever it may be, will ask you to keep learning and to adapt.
Sometimes, like me, it’ll take you somewhere you never expected to go.
My Career 
I started my legal career more than 25 years ago.
Before I entered Parliament, I spent ten years working in the private sector at Gilbert + Tobin, principally in competition and telecommunications law. 
I worked with clients, colleagues and in-house legal teams, and learned that being a good lawyer is not just about knowing the law.
It is about understanding the problem you are actually trying to solve and working with others to help get you there.
It's also about being able to explain something complicated in a way that people can understand and act on.
Those skills have been just as valuable to me in politics and government as they were in a law firm.
And if there is one thing I would encourage the law graduates here today to remember, it’s that the law can take you almost anywhere.
You can practise, you can go in-house, you can work in business, in government, or like me, you can go into politics.
And if you are particularly interested in public and constitutional law, there are extraordinary careers available in organisations like the Australian Government Solicitor, where some of the smartest and most talented lawyers in the country do remarkable work, and help me do mine.
So don't think of today as the end of your education, think of it as the beginning of the next part of it.

Lessons
Now, one of the benefits I have over each of you graduating here today is hindsight. 
I think it’s only fair that I use that hindsight, and what I’ve learned from my own journey to this point, to leave you with three lessons.

The first is to never underestimate your opponent.
Whether you are in Court, a negotiation, a boardroom, a political campaign or simply trying to persuade someone, you should never assume that you know what the other person is going to do and never let yourself think you are smarter than them. 
Listen carefully, prepare properly, understand where they're coming from and, most of all, respect the fact that they may know something that you don't.
I'm sure Bill will agree with me when I say that while politics can be perceived as nothing but the rough and tumble, most of us are all trying to achieve a common goal - we just have different views on how to get there.
The second lesson is a phenomenon I have come to appreciate over time. 
That is, the harder you work, the luckier you’ll be.
While that might sound like a painful motivation quote, I have come to believe there is something to it.
There is undoubtedly luck in life. 
I was lucky to get that phone call from Bill Shorten in 2009, I was lucky to have people who encouraged me, like my father Frank - the hardest working person I know.
I was also lucky to have opportunities, but luck only gets you so far. You have to be ready when the opportunity arrives, and most importantly, you have to do the work.
I grew up in Western Sydney, I went to school in Parramatta and I worked at a supermarket in Blacktown for eight years while I was studying at school and university.
I thought, and still think, if you want something, you have to work for it. That doesn't mean hard work guarantees success, it doesn't.
There are barriers in life and there will always be circumstances beyond our control.
But I do believe that effort and preparation matter, and when an opportunity comes along, it is much better to meet it prepared than to meet it wishing you had been.
My third lesson is the simplest, don't panic.
This is something I have told my two young daughters, Octavia and Aurelia, throughout their lives.
It applies rather well to politics, the law and, frankly, almost everything else.
Things will go wrong. You will make mistakes, you will have difficult conversations, and you will have days when you wonder whether everyone else knows what they are doing and you are the only person who doesn't.
But whatever you do, just don't panic. 
Take a breath, work out what you can control, ask for help when you need it, particularly from those around you, and then take the next step.
This brings me to something else I want to say to each of you graduating today.
You belong here. It sounds obvious, but it isn't always how people feel.
Imposter syndrome - that feeling where you sit in a room, like this one for example, and think: I shouldn't be here, everyone else is smarter than me, someone is about to discover that I don't really know what I'm doing.
When that happens, I want you to remember today.
Because believe it or not, you've completed the degree; you've done the work, and you shouldn't spend a single day in your career apologising for being in the room. 
Take it from me, as Australia's third ever female Attorney-General, the first of Pacific Islander heritage, it's a feeling I've gotten very used to disregarding. 
Always be humble, be ready to learn, listen to people who know more than you, but don't confuse humility with believing that you don't deserve to be there.
You do, and please, as much as you can, surround yourself with good people.
That might be the most important piece of advice I can give you, be open to the people you meet.
Some of the most important relationships in your life will come from places you never expected. 
The person sitting next to you today may become a colleague, a mentor, a friend, a business partner.
Someone who opens a door for you twenty years from now.
Or, as I have discovered, someone who ends up becoming your (point to crowd) Vice-Chancellor.
You don't know, so invest in people, don't be afraid to lean on people when you need to, because no one gets very far entirely on their own.
Final Reflections
Today is also an opportunity to recognise the people who helped you get here.
Graduates, you have worked hard for this moment, but I suspect many of you can think of someone who made that work a little easier.
Someone who listened when you were stressed, encouraged you when you doubted yourself, or simply reminded you to keep going.
So, to the families and loved ones here today: congratulations to you too.
You should be incredibly proud of the people you have supported to get to this point.
And graduates, take a moment today to celebrate. 
Not because everything is now sorted out, and not because you know exactly what comes next. Celebrate because you have reached a significant milestone.
Then, keep going, and keep saying yes to whatever comes your way. 
Because if my own experience has taught me anything, it is that careers rarely unfold exactly as you imagine.
None of us knows where the next phone call, the next conversation, the next opportunity or the next decision might lead.
And that my friends, is something we should all be excited about. 
Thank you, congratulations, and all the very best for what comes next.
ENDS
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