
The Commonwealth: 2011- A watershed year?





Honoured Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen.

I am delighted to be here as a guest of the Commonwealth Study Conference Association of Malaysia in the beautiful setting of the Royal Selangor Club.  Malaysia is the first Commonwealth country to which I have been posted by the British Government and I am enjoying being British High Commissioner here enormously.  The UK and Malaysia share many things: a common law legal system, a parliamentary democracy and our membership of the Commonwealth, to name but three.  But there are many other links too - when I had the honour to meet Her Majesty The Queen a few weeks ago her first question was whether Man United was as popular as ever in Malaysia. I told her it was!
As attendees of the Duke of Edinburgh’s Commonwealth Study Conferences, or the Commonwealth Leadership Development conferences as they are now known, many of you will have had the opportunity to think about the Commonwealth in detail.  My purpose today is to share with you some of the current thinking on the future of the Commonwealth and encourage you too to reflect on what the Commonwealth could become. 
In preparing for this speech, I discovered that the first Commonwealth Study Conference was held in the UK in 1956, two years before I was born, and that it was, in the words of its founder HRH Prince Philip, The Duke of Edinburgh, "an extraordinary experiment".  This was only shortly after the eight founding modern Commonwealth members in 1949 declared themselves “united as free and equal members, freely co-operating in the pursuit of peace, liberty and progress". 
I believe the Commonwealth itself is now embarking on an extraordinary year that will shape its future and mark out 2011 as a watershed year in its history.  The bi-annual Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting will be held in Perth at the end of October this year.  The meeting will bring together the leaders of more than 50 countries and, it is hoped, provide a rejuvenated Commonwealth with a renewed sense of purpose and increased relevance to its people.

The British Foreign Secretary William Hague earlier this year made a speech in which he gave an excellent overview of what I see as the key defining characteristics of the current Commonwealth.  He said:
‘Today it is a growing organisation of fifty-four countries, spanning every continent and containing a quarter of the world’s governments and every major world religion. 800 million Hindus, 500 million Muslims and 400 million Christians live in the Commonwealth.  It contains India, one of the world’s most populous countries, and Nauru, one of its smallest.  This diversity within democracy is the Commonwealth’s unique attribute.

I firmly believe that membership of the Commonwealth makes a difference to all its members, large and small – whether they are most concerned with accessing development support and technical assistance, or looking for new opportunities for trade.  

In a world in which democracy and human rights are under assault in many quarters, the Commonwealth stands against oppression, racism and religious intolerance, giving it the potential for real moral authority as an international organisation if it is prepared to seek such a role.  It is not a club of the West, but a free association of equal members from all over the globe. Its achievements are often unsung – from helping to bring an end to the monstrous injustice of apartheid to aiding Sierra Leone in its return to stability.  It has brokered agreements between troubled neighbours in Africa, helped calm tensions during contested elections in fragile democracies, and advised small states in international negotiations and at the UN.  

In this period of transition in world affairs, greater cooperation among the member states of the Commonwealth and more effective action to promote the values that bind us and that ultimately make us secure, are prizes worth striving for. 

But if this is still not enough to persuade the sceptics of the value of the Commonwealth, there is a growing economic dimension to its success. 

First, over $3 trillion in trade happens every year within the Commonwealth.  Its combined GDP nearly doubled between 1990 and 2009. By 2015, its share of world GDP as a whole is forecast to have grown by 15% in 35 years.  It contains several of the world’s fastest growing economies that will shape the global economy of the future, including India, South Africa, Malaysia, Nigeria and Singapore, and five members of the G20.  The middle class in the Commonwealth has expanded by nearly one billion people in the last two decades, and it contains 31% of global population as a whole, representing a huge and growing consumer market. 

Second, the relative importance of intra-Commonwealth trade has increased significantly over time.  Over the last two decades the importance of Commonwealth members to each other as sources of imports has grown by a quarter and by a third as destinations for exports. More than half of Commonwealth countries now export over a quarter of their total exports to other Commonwealth members. 

And third, the Commonwealth also gives us ready-made links to other networks which can benefit all its members.  For example, Singapore, Brunei and Malaysia link us to ASEAN and make up a quarter of its entire GDP, while Canada is the third largest economy in the Commonwealth and an important gateway to the USA for many countries, and Britain is a gateway into the EU.  Forty four of the G77 countries are members of the Commonwealth, as are thirty-eight of the Non Aligned Movement, nineteen of the African Union, twelve of the Caribbean Community and the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, ten of the Pacific Island Forum, and seven of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation.  There is huge scope for our partnerships within the Commonwealth to help us all to compete in these markets. 

So the Commonwealth’s connections, economic success and commitment to free trade and democracy have the potential to contribute significantly to the prosperity of its members.  In Britain we hope the Commonwealth will become a leading voice in the global economy, working to liberalise trade, break down barriers for international business, resist protectionism and contribute to the Doha Development Agenda.’
We would also like to see the Commonwealth assert an even greater role in development, conflict prevention and building democratic institutions in the coming years.  One third of the Commonwealth’s two billion people still live on less than one dollar a day.  For many of its members, the Commonwealth’s support in development is one of its most important functions.  We are already doing our part to help, and development aid to Commonwealth countries is a substantial part of Britain’s aid programme.’
These were the Foreign Secretary’s thoughts in January of this year.  Since then, in preparation for the Perth gathering of the Commonwealth Heads of Government, an Eminent Persons Group, chaired by Malaysia’s Former Prime Minister Tun Badawi has published its draft recommendations on the future direction of the Commonwealth.  I would like to pay a special tribute to Tun Badawi for the important personal contribution he has made to this exercise.
The Eminent Persons Group’s mandate was  ‘to explore and recommend ways, in the context of promoting the Commonwealth’s values and principles, that would sharpen the impact, strengthen the network and raise the profile of the Commonwealth to ensure it will remain relevant to its times and the people in future’.  The group asked for and received significant feedback from organisations and individuals about the Commonwealth, and in May, published a report giving the direction of its recommendations. 

The UK government welcomes and supports the work of the Eminent Persons Group and is excited by the direction suggested. 

We believe that the EPG has rightly grouped its recommendations into three priority areas: championing values; advocacy for small and developing states; and institutions fir for purpose.  Focussing on these areas should help the Commonwealth rebalance its work on democracy and development, and help the organisation play to its strengths, such as its unique facilitation and convening role. It should also strengthen the Commonwealth’s relevance and effectiveness.

One of the Group’s main recommendations is to develop a Commonwealth Charter, which we see as very relevant to creating a democratic institution fit for the twenty first century.  Another is the appointment of an independent Commonwealth Commissioner on Rule of Law and Democracy.  This fits well with the UK’s desire for a Commonwealth that asserts a greater role in conflict prevention and in building democratic institutions.  The greater connectivity in the world through the internet and social media is changing the way in which governments are held accountable.  We need to ensure the Commonwealth plays its role in upholding accountability and building and strengthening democracy. 
Another area which the EPG report highlights is what the Commonwealth can do to help its members achieve the Millennium Development Goals by playing a useful role on development and trade. We welcome this.
You may know that the Commonwealth’s theme for 2011 is “Women as Agents of Change”.  We strongly support the view of the Eminent Persons Group that the ‘economic and social empowerment of women should be advanced by a number of practical measures including support for mainstreaming of gender policies and enterprise initiatives.’  There is already a Commonwealth Plan of Action for Gender Equality and new measures suggested by the Eminent Persons Group would fit well under this umbrella plan. 
The Eminent Persons Group is right to recognise that the Commonwealth should engage fully with its young people and that this could include a wider scope than in the past, such as access to employment, where appropriate.  The arrival of the Commonwealth Games in Glasgow in 2014 will be a great sporting occasion that will bring together Commonwealth athletes from around the world.  There is a clear role for sport in helping shape the lives of young people at the grass roots level and in developing youth leadership.  The Commonwealth Games are a great manifestation of this. 

As Commonwealth conference alumni, I would like to highlight to you the Chevening scholarship programme for international postgraduate students hoping to study in the UK.  Foreign Secretary Hague announced his decision to boost the proportion of scholarships granted to students from Commonwealth countries as an indication of his support for the Commonwealth.  This year we anticipate that 15 high calibre Malaysians will study in the UK under the Chevening programme.  As September approaches and we seek applicants for next year, I would ask that you spread the word about the Chevening scholarships opportunity amongst high calibre individuals in Malaysia who could become leaders of the future.
I believe Malaysia should welcome the part it can play in creating a new style of Commonwealth organisation.  Whilst the Commonwealth is an organisation where everyone sits around the table as equals, Malaysia as one of the larger, more developed countries should feel ready to play its part in creating a Commonwealth for the twenty first century. 
I hope in ten years time we will all be able to look back on 2011 as the watershed year; the year that the Commonwealth really did begin to ‘sharpen its impact, strengthen its networks and raise its profile.’
I would be very happy to answer any questions, but I’d be even more interested to hear your views on what you would see as key considerations for the Commonwealth in the twenty first century?  Thank you for your attention.

