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Foreword  

b y  Kamalesh Sharma, Co mmonwealth Secretary -
General  

 
Since its earliest days the way of the modern Commonwealth has 
been to find solutions. At its inception in 1949 King George VI, 

accepted voluntarily as Head of the Commonwealth, said:  

 

The problem of which you have just offered me your solution is 
one that has given us all very grave concern. That solution is a 

striking example of the elasticity of our system.  
 
 

The same might almost be said of this Report. It makes eye -catching 

recommendations for the Commonwealth at a critical juncture when 
reform is required.  The goal is to shape a truly contemporary 

organisation, meeting the aspirations and expectations of the citizens 

of the Commonwealth, with a Secretariat honed to fulfil its mandate.  

 

Heads of Government entrusted to me the task of convening an 
Eminent Per sons Group to examine options for reform that would 

bring the Commonwealthôs institutions into a stronger and more 
effective framework of co -operation and partnership. I convey my 

gratitude to them for placing their confidence in me as convenor of 
the Grou p. I look forward to working with colleagues at the 

Secretariat, and in the wider Commonwealth, with vigour and 
enthusiasm, to implement the recommendations Heads endorse, 

continuing the task to which we are committed, of shaping a 
Commonwealth with instit utions and processes fit for purpose in the 

world of tomorrow.  
 

The Eminent Persons Group is itself an expression of all that is best in 

the Commonwealth, and of the global wisdom function that is our 
special gift to all facets of global partnership and di scourse. The 

Group has consulted as widely as possible, carrying out its task with 
thoroughness, imagination, and a dedication to the cause of the 

Commonwealth. Members of the Group bring an exceptionally wide 
range of valuable experience and knowledge. Th e broad focus of their 

shared perspective is unique to the Commonwealth. Their Report is a 
positive object lesson in how a broad range of views can be distilled 

into shared approaches and actionable outcomes.  
 

A great strength of the Commonwealth is its a bility to speak with one 
voice while not losing the richness of its inherent diversity and 

geographical reach. Global integration brings us closer together, and 
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such proximity can heighten stresses as well as open up fresh 

opportunities. In a spirit of sol idarity and shared purpose, and of 
exploiting opportunities for joint action, we need to find imaginative 

ways of using the potential of Commonwealth meetings and networks 
to enlarge and enrich our common ground.  

 
Although the Commonwealth was created in the last century it 

appears to have been designed for the present one. By adopting a 
pragmatic and responsive approach rather than a prescriptive or rigid 

one it is able to adapt to the rapidly changing context in which it 
operates. Such flexibility gives resilience.  

 
The frameworks and partnerships of the Commonwealth, memorably 

described by The Queen, Head of the Commonwealth, as ñthe original 
worldwide webò, help bind us together to achieve our shared 

ambitions of growth to escape poverty, and advancing  the culture of 

democracy to embed respect for human rights and the rule of law. As 
roles and relationships are reviewed and refined that Commonwealth 

network, made up of many members and institutions, will be 
revitalised.  

 
The widespread consultation con ducted in preparation for this Report, 

and the recommendations of the Eminent Persons Group, will give a 
tremendous boost to the reforms and development of our work that 

are already underway. They demonstrate that while the 
Commonwealth is defined by its t win aspirations, development and 

democracy, it is measured by the success of its delivery to its 
citizens, and the difference it makes to their lives.  

 
Recognising the urgency of their task members of the Group have 

generously found time, amid their many p rofessional and personal 

preoccupations, to assimilate background material, scrutinise detailed 
submissions, and share their wisdom in order to serve the 

Commonwealth.  My deep appreciation and gratitude goes out to 
them for rendering this great service.  The Report produced through 

their efforts, and the actions it engenders, will stand as a landmark in 
the evolution of a people -centred Commonwealth.  In particular I 

thank Tun Abdullah Badawi for his sure hand in directing the work of 
this Group to its suc cessful conclusion, including hosting a meeting in 

Kuala Lumpur. Under his guidance the Group has shown the benefit 
to be derived from co -operation and shared thinking by all members.  

 
Heads of Government will consider this Report and discuss its 

recommend ations at their Meeting in Perth, within sight of the Swan 
River. Indeed, Western Australia was formerly known as Swan River 

Colony and the swan is still its state emblem, the black swan. Writing 
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in the first century, Juvenal famously considered the black swan to be 

an impossibility. In the first decade of the twenty - first century, 
another thinker said it is actually what one needs to watch out for 

and used it as a symbol for the vast alterations brought about by the 
unexpected.   

 
In a world where the unex pected and surprising will continue to occur 

the Commonwealth needs, more than ever, to bring its global wisdom 
to bear. It will stand us in good stead to keep the black swan in our 

mindôs eye as we shape the Commonwealth of the future. I strongly 
commend the Report of the Eminent Persons Group to Heads for 

consideration.  
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Commonwealth Group of Eminent Persons 
Established pursuant to the Affirmation of Commonwealth Values and Principles issued 

by Commonwealth Heads of Government, Port-of-Spain, November 2009 

 

11  August  2011  

 

H.E. Mr Kamalesh Sharma  
Secretary -General  

Commonwealth Secretariat  
Marlborough House  

Pall Mall  
London SW1Y 5HX  

 

Dear Secretary -General  

 

 Each  of us came to this  Group as a supporter of the 

Comm onwealth association ; at the end of our work we are even more 
convinced of the Commonwealthôs potential as an influence for 

human advancement within its member states and in the wider global 

society.  We are , therefore,  pleased to send you our report entitled, ñA 
Commonwealth of the  People: Time for urgent reform ò, and we would 

be grateful if you would transmit it to Commonwealth Heads of 
Government.  

 
 We have included in the title of our report the phrase ñA 

Commonwealth of the Peopleò because we are convinced that the 
wealth of our  association lies in the common bonds of the people.  No 

other multilateral organisation can claim the 90 civil society and 
professional organisations who gather across the borders of the 

Commonwealthôs 54 member states to work together and to advance 
goals , aspirations and values derived from their common experience. 

The Commonwealth is truly a óCommonwealth of people ô committed 
to common ideals and principles  despite divers e cultures, religions, 

and ethnicities . We believe that this unique Commonwealth att ribute 

must be better utili sed by Commonwealth governments in their 
efforts to address new tensions and challenges in the modern era.   
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 To do so, the Commonwealth must speak with greater unity in 

the interna tional community in these areas of common values . Such 
commonality will only be  attained through a strong Commonwealth ï 

one that  is supported and enhanced by the policies  and actions of 
each of its governments, and in which governments  work more 

effectively to reach consensus on global issues.  We do no t pr etend 
that consensus is possible  on every issue . However, we are certain 

that it is possible on many of them  allowing  the Commonwealth to 
exercise an influence for individual social and economic betterment, 

for peace and for security within its member states and in the global 
community.  

 
The title of our report also reflects the timeliness for the 

Commonwealth to implement ñurgent reformò. Reform is necessary  
and we were mandated to advise  on how to achieve it.  There is a 

growing perception that the Com monwealth has become indifferent 

because it fails to stand up for the values that it has declared as 
fundamental to its existence.  These values have been violated by 

some member countries without an appropriate Commonwealth 
response except in the event of the unconstitutional overthrow of a 

government.  The Commonwealth has to focus f resh attention on 
violations of human, political and civil rights if it  is to continue to 

command  attention on behalf of its member states and retain the 
respect of its own peop le.  

 
On issues such as development, trade and investment, climate 

change and global pandemics, the Commonwealth is in danger of 
becoming immaterial as beleaguered nations look elsewhere for the 

help they need.  The work programme assigned to the Commonwealt h 
Secretariat requires critical review with the objective of concentrating 

on priority matters that will bring the greatest benefit to the people of 

the Commonwealth.  In this regard, some existing activities will need 
to be retired and new priorities set t hat are in accordance with 

Commonwealth values of democracy and development, and with 
Commonwealth strengths.  Moreover, a commitment has to be made 

by all Commonwealth governments to reverse the decline of the last 
15 years or so by provid ing the resources  and support that will allow 

the Secretariat to serve them and their peoples with better results.  
 

We received over 300 submissions from Commonwealth 
organisations and numerous other individual presentations . We 

acknowledge the worth of these contributions . In this con nection, we 
request that you seek the agreement of Commonwealth Heads of 

Government to release our report publicly prior to the Perth CHOGM 
so that these organisations and individuals, and others, can give the 

Commonwealthôs political directorate the benefit of their views.  



10  

 

We all regard it as a privilege to have been invited to serve on 

this Group.  We hope that our report may contribute to the vitalisation 
of the Commonwealth for the benefit of its people and the wider 

global society , which needs it to be strong and effective.  
 

Yours sincerely  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

In this report, we speak directly to Commonwealth Heads of 

Gover nme nt  who, at their meeting in Port -of -Spai n in 2009, decided 

to create us as an Eminent Persons Group (EPG) to advise them on 

reform of the association.  

This decision by  Heads of Government was taken at a time when the 

world was -  as it now still is -  in the midst of an economic crisis. The 

old or der of economic power was changing. Climate change showed 

signs of endangering global economic activity and the safety and 

livelihood of millions of people. It posed threats to the very existence 

of a number of countries. Terrorism, too, threatened the sec urity of 

states and presented a serious challenge to international peace.   

Heads of Government decided that in such a world, it was important 

to build a stronger, more resilient and progressive Commonwealth 

and to make it more relevant to its times and to its people in the 

future. They made it clear that they wanted the Commonwealth to 

continue to be an important player in the world, drawing on its rich 

diversity to help build global consensus around the Commonwealthôs 

core  values  including  peace,  democracy ,  the  rule  of law, human rights, 

gender equality, economic development, and freedom of expression.   

This  was  a timely  decision  because,  prior  to  the Port -of -Spain meeting, 

the sentiment had grown in civil society organisations, media and 

some member govern ments that the Commonwealth was in danger of 

becoming irrelevant.  Many doubted its ability to continue to be a 

significant organisation amongst its own member states, let alone to 

be influential in the wider global community.  

In pursuance of our mandate, w e held five meetings between July 

2010  and  July  2011  in  London  and Kuala Lumpur. During the  course  of 

our  work  we  received  numerous  oral  presentations and more than 300  

written  submissions  from  Commonwealth  organisations,  government 

representatives  and  ind ividuals  from  all  regions  of  the Commonwealth.  

We have made 106 recommendations in our report , covering the full 

range of our remit.  In May 2011, we issued a public statement 

indicat ing  the areas that we were tackling and the ódirectionô in which 



12  

 

we were g oing with regard to the majority of them.  We were very 

pleased to find that the vast majority of responses to our statement 

were  highly enthusiastic.   

The criteria we employed in making these and all our other proposals 

include:  

Å Safeguarding and upholdi ng the declared values of the 

Commonwealth;  

Å Renewing effective measures to protect and advance the values 

of human rights, democracy and the rule of law;  

Å Ensuring that democratic practices, including electoral integrity, 

are maintained and respected;  

Å Expanding and improving the work of the Commonwealth in 

advancing the economic development aspirations and requirements of 

its developing member states;  

Å Providing determined advocacy in the international community 

to  advance  the interests and concerns o f small and vulnerable states;  

Å Reforming the Commonwealth Secretariat and making it fit to 

carry out the purposes assigned to it by member governments;  

Å Creating partnerships with public -spirited foundations and the 

private sector; and , 

Å Developing an integrated and stronger network of all 

Commonwealth intergovernmental and civil society organisations.  

In this summary, we have identified 14 very important 

recommendations  that  encapsulate  the  central  arguments  and  findings 

of our report, although we emph asise that the report as a whole 

reflects the conclusions of our broad consultations and our extensive 

deliberations. The 14 core recommendations, all of which have 

received overwhelming support from Commonwealth organisations 

and others who have given evi dence to us, are  as follows :  

1.  A  ñCharter of  the  Commonwealthò should  b e  established after  

the widest possible consultation in every Commonwealth 

country. Civil society organisations should be fully involved 
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with national governments in the process of pan -

Commonwealth consultation , including in the organisation 

of the process and assessment of its results. A task force 

should be appointed to analyse the findings of the national 

consultations and to make recommendations, on that basis, 

to Heads of Government. If the findings favour a Charter, 

the task force should be authorised to draft the final text.  

2.  A Commonwealth Commissioner  for Democracy, the Rule of 

Law and Human Rights should be appointed to provide well 

researched and reliable information simultaneousl y to the 

Secretary - General and the Chairperson of the 

Commonwealth Ministerial Action Group (CMAG) on serious 

or persistent violations of democracy, the rule of law and 

human rights  in member states , and to indicate approaches 

for remedial action.  

3.  CMAG sho uld develop objective criteria (such as we have 

set out in this report) for determining serious or persistent 

violations of the Commonwealthôs core values, including 

human rights,  that would trigger its engagement with a 

member state to put remedial measur es in place.  

4.  The core values of the 2009 Affirmation of Commonwealth 

Values and Principles (which updates and expands on the 

earlier 1971 Singapore Declaration and 1991 Harare 

Declaration and the 2003 Commonwealth [ Latimer House ]  

Principles  on the Three Br anches of Government) should be 

deemed to be ñcore Commonwealth prioritiesò about which 

the  Secretary -General  shall  speak  out  publicly  as  appropriate . 

5.  The Secretary - General should develop a clear strategy, 

marked by identified priorities, to maximise the 

Commonwealthôs contribution to the achievement of the 

development goals of its member states. Such enhanced 

development work, informed by Commonwealth values and 

aspirations, by Commonwealth positions, and with guidance 

from member governments, should inclu de: (i) advocacy 

and consensus - building on pertinent issues as required; (ii) 

networking between all member - governments for co -
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operation; and (iii) provision of assistance for institutional 

development.  

6.  Commonwealth governments should collectively work for  a 

review of the criteria used by international financial 

institutions to determine the economic well - being and 

entitlements of a country. Such criteria should take 

account, additionally, of factors such as a country's level of 

indebtedness; its fiscal cap acity to finance development 

programmes; and the higher costs it pays for trade because 

of its remoteness.  

7.  The Secretary -Generalôs mandate should be renewed to: (i) 

explore the potential for partnerships between the 

Commonwealth, the World Bank and others  to provide 

specific programmes of support to vulnerable economies; 

and (ii) convene an Expert Group to provide a study to 

advance the Lake Victoria Climate Change Action Plan , 

including which programmes are a priority, how they could 

be structured, and ho w they could be financed and 

implemented. Such a study should be started immediately 

after the CHOGM in Perth and completed as soon as 

possible thereafter.  

8.  Heads of Government should take steps to encourage the 

repeal of discriminatory laws that impede the  effective 

response of Commonwealth countries to the HIV/AIDS 

epidemic, and commit to programmes of education that 

would help a process of repeal of such laws.  

9.  Heads of Government should agree to the creation of a 

Commonwealth Youth Corps (CYC), organised by the 

Commonwealth Foundation and managed by a board made 

up  of  existing  and  appropriate  Commonwealth  organisations 

experienced in  the movement of young people, to provide 

the opportunity for thousands of Commonwealth young 

people to learn about each othe rôs cultures and aspirations 

while contributing to education, mentoring, development, 

democracy education and sport skills development.  

10.  At the national level, all Commonwealth governments 

should ensure  that :  (i) the specific needs of women are 
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addressed in  all aspects of law, public policy and allocation 

of public resources; (ii) women are not discriminated 

against in law or practice and that remedies for 

discrimination are provided; (iii) machinery is established 

to encourage and promote the active partici pation of 

women at all levels of decision - making; and (iv) social 

victimisation, leading to crimes against women and 

tolerance of harmful traditional practices and economic 

disempowerment, is brought to an end by the force of law 

and well - targeted administ ration. The Secretary - General 

should monitor and report on these reforms to CHOGMs.  

11.  Heads of Government should consider authorising the 

Secretary - General to examine the existing work 

programmes of the Secretariat using the following criteria 

to recommend t o governments, through the Board of 

Governors, areas that could be retired: (i) work that enjoys 

no specific Commonwealth advantage; (ii) work where the 

size of the Commonwealth Secretariatôs resources, 

compared to those of other organisations involved in the 

same field, such as the UN, World Bank, regional 

development banks and major bilateral donors, is too small 

to make a significant impact; and , (iii) work that  overall has 

demonstrated no significant impact.  Further, the operations 

of the Secretariat sh ould be reviewed by the Secretary -

General to improve the integration, cohesion and efficiency 

of its divisions , and their capacity to deliver the mandates 

set by member states.  

12.  The Commonwealth Foundation should be given an 

explicit mandate to mobilise Com monwealth civil society 

around global issues. This would be another expression of 

the Foundationôs existing mandate to be a focal point for 

drawing together the strands of Secretariat - accredited 

Commonwealth civil society organisations including non -

govern mental bodies and professional associations.  

13.  The Secretary - General should be mandated to invite 

appropriate organisations throughout the Commonwealth 

to offer themselves for selection to carry out a full review 

and overhaul of the Secretariatôs information processes 
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that will result in a more effective, open, and timely 

communication strategy and the establishment of 

machinery to implement it.  

14.  Ministers should continue to consider the relative 

usefulness of stand - alone Commonwealth meetings as 

against meeti ngs coinciding with larger international 

conferences. If meetings are held alongside other 

international events, Ministers should commit themselves 

to attending them fully. The duration and programme of 

such sessions should reflect the special Commonwealth  

dimensions  and  produce  an  action - oriented  set  of  initiatives.  

Through these core recommendations and the others in  our report, 

we have aimed to identify options for reform that sharpen the impact, 

strengthen the networks and raise the profile of the Commo nwealth. 

An essential consideration has been to identify not only what needs to 

be done differently or better, but how the necessary changes should 

be achieved. The key to success, in our view, is to achieve stronger 

partnerships with external partners; st ronger internal networks; 

greater use of  twenty - first  century  technologies; and recognition that 

an investment of resources is required.  

Above all, we have concluded that the success of reform  is in 

strengthening the role and connectivity of the people of the 

Commonwealth ï hence our recommendations for a Charter  and  a 

Youth Corps, and for consideration of greater openness across 

borders  for persons doing  business or on holiday . 

The core question addressed in the discussions of the EPG was simple 

and precis e: ñHow best to increase the effectiveness of the 

Commonwealth, its institutions and activities so that member states 

and their citizens are well -served by an association that is greater 

than the sum of its parts, justifying continued affiliation, particip ation 

and collaboration of all of its member states ?ò 

The answer to this question is reflected in the recommendations in 

this report. The recommendations map the road that the 

Commonwealth must take if it is to re -establish itself as an 

instrument for the progress, prosperity and fundamental rights of its 

peoples, and as a strong influence for good in the world.  
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We are aware that applying these recommendations will not be easy.  

However, we are convinced that their time has come, and there is 

now a need for urgency in their implementation.  Reinvigoration and 

refocus do not happen through complacency or inertia.  It is 

complacency and inertia in vital aspects of the Commonwealthôs 

values that currently pose the most serious threats to the continued 

relevance an d vitality of the Commonwealth itself.   

In an era of changing economic circumstances and uncertainty, new 

trade and economic patterns, unprecedented threats to peace and 

security, a nd a  surge in popular demands for democracy, human 

rights and broadened eco nomic opportunities, the potential of the 

Commonwealth -  as a compelling force for good and as an effective 

network for co-operation  and for promoting development -  is 

unparalleled.  For that potential to be achieved giving economic, social 

and political be nefit to its 2.1 billion citizens, urgent reform is 

imperative for the Commonwealth.  That is the urgent reform this 

report tackles.  
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Figure 1:  A chart showing key recommendations and how to deliver them  

 

COMMONW EALTH VALUES  

A Commonwealth Charter  

Enhancing Democracy 

 Commissioner for        

Democracy, Rule of Law and 

Human Rights 

 Strengthened CMAG 

 Co-operation with member 

states to strengthen democratic 

systems 
 

The Secretary-�*�H�Q�H�U�D�O�¶�V��
mandate: 

 Good Offices role 

 Speaking out against violation 

of values 

 

 

 

 

COMMONWEALTH AND 
DEVELOPMENT  

Development and Functional 
Co-operation 

 Delivering technical 

assistance  

 Building a Network of 

Networks for investment 

 Providing assistance for 

disaster preparedness, 

mitigation and management 

 A Commonwealth Youth 
Corps  
 

 

Advocacy &  
Consensus Building 

 Reform of the international 

financial architecture  

 Advancing the rights of Women 

 

DELIVERY MECHANISMS  
 

Institutions fit for purpose 

 The Commonwealth Secretariat 

 CHOGM and Ministerial meetings 

 Commonwealth of Learning 

 Building strategic partnerships with 

private sector and philanthropic 

organisations 

 

COMMUNICATIONS  
 

�,�P�S�U�R�Y�L�Q�J���W�K�H���&�R�P�P�R�Q�Z�H�D�O�W�K�¶�V���3�U�R�I�L�O�H 

 Overhauling th�H���6�H�F�U�H�W�D�U�L�D�W�¶�V���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�V�� 

 Governments to play a more active role in information dissemination 

  

A Commonwealth of People 

 The Commonwealth Secretariat and 

Commonwealth Foundation 

 Commonwealth Associated Institutions 

 Engagement between Governments 

and Civil Society 

 Facilitating border crossings 

 Sport for Peace and Development 

 


