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NAME

Commonwealth of Nations (referred to as the Commonwealth).

ORIGIN

The Commonwealth was established in 1931, as a result of the former ‘dominions’ of the 
British Empire wanting more self-government and autonomy from Great Britain.

LOCATION HQ

London, United Kingdom (Secretariat).

AIM

The aim of the Commonwealth is to advance democracy, human rights, sustainable 
economic, and social development among member countries and beyond.

ROLE

To provide a platform for ‘global consensus building’ and practical assistance for ‘sustainable 
development’.

SECRETARY-GENERAL

The Commonwealth is headed by the Secretary-General who is responsible for the 
administration and organisation of the Commonwealth. The Secretary General is elected 
by the Commonwealth Heads of Government. The current secretary-general is Karmalesh 
Sharma, from India. The previous secretary-general was Don McKinnon, a New Zealander.

HISTORY

The Commonwealth of Nations is a voluntary international grouping of sovereign and 
dependent territories. Member states accept the British monarch as the symbolic head of 
the Commonwealth but retain full control of their own domestic and foreign affairs. Sixteen 
Commonwealth countries recognize the British Crown as head of state (including, Australia, 
Canada and New Zealand) and the remainder are republics or monarchies.

The Commonwealth (formerly known as the British Commonwealth of Nations) evolved 
from the British Empire. It was formally established in 1931 by the Statute of Westminster, 
which proclaimed the Commonwealth a free association of self governing states united by 
allegiance to the crown. Founding members included Great Britain, Irish Free State, Canada, 
Newfoundland, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. The Statute of Westminster was 
followed by the London Declaration of 1949, which saw states accept the British crown as 
the symbol of their association rather than recognise the crown as head of state.

All countries within the Commonwealth of Nations (except Mozambique) have historical 
links with the United Kingdom.

Initially economic issues dominated the Commonwealth due to the importance of trade that 
existed between the empire-linked countries. Tariffs between countries were often reduced, 
particularly foodstuffs, but as Britain started to increase trade with Europe and then entered 
the European Community in 1973 trade between Britain and the Commonwealth declined.
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1	 Upon independence in 1949 Ireland 
left the Commonwealth and Hong 
Kong left following the return of the 
British colony to Chinese rule in 1997. 
South Africa left the Commonwealth 
in 1961 choosing to maintain their 
apartheid policy and rejoined in 1994 
following political reform. Pakistan 
left in 1972 when Britain recognised 
the independence of Bangladesh 
and rejoined in 1989. Fiji was 
suspended in 1987 due to a military 
coup and readmitted in 1997. It was 
suspended again in 2006, following 
another military takeover. Nigeria was 
suspended in 1995 for human rights 
abuses and was readmitted in 1999. 
Pakistan was suspended in 2007 
for failing to fulýll its obligations, in 
accordance with the Commonwealth 
principles. )

2	 1977 Gleneagles Agreement: 
Commonwealth Agreement whereby 
members agreed to discourage 
contact & competition between their 
sportspeople and organisations with 
those of South Africa to express 
opposition against apartheid.

The structure and activities of the Commonwealth of Nations are based on a shared history, 
traditional procedures and language rather than a written charter. Some countries within 
the Commonwealth experienced large waves of British migration such as Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada and South Africa and have strong historical, cultural and family links with 
Britain. These countries have been heavily influenced by British governmental, judicial 
and educational systems. Other countries such as India and Kenya were governed by an 
expatriate British administration that remained separate and isolated from the mainstream 
indigenous population.

The Commonwealth has since grown into a multi-racial and diverse association as countries 
within the British Empire gained independence. Many of these countries moved from being 
colonies of Britain to become dominions or fully independent. From the 1950s many former 
British colonies in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and the Pacific gained independence and 
either joined or left the Commonwealth.1

MEMBERSHIP

Today there are 53 independent nation states and 16 dependencies that belong to the 
Commonwealth. 30% of the world’s population (2 billion people) lives in countries which 
are members of the Commonwealth.

Membership of the Commonwealth does not involve legal or constitutional obligations nor 
does the Commonwealth act as a ‘bloc’. It recognises that international affairs and priorities 
between members are diverse and at times conflicting. Members are free to join other 
international or regional organizations such as the Organisation for African Unity.

Membership of the Commonwealth can be achieved by conforming to the Harare Declaration 
of 1991 which advocates:

the promotion of democracy and good government

Human Rights

Rule of Law

Sustainable economic and social development

Members are also required to contribute to the running budget, with contributions based on 
population and income of each country.

Members are united by their common historical links. Many have ‘Westminster’ style 
parliaments and common judicial and educational systems. The official language of the 
Commonwealth of Nations is English.

The Commonwealth is committed to the principles of democracy and human rights, and 
attempts to persuade members to adopt policies by conscience rather than through force. 
The fact that members are not legally bound to follow Commonwealth policy means 
that states can, and often have, followed policies that go against the Commonwealth. 
For example, during the apartheid era in South Africa, some member states continued 
to conduct political, economic, and cultural relations with South Africa. In New Zealand 
sporting contacts with South Africa continued, and in 1976 resulted in many black African 
states boycotting the Montreal Olympics and further criticism resulted from hosting the 
South African rugby team in 1981 contravening the Gleneagles Agreement.2

In December 2003, Zimbabwe pulled out of the Commonwealth as part of President 
Mugabe’s rule,

which often contradicted the aims of the Commonwealth.
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