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Is the Commonwealth Britain’s alternative to the EU?

As the United Kingdom edges closer to its in-out referendum on membership of the
European Union, some of those who are supporting Brexit point to the Commonwealth as a
happier and better place for Britain to be.
Lord Alton

This binary approach, which encourages the mistaken
assumption that it must be one or the other, is based on a
false dichotomy. Although some members of the United
Kingdom Independence Party and some Euroskeptics see
the Commonwealth as a bolt-hole oﬀering Britain an
alternative free-trade area to the European Union, this is a
flight of fantasy. However, they have a point when they
argue for a ratcheting up of the Commonwealth’s trade
links to complement the emphasis which it places on
shared values.
Just as Britain often stands accused of not understanding
or being only a lackluster supporter of many of Europe’s
high principles, its European neighbors are often woefully

London, April 4, 2016: Patricia Scotland (L) with former UK first lady Cherie
Blair (C) and journalist Trevor McDonald at a ceremony to announce the
appointment of Baroness Scotland as Secretary-General of the
Commonwealth (source: dpa)

ignorant of the richness of Britain’s associations with the
Commonwealth. And the European Union might learn a
thing or two from the Commonwealth and the relationship
of its member nations.

democracy and interdependence in an increasingly
fragmented, dangerous and intolerant world.

Unique organization
In 1979, as a young new member of Parliament, one of

Although the organization has a fascinating past, it is not a

the first things I did was to join the Commonwealth

museum. When we “use it best” it can be a model that

Parliamentary Association (CPA) and I have been a

could oﬀer the world a more hopeful future. For 64 years

member ever since. Worldwide, the CPA has 16,000

Queen Elizabeth has been its titular head and, however

members. A year or so later I was invited to become

that role evolves, Her Majesty’s passing one day will not

chairman of the Council for Education in the

signal the end of the Commonwealth. It may, however, be a

Commonwealth.

moment for introspection, a questioning of how its future
should be determined.

I have traveled in many Commonwealth countries. The
former Australian Secretary-General of the

That future is shaped biannually, when the Commonwealth

Commonwealth, Sir Don McKinnon, was right when he

Heads of Government (CHOGM) meet. The meeting’s

told me that “the Commonwealth is a pretty good

agenda usually contains a wide range of global issues and,

investment for Britain but it has not always used it best.”

regardless of their population or economic clout, all
members have an equal say. This ensures that even the

Sir Donald perceived the Commonwealth as a unique

smallest member countries have a voice in shaping the

organization seeking to entrench a genuine culture of

Commonwealth.
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From microstates in Polynesia to members of the G8, the Commonwealth straddles north and south, east and
west, linking nations and people throughout the globe (source: macpixxel for GIS)
Global bonds

bright scholar, she studied hard, qualified as a barrister

Although a staggering 2.2 billion people live in the

and in 1991 became the first black woman to be

association, 31 out of its 53 members are classified as

appointed a Queen’s Counsel – a valued senior lawyer

small states – countries with a population of 1.5 million

recognition. In 1997, she was raised to the peerage and

inhabitants or less. With 60 percent of residents under 30

has held several senior posts in the UK government,

years of age, the demographics don’t suggest a moribund

including that of attorney general.

organization. Nor do the economics: the Commonwealth
has a combined gross domestic product of 5.2 trillion

After her election, Baroness Scotland summed up her love

pounds ($7.3 trillion). By contrast, the Commonwealth’s

of the Commonwealth and what many in Britain believe it

administration costs are modest: just 16 million pounds

exists to do: “The Commonwealth shares a great deal. It

($22.6 million) a year to run it. Brussels, please take note.

has 33 percent of the world’s population. It has the
capacity to bring together people of all religions;

The most recent, 24th meeting of CHOGM was held in

concentrate on what joins us. It’s a real opportunity to

November 2015 in Malta – happily in both the EU and the

invest and work together. If you work together with people

Commonwealth. The sixth Secretary-General of the

respectfully, you can bring about change. Human rights

Commonwealth Baroness Patricia Scotland was elected

and development go hand in hand.”

during that meeting. Native to one of the organization’s
smallest countries, she is the first woman to hold the post.

Association of values

Her own story illustrates how worldwide bonds bind the

The 53 countries that are members of the Commonwealth

Commonwealth together.

spread across the globe – in Africa, Asia, the Americas,
Europe and the Pacific. This diverse network of

Born in Dominica – population of only 72,301 – as the 10th

independent and sovereign states is a voluntary

child (out of 12) to Roman Catholic parents, Lady Scotland

organization par excellence. While most of these countries

had a Dominican mother and Antiguan father. She was two are former British colonies or dependencies, some are not
when her family left the Caribbean and settled in the UK. A

– Mozambique and Cameroon are in that minority, for
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Valetta, Nov. 28, 2015: Queen Elizabeth II participates in a ceremony during the Commonwealth
Heads of Government Meeting in Malta (source: dpa)
example. The association is extremely diverse, it

sustainable development; environmental protection;

comprises some of the world’s largest, smallest, richest

access to health, education, food and shelter; gender

and poorest countries.

equality; and the importance of young people and civil
society.

The Commonwealth functions on the basis of common
values and ideals, codified in the 1971 Singapore

Obviously, not all Commonwealth countries have turned

Declaration and enshrined in the Commonwealth Charter

the rhetoric into a reality, but by accepting the Charter,

in 2012. The charter draws together the values and

they have opened up a new level of mutual accountability

aspirations which unite the association – democracy,

that is based on shared aspirations, not old-style

human rights and the rule of law.

imperialism.

An old anecdote has President Gamal Abdel Nasser of

A wonderful house

Egypt remark to India’s Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, “I At a practical level, having oﬃcially observed over 70
put my extremists in prison. What do you do with yours?”

elections and having been willing to suspend membership

Mr. Nehru’s reply was: “I put mine in Parliament.”

and see the withdrawal of countries like Pakistan and

Notwithstanding Britain’s role as a colonial power, Prime

South Africa for reasons ranging from military coups to

Minister Nehru also put India into the Commonwealth.

racism – the Commonwealth has often made clear what it
stands for.

Mr. Nehru’s values were the values of the Commonwealth.
The Charter commits its members to upholding

Sometimes, as in the case of Zimbabwe, transgressors

democracy; human rights; peace and security; tolerance,

have seen the membership of their state withdrawn; other

respect and understanding; freedom of expression;

times, admittedly, as in the case of Mahinda Rajapaksa’s

separation of powers; rule of law; good governance;

regime (2005-2015) in Sri Lanka, the Commonwealth has
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failed to call time when every imaginable human right has

understanding that blocs have their limitations – and

been trampled on. (Not to sanction those responsible for

produce their own straitjackets – whereas looser networks

coups or egregious violations of human rights implied

can often produce innovative and more interesting

timidity at best, and at worst, a mistaken belief that

relationships and opportunities.

holding on to members at all costs does not trump the
insistence on shared values.)

In the 1970s I supported Britain’s entry and now its
continued membership of the European Union – or

It is salutary to note that when countries have been

Community, as I would still prefer to call it. I did so

evicted, many subsequently sought readmission. Even

because my father and grandfather fought in two

formerly Francophone countries such as Rwanda, with no

European wars and members of my family died in them. I

historic link to the UK, have become members. South

believe in the Commonwealth for much the same reasons

Sudan, the world’s newest and utterly ravaged nation, has

– because it can be a place where relationships may be

applied to join. Presumably, those countries see the

built, respectful coexistence promoted, and, if at all

Commonwealth as a strong and respected voice in the

possible, warfare avoided.

world, speaking out on major issues and proactively
strengthening and enlarging its networks.

In a world smitten by uncertainty – a weakened eurozone,
fragile markets, Islamist terror, Russian provocations in

It is not a rich man’s club; the Commonwealth includes

Ukraine, the barbarism of the Middle East fueling mass

some of the planet’s poorest as well as richest nations;

migration, and a polarized political system in the United

some of the fastest growing economies; some of the most

States that has produced Bernie Sanders and Donald

populous; and some – its island states – of the most

Trump – we need more networks and mutually supportive

sparsely populated and remote. From microstates in

international organizations, not fewer.

Polynesia to members of the G8, the Commonwealth
straddles north and south, east and west, linking nations

If you believe in the exercise of “soft power” – let’s call it

and people throughout the globe.

“smart power” – as a means of trying to avoid such
calamities, then inevitably you must conclude that, beyond

The Commonwealth also unites nations with divergent

Europe, the Commonwealth, the British Council and the

religious and secular beliefs. In a world riven by communal

BBC World Service are three amazingly valuable

hatred, suspicion, fear and intolerance, what a wonderful

institutions.

house it is that can provide room for the dignity of
diﬀerence!

And if you believe in “development power,” then the
Commonwealth also oﬀers hugely important opportunities.

Blocs vs associations
It is not a voting bloc of nations – like the Communist bloc

Emphasis on development

of yore, or a geographical bloc like the African Union, or a

The UK currently allocates around 2 billion pounds per

militarized bloc, like NATO, or a trading organization like

annum ($2,82 billion) for development projects in

ASEAN, or a legislative body like the European Union’s

Commonwealth countries. This is by far the best antidote

Parliament. Nor is it a mini-United Nations.

to the illiterate barbarism and dreadful uniformity of groups
like Daesh (also known as Islamic State), Boko Haram and

Perhaps the nearest parallel is with the Council of Europe,

the rest.

Europe’s oldest intergovernmental organization, covering
some 820 million citizens – an international advisory body

Nigeria, the seventh most populous country and a member

that promotes cooperation between European countries

of the Commonwealth since 1960, is home to 183 million

and works hard to uphold human rights.

people – one in every seven Africans is a Nigerian. It is
also home to Boko Haram, literally: “destroy Western

Inevitably, the Commonwealth’s identity is shaped by

education.” Boko Haram knows that its biggest enemy is

shared history, friendship, and an increasing

literacy and education.
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Nelson Mandela, incarcerated for 27 years, observed in

initiatives to help young jobseekers. The excellent

2003: “Education is the most powerful weapon we can use Commonwealth Youth Programme is designed to motivate
to change the world.” Someone else who understands this

young people, while the Commonwealth of Learning

power is a courageous young woman from Pakistan,

initiative uses distance learning to promote education and

another Commonwealth country. Malala Yousafzai, whom

is focused on eradicating child and forced marriages.

the Taliban tried to murder, now a Nobel Laureate, reminds
us that: “One child, one teacher, one book, one pen can

It must be right to focus the UK’s ring-fenced commitment

change the world.”

to devote 0.7 percent of its GDP to foreign aid (90 percent
of which goes to development aid) through the

With about 60 percent of the Commonwealth’s 2.2 billion

Commonwealth – where 800 million live in oﬃcial poverty.

people under the age of 30, and many of them easy prey
for the recruiting sergeants of jihadists, or candidates for

The Commonwealth’s pluralism and diversity oﬀer an

the refugee trails, the developed world needs to focus far

alternative to a world where jihadists and totalitarian

more of its resources on providing them with a sound

regimes seek to impose a brutal uniformity. The

education and a future in their own lands.

Commonwealth is home to 1 billion Hindus, more than 620
million Muslims, over 32 million Buddhists, 440 million

I have seen first-hand in places like Kenya’s Kibera the

Christians and thousands of Jews, Sikhs and members of

eﬀects of urban squalor. In a shanti town there, people live

other religions, as well as many non-believers.

in grinding poverty and earn an average of less than $1 a
day. Elsewhere in Africa – home to so many

Mr. Mandela put it simply when he said of the

Commonwealth countries – the streets are awash with

Commonwealth, which played such an important role in

orphans, some of the 150 million in the world. Uganda has

the ending of apartheid in South Africa: “The

nearly 3 million of them – with 1 million orphaned by AIDS.

Commonwealth makes the world safe for diversity.”

On a visit to Kenya to open a schoolhouse for blind
children, I was struck by the slogan which the children had

In the aftermath of the 2016 Belgium terror bombings –

chosen to hang over the door: “Give us only opportunity,

and the horrors which were enacted on that country’s

not sympathy.”

battlefields 100 years ago, memorialized in Belgium’s
Commonwealth war graves – Europe should never forget

As chairman of the Council for Education in the

the willingness of Commonwealth combatants to give their

Commonwealth, I was especially critical of the decision to

lives in defense of our freedoms. In the Great War, there

reduce learning opportunities by Britain’s cut in funding for

were 1.5 million Indian volunteers alone.

students from the poorest Commonwealth countries.
Modern power
Education and networking

The virtue and point of an international organization in a

In recent years, as a response to the United Nations’

world where communications and travel have never been

Millennium Goals, the situation has improved. However

easier – but also where global challenges loom, from

now, for the first time in decades, the number of

terrorism to climate and environmental degradation to

international students in the UK has declined – most

crushing poverty and health pandemics – is self-evident.

notably from India. This is incredibly shortsighted, for
altruism and self-interest can go hand in hand; these feed

Today’s rising generations place unprecedented emphasis

into and oﬀ one another. Ask the Canadian Governor of

on social networking and interconnectedness in our digital

the Bank of England Mark Carney, who in his youth was

age. With its 80 intergovernmental civil societies, cultural

the beneficiary of a Commonwealth Scholarship. Since the

and professional organizations, the Commonwealth knows

scheme began in 1959, 30,000 people have held awards,

a thing or two about networking and interconnectedness.

the vast majority of them in the UK.

It links these abilities with its continuing role in promoting
human rights, good governance, the building of civil

At their CHOGUM meeting in Malta, the leaders agreed to

society and the rule of law.

promote entrepreneurship, vocational training and
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In achieving these goals, don’t underestimate the

supporter of both the European Union and the

importance of more than 80 Commonwealth-associated

Commonwealth. In 2016, I still see no such inconsistency.

and aﬃliated professional bodies. They embrace scholars,

Today, with a third of the world’s population, 20 percent of

members of local government, architects, judges,

global trade, thousands of listed companies and the

magistrates, the press, musicians and medics.

shared wealth of the English language, the Commonwealth

Organizations like the Royal Agricultural Society of the

oﬀers unsurpassed opportunities to the UK. However, it

Commonwealth, the Women’s Forum, the Commonwealth

should be seen as a complement to the UK’s role in

Science Conference and the Commonwealth Study

Europe – not as an alternative.

Conference are flourishing. Meanwhile, the lively
Commonwealth Business Forum is seeking to capitalize

We need not choose between the two. It is misleading to

on business opportunities that are often created by a

ask the British people to do so.

common language and legal system.
David Alton – Lord Alton of Liverpool – is Professor of
Nearly 40 years ago, in 1979, having just been elected to

Citizenship at Liverpool John Moores University and an

the House of Commons, I saw no inconsistency in being a

Independent Crossbench Peer.

‘‘

The Commonwealth’s pluralism and diversity oﬀer an
alternative to a world where jihadists and totalitarian
regimes seek to impose a brutal uniformity
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