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statesman Pandit Nehru pro-

posed the replacement of the
British Commonwealth with a
Commonwealth of independent
sovereign states, no one could
have predicted that fifty years
later a Commonwealth of 8
member states would have
grown to 54 member states,
which collectively account for
nearly 30% of the world's popu-
lation.

During this period, the world
has witnessed enormous
changes. The global agenda has
changed. The multilateral sys-
tem has been transformed. The
end of the Cold War has opened
new uPpForlunities for co-opera-
tion. Filty years ago, the popu-
lation of the world was a mere
2.3 billion; today it is close to 6
billion. A hi-tech world of
satellite telecommunications,
cable TV, lap-top computers and
mobile phones. A world domi-
nated by Microsoft and the
Internet. A world which today
has close to 400 billionaries,
where 50 years ago a million-
aire was someone quite special.
Today 500 corporations in the
United States, Europe and
Japan account for 80% of the
world’'s volume of Foreign
Direct Investment and half of
world trade.

Yet, in this world of plenty,
the number of people living in
extreme poverty has increased
substantially. Nearly one
fourth of the world's population
today lives below the poverty
line, illiterate, unemployed and
malnourished. Almost two
thirds of the poorest of the poor
happen to be located within the
Commonwealth.

In 1951, the Heads of Gov-
ernment in their communique
recognised "that the peace and
prosperity of the free world can-
not B: assured while millions

live in poverty.” Ever since, the
- plight of the developing coun-
tries has figured prominently
on the agenda of every
Commonwealth summit.
There have been 30 Com-
monwealth Summit meetings,
during the past fifty years. The
Commonwealth Heads of Gov-
ernment Meetings, or CHOGM
meetings as they are popularly
known, constitute the life-
blood of the Commonwealth. A
Commonwealth Summit is like
no other summit. The infor-
mality. the ability of Heads of
Government to meet each other
without aides and without notes
al the Retreat provides them
with a unique opportunity to get
to know each other and to ex-
change views on sensitive sub-
ects. Over the years there have
n several landmark sum-
mits — Singapore in 1971 at
which the
Declaration of Commonwealth
Principles, which became the

IN 1949, when that visionary

Magna Carta of . the
Commonwealth.
Twenty years later at Harare

the' Commonwealth' 'Heads
{!Iedﬁcjd themselves to promote
he fundamental political 'val-

ues of democracy, human
rights, the rule of law, just and
honest government, sustain-
able economic development and
L:;ﬂgggatinnnl gicgéjl“ns::lm
. A new glo enda

was launched. Good gnv:r%ancﬂ

would henceforth be the order

of the day. Four years later the
heads adopted the Millbrook
Action Programme on the
Harare Declaration. This pro-
vided for the setting up of a
Ministerial Action Grou

which was mandated to deaf
with serious violations of the
Harare principles. The
Commonwealth Heads had not
only pronounced themselves
against military dictatorships
but had taken the unprece-
dented step of instituting spe-
cific measures
ing "countries. No one could
henceforth look upon the Com-
monwealth as a toothless tiger.
Indeed the Commonwealth had
fo.nt further than any other in-
ernational o tion to up-
hold the principles to which it
had committed itself. This pro-
active approach must be sus-
tained. .

The Lusaka Summit in 1979
paved the way for an indepen-
dent Zimbabwe and an end to
white minority rule. It also
adopted the Lusaka Declaration
on Racism and Racial
He{udmc. The Nassau Summit
in 1985 adopted an accord on
Southern Africa as well as the
Nassau Declaration on World
Order. The Kuala Lumpur
Summit in 1989 adopt a
statement on Southern Africa:
+the Way Ahead and the
Langkawi Declaration on

nvironment. The Common-

eads adopted a

~ Fora, has been, to my mj
-only a major initiative but an

ainst offend- °

wealth has throughout played a
leading role in supporting and
facilitating the process of de-
colonisation. Its signal contri-
bution to the birth of Zimbabwe
and to the end of apartheid in
South Africa must be viewed
among ils major achievements.

The path
Edinburgh Summit, clearly

sed that one of the ma-
jor challenges facing the inter-
national community at the turn
of the century will be the effi-
cient and equitable manage-
ment of globalisation. Since
ODA has been very much on the
decline, the progressive integra-
tion of markets has now made
it essential for all countries to
be able to compete in the global
market. It has me essential
for the developing countries to
be able to export, and to attract
foreign direct investment. The
experience of the past decade
has indicated that while most
develo and some developing
cou have benefited from
globalisation, it has been less
casy for others. Most develop-
ing countries, and this includes
many of those in the Common-
wealth, have experienced seri-
ous pain and difficulties,

A case in point is
Bangladesh. In the last three
years we have seen a substantial
increase in exports, on average
nearly 15% a year, and have
also been able to attract a
sizeable quantity of FDI, par-
ticularly in the energy sector.
As a part of the process of eco-
nomic reform and liberaliza-
tion. tarilf and non-tariff bar-
riers have been substantially
reduced in Bangladesh and in
many other developing coun-
tries, opening the way to cheap
imports. This has resulted in a
large number of small-scale
and medium-size industries
have closing down since they
were unable to face the competi-
tion from cheaper imports. It is
essential that domestic indus-
try, large, medium and small-
scale become more competitive.
We need a new breed of en-
trepreneurs, who can introduce
better manag
who can diversify their product
range and enter the global mar-
ket. Otherwise, weaker develop-
ing countries will end up sur-
rendering their markets, and
getting little in return.

A number of very concrete
roposals were adopted by the
eads of government at Edin-

burgh, including support for
duty free market access for the
exports of LDCs and as well as
support for the interests of the
ACFP countries. The Common-
wealth Secretariat gives the
highest priority to implement-
ing these decisions and taking
the nccesaa.\'{' follow-up action.

The establishment of the
Commonwealth Business
Council and the holding of pe-
riodic Commonwealth Business
nd, not

extremely timely one. It recog-
nises both the important role of
the private sector today and the
excellent business opportuni-
ties available within the
Commonwealth. It is important
that the private sector be made
aware ol these opportunities
and is encouraged to make full
use of the networks available
within the Commonwealth. The
need for a strong partnership
between government and the
private sector today is a matter
of fundamental importance to
all our countries.

We: share a common lan-
guag; Our legal, administrative
and business systems are simi-
lar, We can capitalise on a
myriad historical and business
links. As the Secretary-General

ut it in his speech to the first

ommonwealth Business
Forum meeti in London in
October 997. "the

Commonwealth business
execuiives can arrive in each
others countries and hit the
ground running ..." Several
other related initiatives such as
the setting up of regional funds,
the Trade and Investment
Access Facility, Combinet, the
Commonwealth Partnership
for Technology Management,
the Commonwealth
Association for Corporate
Governance, the
Commonwealth Institute for
Business Information Services,
and the Commonwealth Invest-
ment Guarantee Agency deserve
to be commended.

One of the most important
initiatives taken up by the
Commonwealth in recent yeurs
has been to address the special
ﬁggicma faced by Small States.

matter was first discusszed
at Commonwealth Finance
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nwealth at the

Ministers mee in 1977 and
has been part of the CHOGM
agenda since 1979 when it was
first discussed at Lusaka. The

" problems arising out of their

small size, limited resources,
isolation and vulnerability to
natural disasters prompted the
Commonwealth to adopt a pro-
amme. in support of the Small
tates. Today 60% of CFTC's
funds are spent in the Small
States. 32 countries in the
Commonwealth have been cate-
gorised as Small States. Any
country with a population of
less than 1.5 ion qualifies
as a small state. However,
Jamaica, Papua New Guinea
and Lesotho, although havin
populations in excess of 1.
lion have been included in
the Small States up on the
ounds that they hare many of
e economic characteristics of
Small States. Twenty of the
Small States have populations
of less than half a on. 25 of
them are small island states:
most are highly dependent on
tourism or one or two export
products.

In 1997 a Commonwealth

Advisory Group headed by
Dame Eugenia Charles revised
and updated the 1985 Report,
"Vulnerability: Small States in
the Global Society.” The report
contains a number of use-
ful recommendations. The work
of the Ministerial Group on
Small States under Prime
Minister Owen Arthur and the
Commonwealth-World Bank
Task Force has done excellent
work in support of the Small
States. The Commonwealth
must continue to give the high-
est priority to programmes,
which promote and safeguard
the interests of the Small
States. This must be done in a
bold and im ative way. The
Commonwealth must extend
strong support for the legiti-
mate interests of the banana
producers in the ACP and en-

ments outside London. Unfortu-
nately. the Commonwealth has
a very serious image problem.
Some people still see it as the
British Commonwealth, others
seem quite ignorant about its
work and purpose; and yet oth-
ers are frankly quite uninter-
ested. Derek Ingram in his re-
port on the image of the Com-
monwealth provides a detailed
account of th;rgrnhlcms and
also puts forw some recomm-
mendations on how we might
rectify the problem.

The projection of a more
positive and dﬁ'namic image
will be one of the major chal-
lenges facing the
Commonwealth'in the 21st cen-
tury. We must expand the sup-
port base of the Com-
monwealth. Clearly one of the
best ways of doing this is with
the help of what is widely
known as the unofficial
Commonwealth. There are
some 300 organisations which
directly or indirectly have an
interest in the Commonwealth.
This unofficial network is what
makes the Commonwealth both
special and different. The offi-
cial and the wunofficial
Commonwealth should join
hands in infusing new life into
the Commonwealth.

The Commonwealth
Foundation was established in
1965 at the same time as the
Secretariat. The two have tradi-
tionally worked closely to-

ether. The Commonwealth

oundation, which has been
ﬁiven the . responsibility for

ealing with the unofficial
Commonwealth, has done ex-
cellent work with its meagre re-
sources. A number of organisa-
tions in Britain such as the
Royal Commonwealth Society,
the Royal Overseas League to
mention just a few and many
others overseas are to be com-
mended for their support of the
Commonwealth. The Common-
wealth Parliamentary Associa-

“'The collective ;;EH’EF E;f Pﬂﬂpf; lo Skﬂ;ﬁ' the

mately 20 million pounds per
annum only, the CF’??: must en-
sure that every ﬁound is spent
wisely. Given the serious re-
source constraints it is impor-
tant that every effort is made to
explore opportunities for cost-
sharing. The CFTC should con-
centrate on certain specific sec-
tors where it has already estab-
lished a good track record and
where there has been a strong
demand from member states for
CFTC assistance. For example,
it is quite evident that in the
coming years most of the mem-
ber states will need help in re-
vamping their legal systems,
developing capital markets, es-
tablis a suitable regulatory
framework in key sectors like
telecommunications, power
generation and distribution, as
well as the financial and
banking sector. Many member
states would need help in im-
proving the quality of gover-
nance and in strengthening cer-
tain key public sector institu-
tions, with this in mind it will
be important for the Secretariat
and CFTC in particular to fur-

ther develop their expertise in
these niche areas. The nee
of f—“l—i’ level rts could also
enable the CFTC to offer
consultancy services to the
private sector on a full cost re-

- covery basis.

The Commonwealth Secre-
tariat should be seen as an im-
portant thinktank for the
membership as a whole.
Brimming with new ideas, bub-
bling with enthusiasm. It
should be an exciting place to
work. where we can attract
some of the best talent in the
Commonwealth. The emphasis
must always be on quality,
There can no better adver-
tisement for the Common-
wealth or a more effective way
of enhancing its image.

Every CHOGM and this is
certainly true of the last five
CHOGMs, have invariably

Turn of

The Commonwealth must make a conscious effort to encour
Africa and Asia, as well as the Sm
Mediterranean and the Indian Oce
Commonwealth. If the Commonweal
an organization which is domina
counter to the essential spirit of th

age countries in
all States of the Caribbean, the Pacific, the
an to be actively involved in the work of the
th is perceived by the membership at large as
ted by a handful of countries this will run
e Commonwealth ... writes Farooq Sob
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commingling of the world's di-
versity. What the
Commonwealth tries to do is to
harmonize difference over a
Mdermrmlge and to a further de-
gree than any other u i
The Cnmmunwraﬁhu I*Falsngl":-—
uently been referred to as a
amily of nations. Fostering a
sense of belo and encour-
aging all member states to be ac-
tively involved in the work of
the Commonwealth, | believe,
must always remain central to
the existence and success of the
Commonwealth. The
Commonwealth must make a
conscious effort to encourage
countries in Africa and Asia, as
well as the Small States of the
Caribbean, the Pacific. the
Mediterranean and the Indian
Ocean to be actively involved in
the work of the Com-
monwealth. If the Common-
wealth is perceived by the mem-
bership at large as an u:%amza-
tion which is dominated by a
handful of countries this will
run counter to the essential
spirit of the Commonwealth: it

. will undermine the sense of be-

Inngin% and participation
which is so important to the
Commonwealth. ,

The Harare principles ccn-
stitute the core values of the
Commonwealth today.
Democracy and democra‘ic
values are relevant not omnly
within individual memter
states but within the
Commonwealth as a whole and
the way it discharges its respon-
sibilities. The world as
shrunk. We speak of the world
as a global village, a vlllage
where some people are made
conscious of the fact that the
power and influence of a few
countries is overwhelming. The
Commonwealth true to its val-
ues and principles must con-
sclously work towards ensuring
that each and every member
state is encouraged to be fully
involved in the work of the

future is greater now than ever before, and the need to exercise it is

more compelling. Mobilizing that power to make life in the twenty-first century more democratic, more secure,

and more sustainable is

sure that all possible help is ex-
tended to them to facilitate di-
versification of their
economies. Adequate transi-
tional arrangements should be
provided in the successor ar-
rangement to the Lome Conven-

~Lior. : s
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wealth. the international com-
munity' has become increas-

" ingly aware of the special prob-

lems faced by the Small States
arising out of their isolation
and smallness. It must remain
central to the work of the
Commonwealth that problems
of the Small States are given
special consideration by the in-
lernational community.
Perhaps the time has come for
the Commonwealth Secretary
General to appoint a high-level
Special Representative both to
help in overseeing the imple-
mentation of the various pro-
grammes in support of the
Small States and to maintain

close contacts with various .

multilateral organisations and
institutions in order to advance
the case of the Small States.

.The excellent work of the
CFTC., the Commonwealth
Programme,
Commonwealth Election
Observer groups, the work of the
Commonwealth of Learning,
Lthe Commonwealt
Foundation, the programmes in
support of human rights and
gender integration deserve our
support and appreciation.

uring the past year, I have

visited a large number of Com-
monwealth Countries as the
Special Envoy of the Prime
Minister of Bangladesh. This
has given me an oppeortunity to
meet a wide assortment of
ple both inside and outside gov-
ernment and to héar from them
their views about the
Commorniwealth. While | have
spent the past fifteen minutes
talking to you about the
achievements of the Com-
monwealth, 1 should mention
that there appears to be very lit-
tle awareness of these achieve-

. tribution towards fostering :
. Promoting this sense of be c-ngi;
C

the foremost challenge of this generatio
galvanize people everywhere to achieve higher levels of c

shared destiny."
-L—_'—'—-——-———-—-——-—_.__________________

tion, the Commonwealth Press
Union and many other Com-
monwealth organisations and
associations have been doing
excellent work over the years.
The unofficial Commonweaith
has made a monumental con-

and

ing and participation, whi
makes the Commonwealth so
special. No other organisation
in the world has as many net-
works as does the
Com'monwealth.

Today, as all speak of Civil
Sociéty, its role and responsi-
bilities. Well Civil Society has
been very much an active player
in the Commonwealth from the
very beginning, thanks to these
numerous organisations and
associations within the
Commonwealth. The dialogue
between the official and the
unofficial Commonwealth has
contributed significantly to the
work of the Commonwealth.
This has been one of the great
strengths of the
Commonwealth and it is im-
Eortant that during the next

fty years this dialogue and in-
teraction is further intensified,
I believe this could be of im-
mense benefit to the
Commonwealth, to its image,
and in making it both more
widely known, supported and
appreciated throughout the
Commonwealth. '

The Commonwealth is not
the United Nations. The

uTmunWEalth Secretariat's
udgdet is less than one per cent

of the budget of the UN: ten mil-

lion pounds or 16 million dol-
lars in the case of the former as
Eﬁainst $2.5 billion in the case
of the UN. The strength of the
Commonwealth Secretariat has
been whittled down to less than
330 persons as against 13,500
plus in the case of the UN.-
Notwithstanding its meagre
resources, CFTC has been able
to provide valuable technical
assistance to member states
these past 28 years. However,
today with a budget of approxi-
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added to the work of the
Secretariat and the Secretary
General. This clearly indicates
the confidence reposed in them
by the heads of state; more so
when you think that they are
being asked to do more with
., reduced | re-
' and per-

_sopurces, both financial

_ sonnel. -

Today there are no limits to
the Secretary General's versa-
tility. He has to be active in not
simply mobilising resources
but in developing new partner-
ships, both with the private sec-
tor, the financial institutions,
the UN, multilateral bodies and
NGO's in advancing the princi-
ples, programmes and objec-
tives of the Commonwealth.
The Secretary General's good of-
fices role has become an essen-
tial part of his responsibilities.
The delicate task of helping
member states resolve internal
political problems presupposes
an enormous d of trust and
confidence in the Secretary
General, Upholding the Harare

rinciples, implementing the

illbrook Plan of Action,
working alongside C-Mag, mak-
ing democracy work and pro-
moting good governance, have
today become an integral part
of the Secretary General's re-
sponsibilities.

The Commonwealth today is
a finely woven tapestry with
different hues and colours,
elaborate and intricate, Each
one of us has contributed to this
tapestry. As Sir Sridath
Ramphal or Sonny so elo-
quently put it in a speech to the
E:mmnnwcalth Eﬂlﬁ;’ltﬂtﬁ

€ two years ago: "the true
valafg of the Engmﬂnwcalth
drives not from likeness or
even like-mindedness, but from
variety. It derives from the fact
that this family facility is a

. The world needs a new vision that can
o-operation in areas of common concern and

e —

Commonwealth. Transparency,
accountability and good gover-
nance are values that must be
adopted by our global village
but these must be applied first
and foremost within the
Comimonwealth itself.

(1 Ahe Commonwealth  has
shown a strong commitment to
promoting consensus among its
members on- important eco-
nomic and political issues.
Bridge building has tradition-
ally been one of the great
strengths of the
Commonwealth. One of the dis-
tinctive features of the Com-
monwealth has been the mix in
membcrshig. The Common-
wealth has from the beginning
strongly believed in the princi-
ple ol consensus. Decisions at
CHOGM and at various Com-
monwealth meetings are taken
based on consensus. .

I would like to mention here

~ some specific proposals which I

hope can be taken up by either
the official or the unofficial
Commonwealth at some future
date:-

1. A group of eminent per-
sons chosen from within the
Commonwealth should be es-
tablished, perhaps at the
Durban Summit. They should
be mandated to put forward an
agenda for the Commonwealth
for the first decade of the 21st

Century. Their report can be
discussed at CHOGM in 2001 in
Sydney. It will be recalled that
ten years ago a similar exercise
was undertaken at the initia-
tive of the outgoing Secretary-
General, Sir Sridath Ramphal.
The work of such a group could
infuse the Commonwealth with
a renewed sense of enthusiasm
and purpose. ;

2., A " separate
Commonwealth expert group on

%'hallsatinn should be set up.
Is expert group should be
mandated to put forward spe-
cific proposals on advising both
governments and the private
sector on measures they should
adopt in promoting trade and
becoming more competitive in
attracting trade and invest-
ment. This group should specif-
ically put forward recommen-
dations on simflifytn,g customs
procedures, eliminating bu-

- reaucratic hurdles and remov-

ing administrative bottlenecks.

3. The Commonwealth
should launch a programme,
which periodically brings to-

gether the various regional eco-

- nomic groupings within the

Commonwealt such as
CARICOM, OECS, SADC.
ECOWAS, EAC, SAARC, ASEAN
and the South Pacific Forum.
The interaction between such
bodies could be very useful in
exchanging experiences and
undertaking joint programmes
in areas of common interest.

4. Through CFTC as well as
COL, Comnet (the Common-
wealth Network of Information
Technology for Development)
and other concerned bodies, the
Commonwealth should jointly
sel up a task force to prepare
and implement a special pro-
gramme to promote computer
and internet literacy through-
out the Commonwealth, espe-
cially in educational institu-
tions. A road show should be
launched which would intro-
duce governments to some of
the latest development in IT ed-
ucation,.

5. A Commonwealth
Election Commission may be
established. Eminent personal-
ities may be invited to serve on
the Commission, which could
be chaired by a senior states-
man. The Commonwealth has
built up an  excellent track
record in observing elections.
However, at present a different
group of people are chosen each
time. In the case of a permanent
or standing commission, the
members would serve a three or
four year term, and in the pro-
cess. they would acquire con-
siderable expertise on the job.
The responsibility of ‘the
Commission could also extend
lo advising interested govern-
ments in organising electjons,
and in making improvements
in their own election commis-
sions. Special lrainin% pro-
grammes might also be ar-
ranged with the help and partic-
ipation of the Commissioners,

The Commonwealth
Election Commission would
also serve to enhance the image
of the Commonwealth,

6. The success stories within
the Commonwealth need to be
better advertised and known
within the. Commonwealth.
While the CFTC is doing this to
the best of. its. ability, some

thought can be given to promot-
iné _Closer” interactibti among
NGOs in select disciplines. Best
practices and success stories
need to be written up and circu-
lated as widely as possible. In
recent years a number of NGOs
in Commonwealth, and this in-
cludes several NGOs in
Bangladesh. have pioneered
Imrpurtant breakthroughs in
different fields such as the envi-
ronment, rural development'
and small scale industry. Oy
course. the case of Grameen
Bank and micro-credit is today
widely known and is being
replicated in over fifty coun-
tries. During my recent travels,
around the Commonwealth, I
found several countries very in-
terested in wantinitn replicate
the Grameen Bank experience
in their own countries.

7. While the Commonwealth
does have a programme under
which volunteers with special
skills and expertise in different
fields are sent to
Commonwealth . countries |
would like to suggest something
slightly different. One of the

- most remarkable developments

in recent years has been the
number of outstanding youn

people from different parts o

the Commonwealth in Africa.
Asia, and the Caribbean who
now work in the financial sec-
tor in Europe and the US. At a
time when all the developin

countries are in desperate n

of qualified people, the best and
brightest of our own young peo-
ple, who command handsome
salaries abroad, are not avail-

able to us because no one at
home is able to pay them on a
similar scale.

My suggestion is that
through a joint CFTC-CBC pro-
gramme we arrange to place the
services of some of these finan-
cial whiz kids with the private
sector in their home countries
or with public sector financial
institutions. These could be
short two to three week assign-
ments, with services provided
free of cost. The resnonsibility
of the CFTC-CBC will be finding
suitable people and arranging
for their placement. My sense is
that there will be a great de-
mamil for t;:hc services of such
Pcopie and these young profes-
sionals themselves wﬂ]gbi; very
keen to be of some service to
their own countries.

8. In February 1997 a Round
Table of Heads of Government
from African Commonwealth
countries was held on
Democracy and Good
Governance in Botswana.
Further such round table meet-
ing should be convened in the
future, on a regional basis on
the same topic. The summit
meetings can be complemented
with smaller round table meet-
ings on human rights, gender
issues, transparency and ac-
countability in addition to
democracy and good gover-
nance,

9. In pursuance of the 1995
Commonwealth Plan of Action
on Gender and Development
the Commonwealth should
launch a major publicity drive
in member states which would
aim to persuade governments
(as well as enlist the support of
appropriate national ies in
each member state) to imple-
ment for this purpose. These
could be eminent women who
would enjoy wide recognition
on a regional or sub-regional
basis. ey could form the
world of performing arts, poli-
tics, and writers, The imple-
mentaticn of the Plan of Action
can also be discussed within the
framework of the meeting of re-
gional economic grouping
within the Commonwealth.

10. Consideration may be
ven to the establishment of a
ommonwealth think-tank

which would work closely with
Commonwealth Secretariat.

Each of these proposals is
designed to give a sharper focus
to areas of priority interest to
the Commonwealth, Hopefully,
these proposals can be imple-
mented at a minimum cost.
Each proposal will help in en-
hancing the image of the
Commonwealth.

The upcnln;il paragraph of
the Report of the Commission
on Global Governance reads as
follows:

"The collective power of
people to shape the future is
greater now than ever before,
and the need to exercise Ht is

Qre compelling: Maobilfzing

‘that ‘power fo make Iffe"in the

twenty-first century. more
democratic. more seecure, anrl
more =ustiatiiahl thie for
most challeny «  this genera

tion. The world needs a new vi-
sion thal can galvanize people
cvcliywh:r: to achieve higher
levels of co-aperation In areas
of common concern and shared
destiny.”

| believe this new vision can
be E:ruvid:d I::Qy' the Common-
weaith in the 21st century. The
Commonwealth can and must
play a dynamic role in creating
a just society free from hunger
and disease; a just societ
which is inclusive and whic
actively encourages and pro-
motes the participation of all
its members in the decision-

- making process. It must bridge

the gap between rich and poor,
between North and South, be-
tween the developed and the de-
veloping world: it must to do so
with compassion, with deter-
mination and a sense of ur-
gency. It must continue to strive
to heal the wounds within our
countries and within the inter-
national community., The
Commonwealth family must
join hands to transform our as-
pirations and hopes into real-

ity.

The author is former
Foreign Secretary and
presentl ladesh’'s candi-
date _ﬂ:r the Secretary-
Generalship of the-
Commonwealth.

Diwali — the Festival of Lights, but
- Minus the Firecracker Menace

Anjana Motihar Chandra writes from New Delhi

HE markets are full of
I shoppers, roads are
choked with traffic and
fairs offering exciting rides for
children and selling everything
under the sun dot the city.
Diwali, the annual festival of
lights, is being celebrated with
usual vigour though official
festivities this year have been
toned down, with the
government cancelling its
celebrations to curb expendi-
ture "at a time of a national
calamity” like the October 29
devastating supercyclone in the
eastern Indian state of Orissa.
Also missing this year is the
constant, ear-shattering sound
of firecrackers and the thick
cloak of smog that normall
settles on the city at Diwali
time. Shops and makeshift
stalls selling firecrackers re-
port a sharp decline in sales
this year, with huge stocks of
sparklers lying unsold because
ere are few takers. And even
the ple who are bu fire-
crackers, have considerably
scaled down their purchases,
spending about one-fourth of
what they normally would, to,
honour the Delhi government's
drive against crackers.
"Earlier, before Diwali, we used
to ask even our relatives to
come to our shops only after 11
p.m. But our shops are deserted
this year", Gulshan Kumar, a
firecracker retailer, told the

Pioneer newspaper.

Ajit Prasad, a fireworks
owner, in the Chandni Chowk
commercial area of old Delhi,
says, 'The trend has changed,
crackers are not a1 craze any
more. Evervoiw thinks it is a
waste,”  The non-governmental
orgaimsation Pravah (Wave),
whiclti has organised street
plays and held programmes in
city schools promoting a
cracker-free, pollution-free
Delhi. for the government's de-
partment of environment, is
satisfied with the outcome of its
efforts. "We have an enthusias-
lic response from schools.
Students become invol when
they learn that children of their
age make these crackers in dan-
gerous working conditions,” ob-
serves Rajneesh Saran of
Pravah. -

A total of 150 schools were
targetted in this year's cam-
p to educate dren about
the harmful environmental ef-
fects of firecrackers and the
risks involved in playing with
them. Children were also ad-
vised against bu firecrack-

ers because they are mostly -

made in small-scale manufac-
turing units in the southern
town of Sivakasi that emﬁln}r
child labour. Firecrackers
have, over the years become an
integral part of Diwali. 2 major
Hindu festival. Revellers wear
new clothes, distribute gifts and

sweets and light up their homes
with candles and earthen
lamps. |
But increasing incidents of
eye Injuries, burns and high
levels of pollution in the cit
associated with Diwali
prompted government and norn-
overnmental organisations to
aunch a major campaign last

year against firecrackers which
p to be highly successful.
According to official figures,

the air pollution levels in Delhi
rise by as much as six to ten
times on Diwali day. Besides, a
large number of burn injuries
are reported. At a gathering
held at the India Gate lawns in
central Delhi, schoolchildren
took the pledge to celebrate
Diwali with lights and not fire-

crackers. The campaign, organ-

ised by the NGO Child Relief ana
You (CRY), aimed to highlight
the plight of children. many as
voune as © .1 veai s, who work in
horrityving and hazardous con-
ditions in tlie firewvorks lacto-
ries. The pleie was adminis-
teredd by Amod Kanth, Joint
Commissioner of police. Many
children have also decided to do
without firecrackers this year
because of the devastation and
suffering in Orissa. Some chil-
dren of the Prashant Vihar mu-
nicipal ]prlmar}r school have
reportedly led their pocket
money and handed it to their
principal for Orissa relief.
Residents of a south Delhi
neighbourhood also decided not
to organise their annual Diwali
fair this year for the same rea-
S0mn.
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Anti-child Labour Delegation
Meets Vajpayee

RIME Minister Atal
P Behari Vajpayee has
assured a rominent
Indian anti-child labour
organisation that he will con-
er its demand for introduc-
ing free and compulsory pri-
mary education in the country,
talking to a delegation of the

A.n; %raf. a former domestic

child labourer rescued from the
house of an administration of-
ficer, :aju Vajpayee on the
occasion. Di tings were
also . !}hue meeting is
significant considering that
this year an._anti-firecracker
camp has gained momen-
tum in Delhi in the run up to

festival of lights.
mwjlj!ndh thEAbmadﬂ News Servbei" '




