09/ 11/ 1999
Commonweal th | eaders neet at crucial juncture

Nur ai na Samad

WHEN t he Commonweal t h heads of governnent nmeet from Novenber 12 to 15 in
Durban, South Africa, it will be their |ast gathering before the new

m || enni um

It is acrucial time as they | ook at the chall enges ahead, nake re-
assessments and decisions that will see the 54-nation grouping of mainly
former British colonies into the next century.

The theme for this year's Commonweal t h Heads of CGovernment Meeting
(CHOGV), "Peopl e Centred Devel opnent: The Chal | enge of d obalisation", is
relevant to its nenbers, of which 50 are devel opi ng nati ons.

It is during this tinme, at the end of the century and the start of the
new m |l ennium that nmany questions will take on greater significance.

G obalisation is a najor challenge for the Cormbnweal th, hence

di scussion of its inpact on nenber nations will take priority.
Commonweal t h Secretary- General Chief Eneka Anyaoku, who steps down from
the post in April next year, in London said the | eaders were expected to
wor k out neasures to assi st nenber nations in managi ng the inpact of

gl obal i sati on.

The Conmmonweal th knows only too well that if gl obalisation is not

sensi bly nmanaged countries within it will be marginalised and | ose contro
of their econom es.

While globalisation is indisputably a relevant issue to the
Conmonweal t h, Paki stan's tenporary suspension fromthe grouping after a
mlitary coup on October 12 is also of much concern.

Paki stan's arny, |ed by General Pervaiz Musharraf, ousted Prinme M nister
Nawaz Sharif's Governnent on that day.

The deci sion to suspend Paki stan was nade by the Commobnweal t h

M nisterial Action Goup (CMAG at a neeting in London a week |l ater.

The CVAG was set up in accordance with the Harare Decl aration and t he

M || br ook Comonweal th Action progranme, and acts as a human rights

wat chdog for the grouping.

The neeting in London is expected to endorse the suspension which cane
10 years after it was readmtted into the Comopnwealth as its 49th nenber
after an absence of 17 years.

The coup, though bl oodl ess, was in violation of the fundamental
princi pl es of human rights, denocracy, and good governance of the
Commonweal t h.

Until there is restoration of denpbcracy in Pakistan, its nmenbership wll
remai n suspended.

Four Commobnweal th envoys, the first overseas del egation to tour Pakistan
since Sharif was ousted, net Miusharraf. They nade an assessnent, and wl|
make t heir recomendation to the CHOGM

Musharraf is confident they will not carry out a threat to reconmend

t hat Paki stan's provisi onal suspension fromthe Comonweal th be nade

per manent .

Anot her itemon the agenda is the election of a new secretary-general to
succeed Anyaoku who assuned the position in July 1990.

In the running are Bangl adesh's Speci al Envoy of the Prime M nister

Far ooqg Sobhan, and New Zeal and's Forei gn M ni ster Don MKi nnon.

Farooq had put forth the argunent that it was tinme for the Conmonweal th
to have an Asian secretary-general as it never had one in its 50 years
hi story.



He said Asia should have its turn because Asian countries were the
earliest nmenbers of the nodern Commopnweal th. Moreover, Asians constitute
nmore than 75 per cent of the "popul ati on” of the organisation.
Whoever is elected will take over froma man credited with naking the
organi sation into a credible force in pronoting denocracy, respect of
human rights, and good governance.
Anyaoku played a key role in the dismantling of apartheid in South
Africa, and in helping Nigeria return to the Conmonweal th
Ni geria's nenbership was frozen in 1995 after it executed Ken Saro- W wa,
and ei ght human rights activists.
However, it fulfilled the requirenents of holding presidential elections
| ast February to end 15 years of military rule.
The theme of this biennial gathering is a take-off fromthe fundanental s
set to make the organisation nore relevant and effective in dealing with
the "dom nant reality of our age", quoting Anyaoku
The fears of globalisation are real, and the threat of marginalisation
in the new century i s serious.
Anyaoku sai d gl obalisation "has brought about a phenonenal expansion in
the world of trade, finance and i nvestnent, and produced new t echnol ogi es
whi ch have shrunk tinme and space and in the process transforned the world
al nrost out of recognition fromwhat it was only a few decades ago".
The worl d saw abundant wealth for sone, and poverty for others.
For this reason and given that the Commonweal th is nmade up of devel opi ng
and poor countries, the issue of globalisation is apt.
For Malaysia, it is under the best of circunstances and platfornms to
of fer the country's experience.
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, who has gai ned t he
reputati on anong African nations as a vocal critic of Western inperialism
and econoni ¢ nmonopoly in the newworld order, will |ead the Ml aysi an
del egati on.
He is also regarded as a friend and a big brother who is ready to lend a
hel pi ng hand.
The Conmonweal th has become an entity close to the Prinme Mnister. Wen
he first took office, Dr Mahathir had little love for it, saying that
Mal aysi a was di senchanted with it.
But as his involvement in international issues heightened, in particular
that of apartheid, he said: "In a way, Ml aysia has rediscovered the
Conmonweal th. W& admit that we were di senchanted but in an increasingly
i nt er-dependent world, the Commonweal th provides an inportant forumfor
t he di scussion, and even settlenent of sone international problens.”
"W al so see a role for ourselves in the Conmonwealth, snall though it
may be," he said.
For the Commobnweal th | eaders, it will be business as usual although the
task has becone fornmidable as it noves into a century that is full of
i nsecurities and uncertainties.
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