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Ms Lucy Slack, Deputy Secretary General 

Mr Chifundo Chilera, 

Mr Rafiullah Kakar, 

Distinguished Guests 

Colleagues 

Friends 

 

Dear Young Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Good afternoon. 

 

When I was requested to address the Commonwealth Youth Forum, I could not help but recall the 

famous sentence which the great English romantic poet, William Wordsworth, wrote in his poem 

'My Heart Leaps Up When I Behold', namely; 

“The Child is the father of Man”. 

 

As I look at this gathering in front of me, I see not only the present 'child' of the Commonwealth, 

but also its future generation and hence the 'father' of the Commonwealth. 

 

At the outset I must say that I am delighted to be addressing this session of the Commonwealth 

Youth Forum which is being organised as part of the activities of the 2015 Commonwealth Heads 

of Government Meeting being held in Malta. I congratulate the organisational staff for bringing this 

event together and for placing the aspect of human rights on the agenda.  

 

 

Indeed, we have, all of us, come here to participate in this Forum with a number of common 

interests. These are, 'inter alia':  

 

 the basic principles on which the Commonwealth is founded; 

 the belief in human rights as a core value which underpin the Commonwealth as an 

organisation; and 

 the Youth and young professionals. 

 

The Commonwealth is a journey which takes us back 65 years to 1949: a time when the vast 

majority of us present here today were not even born. At that time,  the United Kingdom, Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka united, as equal members of 

the Commonwealth, to co-operate in the pursuit of peace, liberty and progress.  

 

Over time, these fundamental values have not only remained unchanged, but they have been 

enhanced and strengthened:  

 

 Through the Singapore Declaration in 1973: Committing all members to the principles of 

human dignity and equality;  
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 Through the Harare Declaration in 1991: Committing all members to equal rights and 

opportunities for all citizens, regardless of race, colour, creed or political belief; 

 And most recently the Commonwealth Charter in 2012 – signed by all members in London. 

The Charter encompasses the 16 core values and principles of the Commonwealth, one of 

which is Human Rights, which we will be focusing on in this  session.  

 

I would like to present to you  a quote by one of the founders of the American Civil Liberties 

Union, Roger Nash Baldwin: 

 

“Silence never won rights. They are not handed down from above; they are forced by 

pressures from below.” 

 

This quote is very relevant to the Commonwealth, since, despite the fact that its members are so 

diverse, all members have an equal say, regardless of their size, economic stature, or historical 

journey. As we are aware, the Commonwealth is home to 2.2 billion citizens – almost a third of the 

world population – of which over 60% are under the age of 30. This figure is truly compelling and 

clearly shows that the Commonwealth has a vast potential for development, growth, and most 

importantly human rights. 

 

This is where you, the young generation of the Commonwealth come in. 

 

Dear Young Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Young people have the duty to come together to radicalise in favour of freedom and rights. Today, 

the younger generations are increasingly given the opportunity to express their opinions in various 

ways. To name an example, Malta has recently amended its elections legislation to allow voting in 

local  elections as of the age of 16, empowering young people by giving them more responsibility in 

the decisions which will affect them in the future. In the same way, rather than enrolling themselves 

in terrorist groups, young people should channel their energy and efforts towards promoting human 

rights in their respective countries and throughout the Commonwealth. 

 

We should not underestimate the achievement in agreeing the Commonwealth Charter. It is never 

easy reaching consensus within an international organisation. The development of human rights to 

what we know now has been the cornerstone of the liberty we enjoy; however this is not enough. 

The Commonwealth must have a stronger voice in the fight against abuses of human rights, no 

matter how uncomfortable this could be for some of us.  

 

As part of a wider Commonwealth reform, I feel that, for this organisation to be a true promoter and 

guardian of the rights of its citizens, as set out in the Harare Declaration, it requires a centralised 

organ responsible for ensuring the respect of this set of core values across all its territories. If one 

looks at the model of the Council of Europe as a channel for the defence of human rights, the 

Commonwealth should consider the adoption of a similar structure within its Charter. 
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As I have already stated in a closing address at an International Parliamentary Conference on 

“Human Rights in the modern day Commonwealth: 'Magna Carta to Commonwealth Charter'”, held 

in London last February, two models come to mind, namely:  

 

 one based on the United Nations Human Rights Council, which would be responsible for 

strengthening the promotion and protection of human rights in the member countries and for 

addressing situations of human rights violations and make recommendations on them; or 

 

 one based on the Council of Europe’s European Court of Human Rights with which 

individuals or groups of individuals could lodge their complaints against Member States on 

breaches of human rights issues, not satisfactorily resolved in the home country. 

 

I believe that a “Commonwealth Human Rights Council” would be a first step in the right direction.  

 

The work of the Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative, in advocating for better respect, 

protection and promotion of international human rights standards and in ensuring greater adherence 

to the Commonwealth Harare principles, is a tangible result of this collaboration. Whilst this new 

Charter goes a long way in reaffirming the core principles which guide the work of the 

Commonwealth, the reform needs to go further. We have to look at our organisation and the aims it 

intends to achieve; from this exercise, we then need to evaluate which model of organisation would 

be more conducive to achieve these aims. 

 

Dear Young Ladies and Gentlemen  

 

Today, I would like to put a challenge before all of you. In the context of the  Commonwealth, 

which, as you very well know, consists of 53 member countries, there are 35 member countries that 

still retain the death penalty, over 40 countries still criminalise homosexuality, while many citizens 

continue to face restrictions on their right of free expression. There is much work to be done; 

whatever remedy can be offered should put all countries on an equal footing through peaceful, open 

dialogue and the free flow of information, recognising the same rights and responsibilities. 

Therefore, I exhort you all to work hard to ensure that human rights are enjoyed and respected in 

every Commonwealth country, particularly your country. 

 

I end my remarks here today with a very thought-provoking quote by Ramsey Clark, lawyer and 

activist, which I have come across recently:  

 

“A right is not what someone gives you; it's what no one can take from you.” 

 

I hope that I have given you enough food for thought and for discussion, and hence I conclude by 

wishing you all a very fruitful debate. 

 

 

Thank you. 


