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Abstract. This chapter gives an overview of the role of the 
Commonwealth Secretariat in promoting the sustainable 
development of small states. The Commonwealth has 32 small 
states among its 53 members and has been a consistent 
advocate for small states regarding the need for the 
international community to pay special attention to their needs 
and vulnerabilities. Since the mid-1980s, the Commonwealth 
Secretariat has made the needs of small states one of its highest 
priority concerns. In this regard the Secretariat has forged 
partnerships with other international organisations, including 
in particular the World Bank, the UN and UNCTAD. The 
chapter will briefly describe how the Commonwealth 
Secretariat is assisting small states in tackling volatility and 
vulnerability, to undergo a transition within the changing of 
the global trade regime, to strengthen their capacity and to 
exploit new opportunities and challenges arising from 
globalisation. Currently the Commonwealth Secretariat is 
working on a mechanism to track the implementation of 
commitments made by the joint World Bank/Commonwealth 
Secretariat task force. 

1. Introduction 

The Commonwealth has 32 small states among its 53 members and 
has been a consistent advocate for small states, regarding the need 
for the international community to pay special attention to their 
needs. Since the mid-1980s, the Commonwealth has made the needs 
of small states one ofits highest priority concerns. The Commonwealth 
assigns major importance to the concerns of small states. Towards 
this end a Commonwealth Ministerial Group on Small States (MGSS) 
holds regular meetings on the eve of the Commonwealth Heads of 
Government Meeting (CHOGM). 

While each small state is unique and needs to address its development 
prospects in the context of its own cultural, historical, social and 
economic realities, all small states are grappling with adjusting their 
economies and seizing economic opportunities in a globalising 
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environment. The challenges of succeeding in this situation are 
complex. The Secretariat regards the opening of the economy and 
becoming better integrated into the world trading system as a key to 
taking advantage of globalisation. But the process of developing 
economic resilience and competitiveness involves a complex transition 
that would require support by the international community. 

We know that small states share common characteristics and 
challenges, including limited domestic markets, limited capacity, and 
high cost of doing business due to, amongst other things, their limited 
ability to reap the benefits of economies of scale. These states also 
need to adjust to changing global conditions, including loss of trade 
preferences, and require a unique strategic framework to promote 
sustainable development and poverty reduction, as exemplified during 
the preparatory process leading to the review of the Barbados 
Programme of Action (see www.un.org/smallislands2005/ 
preparatory.html). 

2. The Role of the Commonwealth Secretariat 

The Commonwealth Secretariat has maintained a strong focus on small 
states, with some 60 percent of total programme expenditure under 
the Commonwealth Fund for Technical Cooperation disbursed through 
projects which benefited these countries. This level of support was 
sustained despite falling levels of funding for the organisation's work. 

The Secretariat has provided advocacy, policy advice and technical 
assistance. In particular, it has produced pioneering work on the 
vulnerability of small states (see Commonwealth Secretariat, 1985, 
1997). It has also developed a Commonwealth Vulnerability Index for 
developing countries, showing that small states are more vulnerable 
than their larger counterparts, and produces a unique, annual report, 
Small States Economic Review and Basic Statistics, drawing from the 
Commonwealth database and the organisation's work on small states' 
issues. The Secretariat has also forged partnerships with other 
international organisations, including in particular the World Bank, 
the UN and UNCTAD in winning international recognition that small 
states are vulnerable and have special needs. 

The Commonwealth Secretariat I World Bank Task Force 

At the request of the Commonwealth Ministerial Delegation on Small 
States, which met with the President of the World Bank in July 1998, 
the World Bank and the Commonwealth Secretariat formed a Task 
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Force on Small States. The Task Force was set up to assess the 
situation of these states in light of the fundamental restructuring 
process of the global economy. It also reviewed the unique problems 
of small states-including their vulnerability to external shocks and 
natural disasters, and suggested measures that could be adopted by 
the international community to assist them in dealing with the new 
international economic environment. 

In response to the Task Force report, the Commonwealth Secretariat 
has committed itself to maintaining and where possible expanding 
overall levels of support for small states development, in terms of 
both its advocacy and provision of technical assistance. In so doing, a 
sharper focus will direct efforts towards tackling volatility, 
vulnerability and natural disasters, assisting in the transition to the 
changing global trade regime, strengthening small states' capacity 
and helping these states to exploit new opportunities and challenges 
from globalisation. 

Tackling Volatility, Vulnerability and Natural Disasters 

As in its other areas of assistance to small states, the Secretariat 
will sharpen its advocacy role on vulnerability. Attention will be placed 
on obtaining commitments from the UN system and the international 
financial institutions to define predictable guidelines and criteria for 
the graduation of countries from least developed (LDC) status. While 
the World Bank already follows a flexible approach to graduation, 
some countries (and small states, in particular) feel that there remains 
considerable uncertainty, which may affect development strategies 
and foreign investment. On the other hand, there appear to be strong 
grounds for some small states, presently excluded from access to IBRD 
funds, to regain their eligibility to borrow from that source. In both 
cases, justification might be drawn, in part, from consideration of an 
additional criterion for eligibility, namely, vulnerability. In this regard, 
use can be made of the Commonwealth Vulnerability Index. 

Services will be provided to assist in the establishment of national 
and regional capital markets, stock exchanges and commodity risk 
management mechanisms. The latter focus follows from the 
Secretariat's participation in the World Bank's International Task 
Force on Commodity Risk Management and will contribute to the 
programme of action to implement the recommendations of that 
group. This is likely io include designation of an international 
intermediary, identification and training of national entities, 
development of transmission mechanisms to ensure that benefits from 
price risk management flow through to small-scale producers, and 
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facilitating the development of commodity price risk insurance markets, 
involving international development agencies and the private sector. 
The Secretariat has already provided assistance of this nature in 
supporting the establishment of local stock exchanges in developing 
Commonwealth countries. It is especially appropriate that a number 
of small states are among those included in the proposed pilot testing 
of the commodity risk management programme. 

On the environment, assistance is available for the development of 
regional programmes for water resource management (in association 
with partner organisations), and to develop or strengthen programmes 
on the management of exclusive economic zones (EEZs), coastal zones, 
fisheries and other environmental resources. 

Transition to the Changing Global Trade Regime 

The Secretariat is ready to take the lead in strengthening the existing 
Commonwealth facility in Geneva, which presently provides support 
to small member countries in their relations with WTO on 
notifications, negotiations and use of the Dispute Settlement 
Mechanism. It is intended that the facility be expanded so as to 
provide advisory services on new issues in WTO, supporting small 
states during the forthcoming new Round of Multilateral Trade 
Negotiations. This will best be achieved through a multilateral 
initiative, perhaps involving the Secretariat, the World Bank, WTO 
UNCTAD and other partner organisations or donors, with whom 
discussions can be held in order to carry this forward. 

The Secretariat will continue to provide support to small states as 
they negotiate trade agreements and other relations with the EU 
under the recently agreed successor to the Lome IV Convention. This 
will be in close collaboration with member governments, the ACP 
Secretariat and the administrators of the EU's assistance facilities. 

Strengthening Capacity 

The Commonwealth Secretariat will strengthen its support to regional 
organisations dealing predominantly with small states, e.g., the 
secretariats of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM), the Indian 
Ocean Commission (IOC) and the South Pacific Forum (SPF). This is 
already in progress, in terms of assistance in preparations for the 
next WTO Ministerial Meeting. It will be extended to other areas of 
Commonwealth Secretariat competence, where the regional 
organisations have a particular focus. For example, in the areas of 
government, finance and regulation, this might include matters 
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relating to governance, anti-money laundering measures, investment 
codes, common taxation regimes, arrangements relating to 
international financial centres, customs rules and labour mobility. 

New Opportunities and Challenges from Globalisation 

The Commonwealth Trade and Investment Access Facility (TIAF) 
was set up by Heads of Government at their 1997 meeting in 
Edinburgh in order to assist developing member countries, 
particularly small states and least developed ones, to adjust to, and 
take advantage of, the opportunities presented by globalisation and 
the rapidly increasing flows of world trade and investment. Under 
the Facility, projects are funded which provide (i) policy advice and 
technical assistance to help countries identify and manage the 
potential economic and social impacts of trade and investment 
liberalisation, including restructuring strategies, and the 
identification of new sources of revenue, and new market 
opportunities; (ii) technical assistance and training in helping to put 
in place legal and regulatory frameworks to promote trade and 
investment flows; and (iii) assistance to countries to increase their 
9apacity to participate in WTO negotiations and to meet requirements 
or standards of WTO agreements and other international trade and 
investment agreements. 

This facility could be broadened to accommodate an enlarged, specific 
focus on small states. Attention will be directed toward providing 
policy advice, technical assistance and promoting trade-related 
investment, as outlined above, as well as facilitating the development 
of small and medium-sized enterprises. For this purpose, the funding 
base of TIAF would need to be expanded to include other donor 
countries. Its operations also need to be extended. 

Through the Commonwealth Private Investment Initiative (CPII), 
in partnership with the Commonwealth Development Corporation 
(CDC), the Secretariat has already played a lead role in the launch of 
four venture capital-type funds-in particular, for small states in the 
Caribbean (the Tiona Fund) and the Pacific (the Kula Fund). The 
Secretariat is exploring ways to further expand these private capital 
flows and to develop new instruments to mobilise such financial flows 
to the benefit of small countries. The Secretariat also stands ready to 
provide assistance in support of work on disaster preparedness and 
mitigation. In particular, help can be provided in designing national 
and regional building codes, which are acceptable to insurers, as a 
means of opening the way for greater private sector participation in 
disaster insurance. 
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Recent Issues at Commonwealth Heads of Government Meetings 

The two most recent Commonwealth Heads of Government Meetings 
(CHOGMs) in Coolum, Australia, March 2002 and in Abuja, Nigeria, 
December 2003, have demonstrated that the Commonwealth 
continues to attach highest priority in its work in supporting the 
integration of small states in the global economy, and helping them 
to take advantage of the opportunities and meet the challenges arising 
from globalisation. 

At the Cool um CHOGM, Heads of Government reaffirmed their view 
that small states are particularly vulnerable to international 
developments and natural disasters and confront a range of structural 
challenges to sustainable development. They approved a new agenda 
of Commonwealth work on small states that would enhance the 
Secretariat's efforts in implementing the recommendations of the 2000 
Commonwealth Secretariat/World Bank Joint Task Force report. 

The New Agenda includes emphasis on the following: 
• Assistance on trade issues, including working with the 

international community to strengthen small states representation 
at the WTO, and providing assistance to individual states and 
regional organisations in building capacity to negotiate and 
implement WTO agreements. 

• Promoting dialogue on the OECD Harmful Tax Competition 
Initiative. 

• Supporting actions to mitigate the impact on small states of the 
events of September 11 and their aftermath. 

• Advocating and supporting small states issues in the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) and the UN 
Conference on Financing for Development, and in the follow-up 
actions to these conferences. 

• Providing stronger advocacy through research on the special 
vulnerability of small states. 

• Attracting private investment in small states. 
• Addressing the impacts of global initiatives, and assistance with 

capacity building. 
• Disaster mitigation and insurance. 
• Promoting regional approaches. 

In the 2003 Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting held in 
Abuja, Nigeria, several issues of interest to small states were 
discussed. During the meeting the Heads of Government considered 
the report of the Ministerial Group on Small States, and endorsed its 
recommendations. 
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In their Communique, the Heads of Governments reaffirmed the Doha 
Mandate to integrate special and differential treatment into the 
international trading system. They emphasised the need for access to 
international development finance on concessionary terms to assist the 
sustainable development programmes of vulnerable and small states. 

Heads of Government noted further that terrorism and its 
consequences had placed additional burdens on small states in the 
form of high costs of security and possible loss of tourism revenue, 
including the impact on their national budgets in the form of diversion 
offunds away from the critical areas of development. They cautioned 
that the current efforts in dealing with terrorism and the significant 
level of resources, which are being allocated to fight it should not 
derail their development agenda. Heads of Government therefore 
called on the international community to assist with appropriate 
additional resources in the context of supporting the global 
development agenda. They also noted that small states were 
increasingly vulnerable to the spread of HIV/AIDS and other 
communicable diseases and called on the international community 
to provide assistance in these areas. 

Heads of Government also noted that global warming and climate 
change were life threatening to small island states and other low lying 
areas. They confirmed their full support for the Barbados Plan of Action 
for the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States 
and looked forward to the contribution of the Commonwealth, the World 
Bank and other members of the UN system and other regional 
organisations to the preparations for the Review ofimplementation of 
the Plan of Action to take place at the International Meeting in 
Mauritius in August 2004. They urged Commonwealth members and 
other states to prepare for and participate in this Conference. 

In a new framework for strengthening Commonwealth collaboration 
for partner organisations endorsed at the Abuja meeting, the 
Secretariat was mandated to: 
• continue and strengthen further its well-established partnership 

with the World Bank group; 
• explore the scope for developing closer links with the major 

relevant regional development banks; 
• systemise a partnership with the International Monetary Fund; 
• continue to support small member states and collaborate with the 

World Trade Organisation on its work programme on small 
economies; 

• work with the UN Committee for Development Policy as it 
considers graduation policies and with UN agencies and member 
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states on the review of the Barbados Programme of Action on the 
Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States, and 
on implementation of the reviews conclusions; 

• continue to track developments on the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Developments (OECD) work on harmful tax 
practices, providing assistance to effected Commonwealth 
jurisdictions on their discussions with OECD; and 

• continue to work with regional and other representative 
intergovernmental organisations, including the Alliance of Small 
Island States in developing and strengthening practical 
approaches in tackling specific issues and more generally in 
developing and providing stronger advocacy on small states issues. 

3. Conclusion 

The Commonwealth Secretariat's work on small states is bearing 
fruit, and has enabled many small states to benefit from the 
Secretariat's advocacy, policy advice and technical assistance. 

In the implementation process of the recommendations of the 2000 
Commonwealth Secretariat/World Bank Joint Task Force report, it 
is becoming increasingly evident that small states face many 
challenges in the global economy. It has therefore become imperative 
for organisation like the Commonwealth, that are committed to assist 
small states, to devise appropriate solutions to tackle key concerns 
of these states, including economic volatility and vulnerability to 
natural disasters. Small states require support in strengthening their 
capacity in order to undertake the required transition leading to their 
integration in the international trade regimes, enabling them to 
benefit from the new opportunities offered by globalisation. 
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