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MULTI-CULTURAL CELEBRATION MARKS COMMONWEALTH DAY  

The Fijian Lali drum was played to welcome represen-
tatives of the Faith Communities and other dignitaries 
as they entered the Australian Centre for Christianity 
and Culture in Canberra to celebrate Commonwealth 
Day in March. 
   Immediately the congregation was seated, there was 
a gasp of delighted surprise as the Canberra Lion Dance 
Team and a giant swirling, heaving, golden ‘lion’ moved  
down the aisles to the beat of drums in a dance of wel-
come— as well as a preview— of the cultural events 
that traditionally highlight the ceremony. 
  After a welcome by the Right Rev. Stephen Pickard, 
Director of the Centre, a Ngunnawal man, Bevan Smith, 
played the didgeridoo in an Acknowledgement of 
Country on which people were gathered. The congre-
gation then joined together in the singing of the famil-
iar hymn ‘Lord of Earth and All Creation’ with words  

for Australia written by well-known Canberra poets 
Michael Thwaites and his wife, Honor Mary Thwaites. 
  The celebration continued with the reading of the  
Commonwealth Day messages from the Queen as 
Head of Commonwealth, the Australian Prime Minister 
and from the Governor-General.   All reflected on this 
year’s theme, ‘A Connected Commonwealth’, and the 
special significance of 2019 being the 70th anniversary 
of the London Declaration which saw the birth of the 
’modern’ Commonwealth when India, as a newly-
independent nation, was accepted as a member of the 
Commonwealth as a Republic. Today, the great major-
ity of the current 53 member nations—former British 
colonies, protectorates and trusteeship territories— 
are republics. 
  The program included a number of colourful cultural 
performances of song and dance.                   (Cont.p.4) 

Representatives of the ACT Faith Communities at the Commonwealth Celebration (l to r) Tenpa Benjanke Duim
(Buddhist), the Venerable Brian Douglas (Christian), Mr Dean Sahu Khan (Muslim), Mr Bill Arnold (Jewish), Mr Jag-
dev Singh (Sikh), Dr Mona Akbari (Baha'i), Mr Prakash Mehta (Hindu) and the Right Rev. Stephen Pickard. Mr Sahu 
Kahn, at the lectern, read a statement from the Jain Community in Canberra, as well as statements  from  the Holy 
Books of each of the Faith Communities represented in the photograph above. 
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HONG KONG HOSTS RCS ASIAN BRANCHES 
Forty representatives from 12 countries attended the 
first-ever conference of RCS Asian branches during Com-
monwealth Week in March, hosted by the Hong Kong 
branch. They included a delegation from the South Aus-
tralian Branch led by its president, Ms Libby Ellis, who is 
also co-ordinator of RCS branches in Australia.  NSW 
was represented by its president, Mr David Beale. 
  Asian branches that sent delegates were Bangladesh, 
Brunei, India, Malaysia, Pakistan and Singapore. As well 
as Australia, other non-Asian braches to send represen-
tatives were Canada, Nigeria and Japan. 
  Japan was inspired to set up a branch after the 2016 
International RCS branch meeting in London.  It organ-
ises events with Wasada University involving the diverse 
Commonwealth communities associated with its inter-
national schools. It  has promoted the Queen's Essay 
Competition and has held mock Commonwealth Heads 
of Government Meetings.  
  Delegates discussed a wide range of issues confronting   
Commonwealth countries during the two-day meeting, 
including  concerns pertinent to their own countries 
such as preparing students for a digital world, automa-
tion and artificial intelligence. 
  The meeting agreed that RCS branches were in an ideal 
position to help release the energy needed to revitalise 
the Commonwealth by identifying and linking together 
the best young professionals in each member country to 
create an elite cohort of people who were passionate 
supporters of the Commonwealth. 
  The Hong Kong RCS Branch was founded in 1986. 

FROM THE PRESIDENT . . .                                     
I was honoured to be re-elected Branch President 
for a third and final year at the Annual General 
Meeting held on 12 February.  I congratulate all 
those who were re-elected to their positions and our 
newly-elected Councillors Mr Bradley Innes and Mr 
Jack Milne.  Thank you to all those who attended 
and gave the incoming Council the benefit of your 
views in the lively and informative discussions that 
took place. I am pleased to advise that Mr Kanti 
Jinna has since been appointed Branch Secretary.  
  Commonwealth Week in Canberra during March 
went well despite the real challenges that arose 
when the chief guests/speakers scheduled for three 
planned events were understandably forced by cir-
cumstances to withdraw beforehand.  Reports on 
the Commonwealth Day Multi-faith Celebration, the 
Commonwealth Dinner and the DFAT v. Common-
wealth XI cricket match (which the Commonwealth 
side won!) follow.  The Anthony Low Commonwealth 
Lecture has been postponed to a date to be advised.  
I am especially grateful to Branch Members Hugh 
Craft (as Chair of the Commonwealth Day Celebra-
tion Committee), Kanti Jinna, Maureen Hickman, 
Anne Sutton and Kevin Squair for their efforts to-
wards the Celebration; Hugh Craft, Maureen Hick-
man and Ann Sutton for their contributions towards 
the Dinner at the Canberra Yacht Club; and Kanti 
Jinna and Elmo Jacob for working with DFAT and the 
Sri Lankan High Commission on organising the 
cricket match. I am also very grateful to our partners 
and associates for their support.     
   $375 was raised at the cricket match and has been 
conveyed, as agreed, to Buk bilong Pikinini which 
does fine work setting up children's libraries and fos-
tering a love of reading and learning in PNG. 
 Forthcoming events include our joint Queen’s Birth-
day Dinner with the Australia-Britain Society at the 
Commonwealth Club on Thursday 13 June and Africa 
Week in late May.  Australia’s membership of the 
Commonwealth provides an important linkage for us 
with many African countries.  I recently supported 
ANU’s African Studies group at its meeting with the 
Dean of the African Diplomatic Missions, the Kenyan 
High Commissioner, HE Mr Isaiya Kabira. 
  This may be the final Newsletter to appear before 
our Branch Patron, HE the Governor-General of Aus-
tralia, General the Honourable Sir Peter Cosgrove, 
retires from office.  I have written to the Governor-
General and thanked him for being our Patron. I also 
take this opportunity to thank him more publicly for 
the kind interest he has taken in our activities.                    
     Colin Milner 

 RCS ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 
At the Annual General Meeting of the Royal Common-
wealth Society’s ACT Branch on 12 February, the fol-
lowing were elected to the Branch Council: 
 

 President: Mr Colin Milner 
 Vice-President:  Mrs Maureen Hickman 
 Treasurer: Mrs Ann Sutton 
  
 Members: Dr Elmo  Jacob 
   Mr Bradley Innes 
   Mr Jack Milne 
 
 Office Bearers of Council are elected for one year and 
Members for three.   Current Members of Council in-
clude two former Presidents, Dr Hugh Craft and Mr 
Kanti Jinna, and Youth Member Ms Holly Halford-
Smith.   Mr Jinna was appointed Secretary of the 
Branch at the first meeting of Council in March. 
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70th ANNIVERSARY PROVIDES PLATFORM FOR REFLECTIONS ON COMMONWEALTH 

 The 70th anniversary since the birth of the ‘modern’ 
Commonwealth provided an opportunity for former RCS 
President, Hugh Craft, to offer some reflections on the 
observations of others when he spoke at the annual Com-
monwealth Dinner in March. 
   Notwithstanding the disappointment of guests that the 
High Commissioner for Sri Lanka H.E. S. Skandakumar was 
indisposed and unable to be our guest speaker, Dr Craft, a 
former Australian diplomat who headed the political divi-
sion of the Commonwealth Secretariat for nine years, was 
warmly welcomed, stepping up with little notice to take 
his place.    
  One reflection related to the beginnings of  the modern 
Commonwealth at the London Meeting of Prime Minis-
ters in April 1949 when, in dealing with India as a new 
Republic, a formula was devised that opened the doors to 
emerging  independent States to create a post-war, rap-
idly expanding multilateral international organisation.  
  Two photographs come to mind from former Secretary-
General Shridath Ramphal‘s book One World to Share, 
both taken in the garden at number 10 Downing Street: 
the first in May 1944 with Churchill and four colleagues, 
representing the old Empire ‘club’; the second 13 years 
later in June 1957, with  Macmillan and 11 Common-
wealth heads of government. The ‘club’ had changed and 
what came in between was that meeting in April 1949 
with the problem and solution posed by India— Ramphal 
describing it as ‘enlightened statesmanship and consum-
mate political skill – and a masterpiece of drafting’.   
  Another reflection arose from an informal comment by 
Sir Peter Marshall (former distinguished British diplomat 
and Commonwealth Deputy SG) that the Commonwealth 
should be seen more as ‘an organism than as an organisa-
tion’. There was nothing new in this thought (espoused 
by Anthony Low and others decades ago) but it comes as 
a timely reminder that the strength of the Common-
wealth lies in its institutional form as an informal, soft 
values-based association unlike other International or-
ganisations, like the UN and EU, that are based on treaty 
and legal obligations. 

  Hugh expressed the view in the face of demands of 
developed member states for the Commonwealth to 
subscribe to contemporary management processes 
in international diplomacy, requiring precision and 
conformity in management style and expectations, 
that the further the Commonwealth is driven away 
from its original conception, the higher the danger is 
to sustaining its original mission and enduring as ef-
fective and useful to the international community. 
  Dinner guests also heard from the 2018 recipient of 
the Phyllis Montgomerie Award, Georgia Troup 
(below), a PhD candidate at ANU, on her two years 
of field work in Kenya’s Tsavo National Park. 
  Working in collaboration with the animal charity 
Save the Elephants, Georgia's research centred on  
 
 

the conflict that ensues 
when elephants raid 
the crops of subsis-
tence farmers whose 
territory they share, 
with farmers some-
times losing their lives 
defending their homes 
and crops. Not all ele-
phants are crop raiders 
and Georgia's work is 
concerned with the 
behaviour and nutri-
tional needs of those 
that do.  Applications  

will be invited for the 2020 Award on the RCS ACT 
Branch website later this year. 

RULE OF LAW PREVAILS FOR ASIA BIBI  
One of the tenets of Commonwealth principles, the 
Rule of Law, has prevailed for Asia Bibi, a member of 
the Christian minority in Pakistan, who was convicted 
of blasphemy  in November 2010 and sentenced to 
death by hanging.  Four years later, the Lahore High 
Court dismissed her appeal and upheld the convic-
tion. In October 2018, the Supreme Court of Pakistan 
threw  out her conviction citing a  complete lack of 
evidence,  sparking protests around the country. It 
was against a background of serious threats of vio-
lence that in January this year, three judges, headed 
by the Chief Justice, dismissed a petition demanding 
that the original conviction stand.  
  After eight years on death row, Asia Bibi, a mother 
of five children, was legally free to leave Pakistan. It 
was thought at the time that she might join her two 
daughters in Canada. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION TOOLKIT 
Work has started on the development and future piloting 
of an Early Childhood Education toolkit for Common-
wealth member states, following a roundtable meeting in 
London of educators, ’thought leaders’ and policy makers 
at the Commonwealth Secretariat .  It is hoped that the 
toolkit will enable education authorities to adopt a multi-
sectorial approach across the areas of health, nutrition 
and child protection to enable children to develop holisti-
cally, emotionally, socially, physically and cognitively. 
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The RCS ACT Branch Newsletter Commonwealth News is published 
four times a year. Letters and contributions are welcome. Contact:  

Maureen Hickman, Editor, at maureen.hickman@bigpond.com 

As a final and splendid event making Common-
wealth Week in March, a team representing 
Commonwealth countries in Canberra has 
claimed victory over the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade for the first time since the 
cricket match was revived at part of the RCS Cal-
endar in 2014.  
  The 20-over match, at the Mint  Oval in Deakin, 
saw the Commonwealth team reach a target of 
120 runs to  emerge  winners with four overs 
remaining. 
  The RCS, DFAT and the Ceylon High Commission 
came together to organise the first match in 
1966 for the Muttukumaru Trophy, named for its 
donor, the former High Commissioner for Ceylon 
in Canberra, Major General Anton Muttukumaru.  
  A cricket bat, signed by members of the two 
teams, was presented to the current High Com-
missioner for Sri Lanka, H.E. Mr S. Skandakumar, 
in appreciation of his work in strengthening rela-
tions between DFAT, the RCS and Common-
wealth missions in Canberra. 

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 
Queen’s Birthday Dinner 

Thursday 13 June 

The Commonwealth Club, Yarralumla 

7 for 7.30 pm 

Dress: Black Tie, Decorations 
The annual dinner to celebrate the Queen’s Birthday 
will again be jointly hosted by the Royal Common-
wealth Society and the Australia-Britain Society. 
An invitation with details of the arrangements will be 
sent to members in a separate mailing  in May.  
 
 
The Anthony Low Commonwealth Lecture 

Professor Deryk Shreuder 

This lecture, originally scheduled for Commonwealth 
Week 2019, was unavoidably postponed. Members 
will be advised when a new date has been confirmed. 

NEW MEMBERS 
The President and Council of the RCS ACT Branch wel-
colme new members, the Very Rev. Canon Ann Wentzel 
and Mr Saurabh Singh. 

COMMONWEALTH CRICKET TEAM CLAIMS LONG-AWAITED VICTORY OVER DFAT 

COMMONWEALTH DAY              (cont. from p.1) 
Guests were treated to an array of talent from local 
Canberra groups from Commonwealth countries whose 
members have made their home here.   These  in-
cluded an African Gospel Choir, an Indian Dance Group, 
the Cook Island Dancers Te Uki Ou KUKU Airani, a Cho-
rus of Women (who persuaded guests to sing along) 
and an Irish Dance Group. The final performance, a 
Plainsong of clear, pure sound was sung by  the Rev. 
Father Epeli Qimaqima. 
  The ceremony’s musical accompaniment was sus-
tained by the Canberra Multifaith Choir, whose render-
ing of ’We are Australian’ following the Blessing and 
Dismissal from Bishop Stephen Pickard, brought the 
ceremony to a close.   
  The Canberra celebration closely follows the Com-
monwealth Day inter-faith celebration at London’s 
Westminster Abbey that has been held each year on 
the second Monday in March since the 1970s. 
  This year, 800 schoolchildren from all over the United 
Kingdom joined the Queen, senior members of the 
Royal Family and invited guests, in celebrating the 70th 
anniversary of the ‘modern’ Commonwealth. 

The Deputy High Commissioner for Sri Lanka, Mr Senarath Dessanyake 
holds the Muttukumuru Tropy aloft in victory for the Commonwealth 
win. Behind him is Dr Lachlan Strahan of DFAT who presented the trophy 
and, far right, Mr Tony Muttukumaru, son of Major-General Muttuku-
maru. The match was attended by the High Commissioner for Pakistan 
H.E. Mr Barbar Amin, whose two sons played for the Commonwealth. 


