
  

 

 

 

COMMONWEALTH NEWS                                                         
RCS Newsletter Winter 2019 

 
Patron: HE General the Hon. David Hurley AC DSC (Retd) Governor-General of Australia 

THE RESPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT: INTERVENTION SANCTIONED BY THE UN 
The highlight of Africa Week at the Australian National 
University this year was an address given by Professor 
Gareth Evans, Australia's former Minister for Foreign 
Affairs and current Chancellor of the ANU, on the Re-
sponsibility to Protect, a global political commitment 
unanimously adopted by all members of the United 
Nations General Assembly in 2005. 
  Commonly referred to since as ‘R2P’ or ‘R to P’, the 
Responsibility to Protect adresses four key concerns: 
the prevention of genocide, war crimes, ethnic clean-
sing and crimes against humanity, such as the Rwandan 
massacres of 1994 in which 800.000 men, women and 
children died, and the killing of 8000 men and boys in 
Srebrenica  during the 1995 Bosnian war.   
  It was crimes against humanity such as these that pro-
voked the UN Secretary-General, Kofi Anan, in his Mil-
lennium address to the General Assembly, to urge 
member states ‘to find common ground in upholding 
the principles of the Charter, by acting in defence of 
common humanity’.  

A simple but powerful idea 
   In his address, Professor Evans drew attention to his 
book* on R2P in which he states,   
      The Responsibility to Protect captures a simple and 
powerful idea.  The primary responsibility for protecting 
its own people from mass atrocity crimes lies with the 
state itself.  State sovereignty implies responsibility, not 
a license to kill.  But when a state is unwilling or unable 
to halt or avert such crimes, the wider international 
community then has a collective responsibility to take 
whatever action is necessary … 
  He said the role played by sub-Saharan African coun-
tries—led by South Africa—was crucial to the success 
of the resolution in the face of ‘fierce rearguard action’ 
by a small group of developing countries, joined by 
Russia, because of its implications for state sover-
eignty.  

 *The Responsibility to Protect—Ending Mass Atrocity Crimes 
Once and for All 

  Citing Kenya, Cote d’Ivoire, Guinea, Libya, Congo and 
the Central African Republic as among the success sto-
ries since 2005, Professor Evans said Africa has also 
generated most of the atrocity stories, and failures.  
For example, in the Congo, repeated peace agree-
ments break down and Boko Haram atrocities con-
tinue, while in Sudan, half a million people have died 
since 2015.                                             (cont. on p.4)  

COMMONWEALTH LECTURE ON AFRICA 
The 2019 Commonwealth Lecture, named in honour of 
the late Emeritus Professor Anthony Low, will be given 
by Emeritus Professor Deryck Shreuder in Canberra on 
Tuesday 3 September at the Australian National Univer-
sity . His topic is ‘Putting Africa back into the politics of 
British decolonisation’.    (See notice on  p.4 for details). 
  Professor Shreuder was born and educated in Africa. 
He has had a long and distinguished career in academia 
as a teacher, scholar and author, including appoint-
ments as Vice-Chancellor of the University of Western 
Australia and the University of Western Sydney. 
   Professor Low, who died in 2015, was Vice-Chancellor 
of ANU from 1975-1982 before his appointment to the 
Chair of Commonwealth History at the University of 
Cambridge. His work spanned modern African, Asian 
and Commonwealth history.  

Professor Gareth Evans 
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FOREIGN MINISTERS MEET IN LONDON 
Commonwealth Foreign Ministers at their meeting in 
London, issued an affirmation declaring that Common-
wealth collaboration ‘shines like a beacon for multicul-
turalism’, well-positioned to tackle the increasingly ur-
gent challenges which confront us now or lie ahead. 
  In their statement, they referred to the early days of 
the ‘modern’ Commonwealth 70 years ago, when mem-
bership numbered just eight, and when leaders de-
clared, that as ‘free and equal members of the Com-
monwealth of Nations, the countries they represented 
would remain partners, freely cooperating in the pursuit 
of peace, liberty and progress’. 
  Commonwealth members now number 53, comprise 
over a quarter of the membership of the United Nations 
and nearly a third of the population of the world.  
  The affirmation ended with a commitment to ‘renewed 
confidence and determination to work towards deepen-
ing the impact that the connected Commonwealth 
brings to our world. 
 ‘In doing so,’ they said, ‘we affirm our core principles of 
consensus and common action, mutual respect, inclu-
siveness, transparency, accountability, legitimacy and 
responsiveness.  Working together with common pur-
pose, our determination is to build a better and brighter 
world for the good of all our people.’ 

FROM THE PRESIDENT . . . 
I am pleased to advise members that His Excellency 
the Governor-General has graciously accepted an 
invitation from the Branch to become our Patron.  I 
wish to place on record publicly our gratitude to His 
Excellency for honouring us in this manner, as a 
number of his distinguished predecessors have also 
done. 

  The winter months tend to be a bit quieter for the 
Branch although members can rest assured that the 
Council has continued to do its work in various ways.  
This issue of the Newsletter attests to this reality - 
and I wish once again to thank our editor Maureen 
Hickman for her excellent work in this regard.    

  The Queen’s Birthday Dinner, held jointly with the 
Australia-Britain Society at the Commonwealth Club  
in June, was indeed a memorable occasion.  Ms 
Caroline Millar, Deputy Secretary in the Department 
of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, was our engaging 
and interesting speaker on this occasion, at which 
she was accompanied by her husband, Dr Claude 
Rakisits.  Dr Hugh Craft from the Branch gave a fine 
vote of thanks to Ms Millar. As in the past, Mrs Ann 
Sutton did a superb job in organising the occasion on 
behalf of both Societies. 

  I encourage members to attend the Anthony Low 
Commonwealth Lecture to be delivered by Emeritus 
Professor Deryck Schreuder at ANU on Tuesday, 3 
September.  This event is organised by the Common-
wealth Round Table in Australia (CRTA), which is his-
torically an offshoot of the Branch (and of which Pro-
fessor Low was inaugural Convenor), with the Coral 
Bell School of Asia Pacific Affairs at ANU.  Professor 
Low was also a Life Member and an active supporter 
along with his wife, Belle, of the Branch. I look for-
ward to chairing the occasion on behalf of the CRTA 
in my capacity as a member of its Steering Commit-
tee.  Further details of the event may be found in 
this issue of the Newsletter. 

  For the Branch itself, we can look forward to a 
Morning Tea on Friday, 4 October at which Emeritus 
Professor Satendra Nandan—academic, writer and a 
former parliamentarian and cabinet minister in Fiji— 
will speak on ‘Commonwealth Literature: An Uncom-
mon Journey’ (see notice p.4). The Spring Lunch will 
follow on Sunday, 20 October at the Royal Canberra 
Golf Club for which members will receive details in a 
separate mailing.  I am sure that both will be very 
enjoyable occasions and your attendance would be 
most welcome.  

Colin Milner      
    

QUEEN’S BIRTHDAY DINNER 

Mrs Heather Henderson and Mr Bradley Innes (above) 
were among guests the Queen’s Birthday Dinner on 13 
June at the Commonwealth Club.   The dinner was co-
hosted by the Royal Commonwealth Society ACT Branch 
and the Australia-Britain Society.  The guest speaker was 
Ms Caroline Millar, an Australian diplomat who is cur-
rently Deputy Secretary for National Security at the De-
partment of Prime Minister and Cabinet. 
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 GAMBIA LED THE PUSH FOR COMMONWEALTH ACTION ON HUMAN RIGHTS  

The establishment of a Human Right Unit at the Com-
monwealth Secretariat in 1985 can be largely attributed 
to a proposal by the President of The Gambia  eight 
years earlier that Commonwealth Heads of Government 
should do more than talk about human rights. 
  The mandate of the new Unit was ‘to help promote 
human rights within the Commonwealth, and to ensure 
that in the Secretariat itself, due account is taken of hu-
man rights considerations’. 
  The Unit’s first head, Pera Wells, with a background in 
political science, was at 
that time a career diplo-
mat with the Australia's 
Department of Foreign 
Affairs. 
  Speaking at a meeting 
in Canberra arranged by 
the RCS ACT Branch 
Youth Committee Chair, 
Bradley Innes, Pera said 
that the Unit was seen as 
breaking new  ground in 
‘promoting and encour-
aging human rights’, with 
no right to investigate or 
make judgments about 
violation of rights.   It was the' minimal simplicity’  of its 
mandate that was its strength, she said. 
  The Gambia’s push for  Commonwealth action on hu-
man rights in 1977 came at a time of profound and 
deepening concern about the apartheid regime in South 
Africa and the atrocities by Ugandan President Idi Amin  
on which the Commonwealth Secretary-General had 
been outspoken in his condemnation. 
  By the time Commonwealth Heads of Government de-
cided to ‘do more than talk about human rights’ had led 
to the  Unit’s establishment, the subject was assuming 
 
CODING SKILLS FOR SOUTH AFRICANS 
A young South African entrepreneur, recipient of the 
Queen’s Young Leader Award in 2015, is offering a way 
that could have an effect on the country’s unemploy-
ment rate of 50 per cent among 15 to 24-year-olds. 
 With  hopes of entering university a reality for only one 
in 200 young black South Africans,  Emma Dicks has set 
up an academy that offers 15-week courses in web and 
software development with a view to her students 
working in Cape Town, known as the country’s ‘Silicon 
Cape’, where some of the world’s leading technology is 
being developed. For more, see: www. codespace.co.za 

an increasingly significant dimension in international 
relations. Human rights was also becoming more 
important in the work of diplomats in foreign minis-
tries. 
  A unique strength of the Unit—located in the Com-
monwealth Secretariat’s International Affairs Divi-
sion—was its direct access to the governments of  
member nations. This was something that no other 
international organisation enjoyed, an asset the new 
Unit understood should be used with great care.  
   Unlike the United Nations, the Commonwealth 
also enjoyed the flexibility of allowing its Human 
Rights Unit to work cooperatively with NGOs, such 
as Amnesty International, the International Commis-
sion of Jurists and the Anti-Slavery Society, on areas 
of common concern. 
   The talk by Pera Wells, a member of RCS ACT 
Branch, was part of a program of talks on various 
aspects of the Commonwealth organised by the ACT 
Branch Youth Committee during 2019 . 

A NEW DIRECTOR GENERAL FOR                         
COMMONWEALTH FOUNDATION 
The Commonwealth Foundation has appointed an 
Australian, Ms Anne Gallagher, as head of its London-
based operation for an initial four-year term. 
 Ms Gallagher succeeds Vijay Krishnarayan who 
stepped down after completing the maximum two 
terms as Director-General.   She previously served as 
President of the International Catholic Migration 
Commission in Australia.    
  The Commonwealth Foundation was established by  
Commonwealth Heads of Government in 1966.  As 
an international body supporting civil society organi-
sations throughout the Commonwealth, it reflects 
the belief that the Commonwealth is as much an as-
sociation of people as it is of governments. 
  When her appointment was announced, Ms Galla-
gher referred to the Foundation as a ‘civil society 
voice of the Commonwealth’ playing a vital role  in 
advancing core Commonwealth values in democracy, 
freedom, human rights and rule of law. 
  A lawyer by training, Ms Gallagher has filled a num-
ber of roles at the United Nations, including special 
adviser to the UN High Commissioner for Human 
Rights. Other positions she has held include co-chair 
of the International Bar Association's Presidential 
Task Force Against Human Trafficking and member of 
the Asia Dialogue on Forced Migration. She was ap-
pointed Officer of the Order of Australia in 2012. 

Pera Wells 
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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 

A RESEPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT (cont. from p.1) 

  Although Africa has played the largest role  in the R2P 
story so far, Professor Evans said, positive things lie in 
the number of interactive debates since 2008, indicating 
that R2P is ‘a new norm’ in international relations, with 
80 resolutions so far being passed in the UN General As-
sembly.  
 He said another positive was the decision by over 60 
States and intergovernmental organisations to appoint 
high-level officials to analyse the risk of atrocity and mo-
bilise an appropriate response. 
  The only disagreement now is how R2P is to be applied 
‘in the hardest sharp-end cases, where prevention has 
failed and where the risk to civilians is great’. 
  He said that prevention of mass atrocity is ‘very much 
favoured’ by both the UN and those countries that pre-
fer it to intervention by outsiders.  
  ‘Success, however, means “nothing visible” happens, in 
contrast to the credit that flows from effective fire-
fighting.’ 
 Sovereignty 
  Apart from by the continuing concern from some states 
about threats to their sovereignty , the future success of 
R2P will depend on finding a way to resolve ‘the stand-
offs’ that occur in the Security Council to avoid the ve-
toes by Russia and China. He cited, as an example, the 
‘ugly paralysis’ on Syria and the Council’s failure to con-
demn the Assad regime.  
  Professor Evans ended his address speaking about the 
International Criminal Court, which ‘despite its imperfec-
tions’, needs to be supported because it is the only ave-
nue for trial and punishment of some of the worst atroc-
ity crimes and, in so doing, provides a deterrent for the 
future. 
  Although some African States have threatened to with-
draw from the Court, with the exception of Burundi* this 
has not happened, he said, and Burundi ‘gets close at-
tention’ as it moves closer to what he called ‘the vol-
cano's edge’. 

A transcript of the address by Professor Evans has been 
posted on his website at www.gevans.org   

* Burundi is widely considered at grave risk of a possible 
civil war if violence is not stopped. Burundi is bordered by 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo and the Common-
wealth nations of Tanzania and Rwanda, and like 
Rwanda, contains populations of Hutu and Tutsi. Ed. 

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 
The Anthony Low Commonwealth Lecture 

Tuesday 3 September 2019 at 5.30 pm 

Australian National University,                                     
APCD Lecture Theatre(HB1) Hedley Bull Building 

130 Garran Road  

Emeritus Professor Deryck Shreuder 

‘Putting Africa back into the politics of              
British decolonisation’ 

The lecture has been organised by the Commonwealth 
Round Table in Australia, of which Professor Low was Conve-
nor, supported by the Coral Bell School of Asia Pacific Affairs.  

Light refreshments will be served following the lecture. 
Register: https://bit.ly/2YvSFuu 

 
Literature—with Morning Tea 
Friday 4 October 2019 at 10.30 am 

RCS ACT President, Colin Milner, will host  a    
morning tea at which Professor Satendra Nandan 

will speak on the topic  
‘Commonwealth Literature: An Uncommon Journey’  

 at Unit 12, The Elms, 

36 Gosse Street Kingston 

Acceptances by Friday  27 September to Colin at 
colinmilner@7mail.com or 0418 287684 

 
Spring Lunch 

Sunday 20 October 2019 at 12 for 12.30 

Royal Canberra Golf Club 

Members will receive details in a separate mailing. 

NEW MEMBERS 
The President and Council of the RCS ACT Branch wel-
come new members Mr Harjinder Dhindsa, Dr Sunite 
Dhindsa and Mr Armadeep Singh. 

VALETE 
The President and Council of the RCS ACT Branch ex-
tend their condolences to the families of Branch mem-
bers Mrs Liz Matthew and Mr Alan de Silva  and also of 
our interstate RCS colleagues John Colston, who had 
been Secretary of the RCS Victoria Branch for 15 years, 
and Alan Perryman, Treasurer of RCS South Australia.  


