
The Commonwealth is a respected 
union of 53 countries around  
the world. But how does it work? 

Malta

Canada

UK

Kiribati

AFRICA

PACIFIC

EUROPE

Trinidad  
& Tobago

Saint Lucia

Jamaica

Belize

Barbados

Grenada

St Vincent & the 
Grenadines

Antigua & Barbuda

Guyana

St Kitts and Nevis

Dominica

South Africa

Tanzania

Malawi

Zambia

Seychelles

Sierra Leone

Swaziland

Rwanda

Cyprus

Uganda

Kenya

Botswana

Ghana

Nigeria

Cameroon

Namibia

Mauritius

The Gambia

Pakistan

Mozambique

Singapore

Sri Lanka

Bangladesh

Malaysia Brunei

India

New Zealand

Papua  
New Guinea

Nauru

Fiji

Tuvalu

Samoa

Tonga

Vanuatu

Australia

Solomon Islands

Lesotho

Bahamas

  
The Commonwealth is described as a family of 
nations. Commonwealth countries commit 
themselves to a set of values. The aim of the 
Commonwealth is to help bring countries closer 
together. However, some people think it is pointless 
because it does not force countries to follow rules. 
Every year, big meetings known as summits are held 
all over the world to help solve issues that 
Commonwealth member states are facing, such as 
providing education for all. These meetings are set 
up by the Commonwealth Secretariat – the 
organisation’s main agency. 

How does the Commonwealth work?
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The Commonwealth is a respected 
union of 53 countries around  
the world. But how does it work? 

What do Australia, India, Jamaica and the UK have in common? 
They are all part of a family of countries known as the 

Commonwealth, and on 12 March these countries and others will 
celebrate Commonwealth Day. On this day, people in some countries 
in Africa, Asia, the Americas and the Caribbean, the Pacific and 
Europe will celebrate the values of the Commonwealth. These  
values include friendship and diversity – which means recognising, 
respecting and valuing people’s differences. The theme of this year’s 
celebrations is “Towards A Common Future” and the aim is to explore 
how the Commonwealth can work together to create a better future 
for all its citizens. In London, the head of the Commonwealth, Queen 
Elizabeth II, will give a speech in Westminster Abbey and there will be 
performances from choirs, dancers and musicians. 

The roots of the Commonwealth go all  
the way back to the British Empire, when 
Britain had colonies (countries under the 
control of another country) as far away  
as America and India. In 1884, Lord 
Rosebery (a British prime minister) 
described the British Empire as a 
“Commonwealth of nations”, while on a 
visit to Australia. However, it wasn’t until 
1926 that the UK and the colonies agreed 
they were all equal. In 1949, the 
Commonwealth as we know it was born. 

Little and large 
The country with 
the most people in 
the Commonwealth 
is India, with a 
population of 1.3 
billion, and the 
country with the 
fewest people is 
Nauru, a country 
in Oceania, with 
a population of 
around 13,000. 

Rich and poor 
Some members of 
the Commonwealth 
have a lot more 
money than others. 
An average full-time 
worker in Australia 
earns around 

£45,000 a year, 
whereas the  
average person in 
Malawi earns just 
£230 a year. 

Word origins 
The word 
commonwealth 
comes from common 
weal, which was a 
16th-century term 
for well-being. 

Old and new 
Most countries in 
the Commonwealth 
were once part of 
the British Empire, 
except for the latest 
two members to 
join: Rwanda and 
Mozambique. 

Did you know?

Flags of the 
Commonwealth 

countries. 

The Queen on 
a trip to New 

Zealand in 1977. 

A brief history of the Commonwealth

The Commonwealth is a collection of 53 countries, known as 
member states. All member states have signed up to a set 
of values including democracy (a government elected by 
the people), protecting the environment, gender equality, 
peace and security. These values are written down in the 
Charter of the Commonwealth – a formal document that 
describes the rights, aims and principles of an organisation.

What is the Commonwealth?

The Secretary-General 
The Commonwealth Secretary-General is 
responsible for promoting and protecting 
the values set out in the Charter; 
representing the Commonwealth in 
public, and managing the 
Commonwealth Secretariat. The 
current Secretary-General is 
Patricia Scotland. She was born in 
Dominica and moved to London 
at the age of three. She is the 
first woman to hold the role.

Queen Elizabeth II 
The Queen is the head of the 
Commonwealth. She takes part in 
Commonwealth summits and gives a 
speech on Commonwealth Day about 
the different challenges member states 
are facing that year. This year Prince 
Charles, the Queen’s eldest son, will 
attend the opening ceremony of the 
Commonwealth Games (a sporting 
event that takes place every four years) 
on her behalf.  

To learn more about the Commonwealth, head 
to tinyurl.com/TWJ-commonwealth

Children in 
Malawi.

The opening 
ceremony of the 
Commonwealth 

Games. 
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BIG FAMILY There are around 2.3 
billion people in the Commonwealth – that’s around 30% of the world’s population.Malta
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A family of nations

GLOBAL 
FLAG

The Commonwealth flag is 

an image of the world with  

34 spearheads surrounding  

it in a C shape. The spearheads 

don’t represent the number  

of member countries,  

but the fact that the 

Commonwealth is 

global. 
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