
Issues for the Commonwealth Conference 
THE Nehru Memorial Exhibit ion 

which was opened officially by 
Harold Wilson on June 10 served as 
a useful curtain raiser to the Common
wealth Prime Ministers' Conference 
beginning in 'London on June 17. For, 
as the British Press never tires of tell
ing its readers, Nehru was indeed the 
founder of the new Commonwealth. 
Wilson in his speech said, ".. .and next 
week when the leaders of Common
wealth countries assemble round the 
conference table,, .unspoken perhaps 
but not unrealised, w i l l be the recog
nition that the Commonwealth, owes 
more than any of us could ever say 
to the work of free India's first Prime 
Minister". The same theme was echoed 
in Lord Mountbatten's speech, "The 
form in which the Commonwealth exists 
form an empire of many races and 
religions into a Commonwealth of free 
nations. It was his idea to give the 
Queen the new tit le of 'Head of the 
Common wealth'." 

While the Agenda for the Confer, 
ence has not been issued, it is easy to 
guess the issues that wi l l be discussed, 
Chief among them, of course, w i l l be 
Rhodesia. This was an explosive issued 
at the last Conference presided over 
by Alec Douglas Home and certainty 
the African members of the Common
wealth are extremely concerned about 
what they consider a general soften
ing of the Labour Government's att i
tude to the Rhodesian question. A l l 
the African Commonwealth members 
are determined to resist any policy 
that wi l l transfer power to the present 
Rhodesian Government, irrespective of 
what guarantees might be included in 
an agreement between the British Gov
ernment and the Rhodesian Prime M i n 
ister, Ian Smith. The criticism of B r i 
tish policy may indeed be sharper this 
year as most African countries had 
hoped for a more favourable attitude 
from the Labour Government. Appar-
ently there has been a great deal of 
concern in African Governments over 
a statement made by Wilson in the 
House of Commons on June 1 in which 
he said, "There is no difference bet
ween the two sides of the House over 
Rhodesia". Even a moderate African 
statesman like Albert Margai, Prime 
Minister of Sierra Leone, reflected the 
attitude of most African states to this 
issue when he said on his arrival in 
London, that if British policy forces 
African leaders in Rhodesia to set up 
a "Government: in exile1' the African 
members of the Commonwealth "may 

well be compelled to support i t " . 
Unless Bri tain takes steps to ensure 
majority rule in Rhodesia, he made it 
perfectly clear, Sierra Leone was pre
pared to take the initiative in demand
ing that "Bri tain intervene directly by 
suspending the Rhodesian Constitu
t ion" . 

The Brit ish Government wi l l be 
left in no doubt about feelings on this 
subject. Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia 
has predicted that the Rhodesian issue 
w i l l be a "bit of a hot cake" at the 
conference. "To us Rhodesia is a mat
ter of great concern", he said, "not 
only because 4 mil l ion people are 
oppressed today, but from our own 
selfish angle, we are directly con
cerned. I believe all of us are bent 
on seeing that we find a peaceful 
solution. That to me means majority 
rule." In view of the sentiments that 
have been expressed there can be no 
doubt that the Commonwealth would 
be strengthened or weakened accord
ing to the outcome of this issue. 

Commonwealth immigration w i l l be 
another live issue at the Conference, 
Much to the disappointment of many 
of the developing countries in (he 
Commonwealth, it looks now as if the 
Labour Government is going back on 
its immigration policy, sticking in
stead to the policy initiated by the 
Conservatives which in essence means 
imposing control over all coloured 
Commonwealth immigration. It is 
hoped that the Mounrbatten report, 
prepared after visits to a number of 
Commonwealth countries to discuss 
wi th their Governments the possibility 
of controlling immigration at their end, 
wi l l be ready before the Conference 
and wi l l provide the basis for dis
cussion of this difficult issue. Rumours 
are, however, circulating that the 
Labour Government is likely to put a 
virtual ban on further coloured immi 
grants though it is unlikely that an 
announcement to this effect w i l l be 
made unti l after the Commonwealth 
Prime Ministers have met. 

While there is no doubt at all that 
the Labour Government, and parti
cularly Harold Wilson himself, are 
strongly attached to the idea of closer 
Com/nonwealth relations, particularly as 
they believe that the first Labour Gov
ernment was the initiator of the mod
ern Commonwealth, it remains to be 
seen what concrete steps can be taken 
in this direction, Wilson was not slow 
to taunt Alec Home and the Tories 

about their readiness to sell the Com
monwealth down the river to join the 
Common Market, but recent moves by 
Wilson himself at Vienna to bui ld a 
bridge between E F T A and the Com
mon Market have raised doubts in the 
minds of Commonwealth leaders as to 
where, in practice, this policy w i l l lead 
and whether it means that the Labour 
Government is also beginning to turn 
its back on the Commonwealth and 
move towards a closer integration with 
Europe. If wi l l be recalled that in the 
Labour Government's Manifesto it was 
declared that "though we shall seek to 
achieve closer links with our European 
neighboursi the Labour Party is con
vinced that the first responsibility of 
a British Government is s t i l l to the 
Commonwealth". 

Another key question that w i l l he 
discussed at the Commonwealth Prime 
Ministers' meeting, therefore, wil t be 
that of Commonwealth trade and aid. 
Here again, a number of thorny issues 
arise. It is well known that Wilson is 
anxious to increase intra-Common
wealth trade. But when in his speech 
during the Commonwealth debate in 
the Commons he talked of the need 
to reverse the decline in Common
wealth trade, it was British exports to 
the Commonwealth he was thinking of, 
not Commonwealth exports to Britain! 
Wilson has indicated to the Common
wealth Relations Office that during the 
customary discussions on trade and 
economic matters he wi l l have an im
portant speech to make, but as yet 
there is no indication of the initiative 
thai he may be planning. Whatever it 
is, Wilson cannot ignore the fact that 
Britain's trade with the Commonwealth 
is slumping sadly even though Com
monwealth trade as a whole is growing. 

In the autumn of last year the 
Labour Manifesto said: "We shall build 
a formal basis for extending trade by 
introducing long-term contracts and 
commodity agreements p r o v i d i n g 
guaranteed markets for Commonwealth 
primary products at stable prices." Yet 
the stringent controls imposed by the 
Labour Government to protect Britain's 
balance and payments have h i t the 
developing countries in the Common
wealth quite severely. To begin with. 
the surcharges which the Labour Gov-
crnment was forced to impose has af
fected export of manufactured goods 
to Britain and since many developing 
countries in the Commonwealth rely on 
manufactured goods to increase their 
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foreign exchange earnings, this has 
created a severe problem for them. 
Again, there is this business of quota 
restrictions on imports of textiles from 
developing countries in Asia. More con
cessions on this point w i l l be sought 
but the attitude of the textile lobby 
here is certainly far from helpful. 

The impact of the budget, particular
ly of the clauses in the Finance Bi l l 
relating to overseas investment, is 
bound to be dampening on exports of 
Brit ish capital to developing areas in 
the Commonwealth. The restrictions 
come at a particularly difficult time for 
these countries since balance of pay
ment difficulties of both Britain and 
America are already impinging on Gov-
ernment-to-Government aid. Discussions 
w i l l certainly centre on means of increas
ing such aid. Many developing coun
tries in the Commonwealth expect a 
great deal from the new Ministry of 
Overseas Development though it is not 
known what new proposals Barbara 
Castle w i l l make to increase the flow 
of assistance to Commonwealth coun
tries. There is some talk of more assist
ance being channelled through the 
Commonwealth Development Corpora
t ion. 

The move to set up a Commonwealth 
Secretariat was initiated at the last 
Commonwealth Conference at the re
quest of the African members of the 
Commonwealth, Not much progress 
has been made and even the Secretary-
General has not yet been appointed. 
The names that have been mentioned 
at different times for this post include 
those of Robert Jackson, an Australian 
official now wi th the UN Special Fund, 
George Ivan Smith, another Australian 
also wi th the U N, Alistair M e i n 
tosh, a New Zealand civi l servant, 
Arno ld Smith of Canada and Malcolm 
MacDonald. Interestingly, ail the candi
dates are white, a fact which w i l l not 
go unnoticed. At one time is was hoped 
that this appointment would be made 
before the Conference but this has not 
been possible. However, it is now ex
pected that the Secretariat w i l l be 
created and the first Secretary General 
appointed at the Conference. No details 
have been worked out about the role 
of the new body, except that it w i l l be 
responsible for convening and servicing 
future Prime Ministerial conferences 
and w i l l also act as a clearing house 
for information, 

Britain's role in Vietnam is l ikely to 
come up for serious criticism at the 
Conference, There is much disappoint

ment that the Labour Government is 
giving such unqualified and uncri t ical 
support to the US in Vietnam. Nearly 
a l l independent African States have 
expressed their opposition of American 
action in Vietnam and so have the three 
Asian states as well as Cyprus. It is 
l ikely that Wilson may be considering 
the possibility of using the Conference 

IT would not make news in most 
other parts of the wor ld ; in Cal

cutta it does. And so, for the last 
few days, most people have been dis
cussing the Government of West 
Bengal's proposed ban on travelling 
on the footboards of buses and tram?. 
There was recently a more than usually 
nasty road accident, involving a State 
bus and k i l l ing six. Not content with 
issuing an order, of which no true 
Bengali would normally take the slight-
est notice, the Government is said to 
have asked the police to enforce the 
order. As if the travelling public did 
not already know, advertisements have 
been appearing in the Press that such 
travel is dangerous. From June 15, 
therefore, each bus and tram car wi l l 
be required to carry only so many 
passengers sitting and so many stand
ing, none on the footboards. Should 
this come about, which few consider 
probable, public transport in Calcutta 
w i l l be very different from what it has-
been for at least a quarter of a century. 
A n d , of course, a city's public trans
port and manners on the road reflect 
certain objective conditions and certain 
general attitudes. W i l l these change 
too? 

Unl ikely , The State Transport 
Author i ty has promised no increase in 
its number of buses. In advance its 
spokesman has let it be known (hat 
it cannot promise even to put on the 
road a larger proportion of its existing 
fleet; a large percentage is idle, for 
spares cannot be bought, without the 
foreign exchange the Centre wi l l not 
release. Expansion of the tramway 
service has been virtually unknown in 
recent years; the idea of three-coach 
trams instead of the present two was 
successfully resisted by the Calcutta 
Police on the valid plea that such 
three-car monsters would further slow 
down traffic in Calcutta, slow enough 
already. The city thus has all the 
old problems — and only a new 
order. 

to launch a fresh appeal for the ending 
of the war in Vietnam and for uncon
ditional negotiations. The appeal of the 
17 non-allied countries provide a basis, 
and what better opportunity would 
there be for Bri tain to initiate some 
constructive moves than the Conference 
where 7 of the countries which signed 
the appeal w i l l be present 

Especially in the current extreme 
heat, nobody — not even mad dogs, 
let alone Englishman — in Calcutta 
travels by tram or bus unless he must. 
At least during the peak hours, there-
fore, there is unlikely to be a sudden 
decrease in demand to correspond 
w i t h the decreed decrease in trans
port's carrying capacity. What then 
is going to happen? Elementary, 
Watson. Even under the pressure of 
World War II i t was found impossible 
to work out a scheme of staggering 
office hours; the rush hours w i l l thus 
remain as ' 'rush''. For the first three 
or four days at least, the police w i l l 
make an effort to make the public feel 
that there is a new order, accepted 
elsewhere as part of life. But must 
bus and tram users being in the 
middle or lower middle brackets of 
employment in the Government or the 
commercial houses, it very much 
remains to be seen whether the dread 
of the traffic cop wi l l tr iumph over 
the traditional trauma administered by 
the departmental head's grim, smiling 
remark, "Babu, unless my watch is all 
wrong, you do manage to Ret to work 
early, don't you?" The babu washes 
his face with an unclean end of his 
dhoti and mutters, "Sorry, sir.". 

This is where we come to more 
general things, applicable perhaps 
more to Calcutta than to other parts 
of India. The administration in Cal
cutta, even after the capital was 
transferred to Delhi, was represented 
by the policeman, whose identification 
wi th British commerce was complete. 
The two were one and equally feared 
and respected or despised. This neat 
l i t t le unwritten co-ordination came to 
an end around 1947. The Bengali 
today does not know whom to fear and 
whom to disregard, the cop or the 
commercial employer. 

To the whole Calcutta traffic scene, 
never a homage to geometry as in 
Moscow or to aggressive abandon as 

Another Freedom Gone ? 
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