
50 not out, and approaching a second half-century with

confidence. That’s the message that the Commonwealth

Scholarship and Fellowship Plan (CSFP) will deliver to

Commonwealth education ministers in Kuala Lumpur this June.

The CSFP is one of the largest and most successful forms of

Commonwealth collaboration – but also one of the least well

understood. Set up by ministers at the first Commonwealth education

conference in 1959, it provides a mechanism through which any

Commonwealth country can offer scholarships or fellowships to

citizens of any other member state. The awards are financed by host

countries themselves, not the Commonwealth centrally.

A Commonwealth-wide initiative
A staggering 26,000 individuals have benefited from the Plan and,

although the United Kingdom has maintained its promise at the

first conference to be the largest single contributor, it is far from

the only one. Commonwealth Scholarships have been offered

throughout the 50-year period by Canada, India and New Zealand,

and in recent years by the likes of Brunei Darussalam, Ghana,

Jamaica, Malta, and Trinidad and Tobago. Malaysia and South

Africa are among the countries that have started to offer awards

recently, whilst some 24 countries in total have hosted

Commonwealth Scholarships at some point during the Plan’s

history. Award holders have travelled from Barbados to Sri Lanka,

the UK to Sierra Leone, and Tanzania to Mauritius – all in the name

of the Commonwealth.

Both the number and the nature of awards have changed over

time, in ways that reflect the history of higher education and the

Commonwealth itself. A history of the CSFP, to be published later

this year, suggests that, while the scheme was initially seen as a

means of enhancing Commonwealth cohesion, host governments

have increasingly seen benefits for their international development

programmes, international diplomacy activity and the

competitiveness of their higher education systems.

Numbers of Commonwealth Scholars and Fellows rose rapidly in

the 1980s and early 1990s, partly in compensation for the

introduction of full-cost tuition fees by some countries, but

declined in the later 1990s as governments lost faith in higher

education as a catalyst for international development. Happily, this

view has since been reversed. By 2006, a report to the last

Conference of Commonwealth Education Ministers (CCEM)

showed that, at just over 1,500, the number of award holders was

the eighth highest in the Plan’s history.

At their 2000 conference, education ministers called for more

diversity in the range of opportunities offered. This has been

embraced, for example by the introduction of distance learning

scholarships, particularly in the UK, which allow high-level study to

be undertaken without physically leaving home or job; through the

introduction of short-term professional fellowships for those in

mid-career; and, in recent years, by Canada’s emphasis on

postdoctoral work and undergraduate exchanges. Overall,

however, postgraduate study, at both Master’s and doctoral level,

remains the most prevalent route for Commonwealth Scholarships,

and the emphasis of the scheme on academic merit, although

influenced by development objectives, remains intact.

A record of achievement
The impact of the Plan has extended far beyond individual

recipients. Studies conducted over the past few years show that

alumni have an outstanding record of reaching the highest level in

their chosen professions. The second Directory of Commonwealth

Scholars and Fellows, supported by the UK and Canada and

launched in April 2009, contains some 4,000 career profiles of past

award holders, and the names of over 25,000.
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Ruth Lugwisha (left), Commonwealth Professional Fellow,
Environment Agency, UK, 2007, examining landfill liner used
in modern landfills in the UK



Perhaps surprisingly, the alumni studies suggest that

Commonwealth Scholarships have not provided the route to ‘brain

drain’ often associated with other programmes. Studies of those

who have held awards in the UK found that 85–90 per cent have

returned to, and are still working in, their home countries. Of the

minority that do not, many work in relevant occupations, for

example positions with international development agencies or

research that impacts directly on their home country. Several

possible reasons can be advanced for this – the role of home

governments in nominating candidates, the commitment made by

award holders at the time of their awards to return home on

completion, and the inclusion of both short and long awards in the

mix of opportunities offered.

Commonwealth Scholars and Fellows also show a propensity to

build careers in the public sector. A recent evaluation exercise of

alumni who studied in the UK showed that education was the

most popular sector of employment – higher education, in

particular. This is not surprising given that, for many years, a

proportion of awards have been reserved for young and mid-career

staff in developing country universities. The figures show that these

scholars have done exactly what the Plan expected of them.

Alumni have gone on to make an impact in all walks of life,

however – with hundreds of examples of leaders from occupations

ranging from politics and government to the private sector, NGOs

to journalism, science to law.
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M a k i n g  c o n n e c t i o n s  a n d  b u i l d i n g  p a r t n e r s h i p s

Total number of Commonwealth Scholars and Fellows across CSFP, by country

Scholars and fellowsTable 1

Country Total number of 
Commonwealth 

Scholars and Fellows

Anguilla ........................................... 15
Antigua and Barbuda .................... 57
Australia .......................................... 1,488
The Bahamas................................... 65
Bangladesh...................................... 1,378
Barbados.......................................... 238
Belize ............................................... 76
Bermuda.......................................... 40
Botswana......................................... 117
Brunei Darussalam.......................... 16
Cameroon........................................ 88
Canada............................................. 1,860
Cayman Islands ............................... 12
Cook Islands .................................... 2
Republic of Cyprus.......................... 248
Dominica ......................................... 61
Falkland Islands............................... 6
Fiji Islands ........................................ 219
The Gambia..................................... 191
Ghana .............................................. 827
Gibraltar .......................................... 45
Grenada........................................... 92

Country Total number of 
Commonwealth 

Scholars and Fellows

Guyana ............................................ 279
Hong Kong...................................... 505
India................................................. 3,891
Jamaica............................................ 462
Kenya............................................... 930
Kiribati............................................. 7
Lesotho............................................ 101
Malawi............................................. 270
Malaysia........................................... 636
Maldives .......................................... 65
Malta ............................................... 250
Mauritius ......................................... 455
Montserrat ...................................... 44
Mozambique................................... 12
Namibia ........................................... 61
Nauru............................................... 2
New Zealand................................... 705
Nigeria ............................................. 1,739
Niue ................................................. 4
Pakistan ........................................... 778
Papua New Guinea......................... 118
St Helena ......................................... 5

Country Total number of 
Commonwealth 

Scholars and Fellows

St Kitts and Nevis............................ 46
St Lucia ............................................ 113
St Vincent and the Grenadines ..... 83
Samoa.............................................. 49
Seychelles ........................................ 58
Sierra Leone .................................... 307
Singapore ........................................ 369
Solomon Islands.............................. 25
South Africa .................................... 544
Sri Lanka.......................................... 1,117
Swaziland ........................................ 85
Tonga............................................... 83
Trinidad and Tobago...................... 352
Turks and Caicos Islands................. 10
Tuvalu .............................................. 8
Uganda............................................ 659
United Kingdom............................. 1,207
United Republic of Tanzania ......... 612
Vanuatu........................................... 8
Virgin Islands (British) .................... 35
Zambia............................................. 454

Sivasuriya Sivaganesh, Commonwealth Scholar, PhD
Transplant Immunology, University of Cambridge, UK,
2006–present, at work in the laboratory



Looking to the future
Back in 1959, the founders of the CSFP recognised that the means

of delivery would need to adapt over time, in order to reflect

changing needs. In Kuala Lumpur in June 2009, their successors

will be asked to recognise that, despite the huge success of the

past, the Plan cannot rest upon its laurels. New mechanisms will be

proposed to ensure even greater impact and relevance in the next

half-century.

Foremost will be the establishment of the CSFP Anniversary

Endowment Fund, the foundations of which were laid at the 2006

CCEM in Cape Town. The fund will not replace the contributions

made by existing host governments, but will provide an additional

resource to support awards hosted by low- and middle-income

countries. The impact of this will be huge, and will establish the

Commonwealth-wide credentials of the Plan more fully than ever.

The fund will also provide a forum for universities in these

countries to showcase the educational experiences that they offer

to an international audience, opportunities for ‘northern’ students

to study in destinations not previously considered, and a new route

for south-south collaboration. With £1.3 million already committed

even before the formal launch of the fund at the 2009 CCEM, and

the news that HRH The Prince of Wales has agreed to be Patron of

the fund, the prospects for the new initiative already look bright.

Another topic of discussion for ministers will be the relationship

between home and host countries. Partnership has always been a

key principle of the CSFP, with both parties contributing to the

nomination and selection of candidates. Perhaps new

communication technologies could now be used to strengthen the

relationship still further, with more regular two-way discussion

throughout the selection process. The introduction of an electronic

application system in the UK later this year also provides a step in

this direction. Alumni, who increasingly maintain electronic contact

with the CSFP and each other through subject-specific professional

networks, also have an increased role to play.

A historic opportunity
At their meeting in Oxford 50 years ago, ministers could not have

anticipated the size and impact that their creation of the CSFP

would have. Now 50 years later, ministers have an opportunity

both to consolidate and to expand the scheme, and make it even

more relevant to future generations. It is vital for the future of the

Commonwealth that the opportunity is grasped.
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C o m m o n w e a l t h  s c h o l a r s h i p s

Dr Kenny Anthony (Commonwealth Scholar from St Lucia,
PhD Law, University of Birmingham, UK, 1985–88) is Leader
of the Labour Party and formerly Prime Minister, St Lucia.

Professor Saleem Badat (Commonwealth Scholar from South
Africa, DPhil Southern African Studies, University of York,
UK, 1995–97) is Vice-Chancellor of Rhodes University,
South Africa.

Professor Lino Briguglio (Commonwealth Scholar from
Malta, PhD Economics, University of Exeter, UK, 1979–82)
is one of the lead authors of the Fourth Assessment
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2007. 

Professor Ijaz Hossain (Commonwealth Scholar from
Bangladesh, PhD Chemical Engineering, University College
London, UK, 1983–86) has also been recognised by the
IPCC for his contribution to the report.

Mark Carney (Commonwealth Scholar from Canada, DPhil
Economics, University of Oxford, UK, 1991–94) is Governor
of the Bank of Canada.

Sir Ross Cranston (Commonwealth Scholar from Australia,
DPhil Law, University of Oxford, UK, 1973–75) is a High
Court judge in the UK.

Professor Gajaraj Dhanarajan (Commonwealth Scholar from
Malaysia, PhD Entomology, Aston University, UK, 1971–74) is
Vice-Chancellor of Wawasan Open University, Malaysia, and
formerly CEO of the Commonwealth of Learning, Canada.

Edward Greenspon (Commonwealth Scholar from Canada,
MSc Politics, London School of Economics and Political
Science, UK, 1984–86) is Editor-in-Chief of The Globe and
Mail, Canada.

Professor Germaine Greer (Commonwealth Scholar from
Australia, PhD English, University of Cambridge, UK,
1964–67) is a writer and broadcaster.

Dr George Kanyeihamba (Commonwealth Scholar from
Uganda, PhD Law, University of Warwick, UK, 1971–73) is
Justice of the Supreme Court of Uganda.

Dr Kevin Lynch (Commonwealth Scholar from Canada, MA
Economics, University of Manchester, UK, 1972–73) is Clerk
of the Privy Council and Secretary to the Cabinet, Canada
– the country’s most senior civil servant.

Dame Bridget Ogilvie (Commonwealth Scholar from
Australia, PhD Immunology of Parasites, University of
Cambridge, UK, 1960–63) is a Fellow of the Royal Society
and formerly Director of the Wellcome Trust, UK.

Dr Lockwood Smith (Commonwealth Scholar from New
Zealand, PhD Intestinal Protein Turnover, University of
Adelaide, Australia, 1973–77) is Speaker of the House of
Representatives, New Zealand.

Professor Walter Woon (Commonwealth Scholar from
Singapore, LLM Law, University of Cambridge, UK,
1982–83) is Attorney-General of Singapore.

Alumni and their professions

Alumni have an outstanding record of reaching the highest level in their chosen professions…


