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Excellencies, Honourable Ministers, distinguished 

guests, Commonwealth friends… 

What an immense pleasure it is to be greeting you, and 

to be looking forward to the interaction we shall have 

during this important gathering. 

Your presence attests to the high value we place on 

education within the Commonwealth.  

I congratulate the Council for Education in the 

Commonwealth on the continuing success of its work in 

bringing together education professionals from our 

member states in every continent and ocean. 
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It is by sharing experiences and perspectives that we are 

able together as the Commonwealth to find new ways of 

moving forward with inclusive development and wider, 

more equitable opportunity for all. 

I pay tribute to the hard work and generous hospitality 

of the University of Namibia, whose partnership with the 

CEC to deliver this conference is facilitating such 

exchange – and making us feel so welcome. 

This year’s theme ‘Leading the Elephant out of the Bush 

– Education and Business Together Bridging the Gap’ 

highlights the dynamic and symbiotic relationship 

between education, employment, and economic 

development – on which we depend for a future of 

sustainable prosperity. 
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Sharing experiences and aspirations is one of the 

distinctive and most valuable features of 

Commonwealth connection. 

It is how we make a real difference in the lives, learning 

and livelihoods of the 2.4 billion people who are the 

Commonwealth. 

While significant progress was achieved in the 

Commonwealth on education within the framework of 

the Millennium Development Goals, the setting of the 

2030 Sustainable Development Agenda showed us that 

there was still plenty more to be done.  

There are 17 million children of primary school age out 

of school in the Commonwealth, and over 400 million 

illiterate adults. 

This makes the attainment of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) particularly critical for us, 
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together with the Paris Climate Agreement and the 

Commonwealth Charter, in defining our focus and 

priorities for the economic, social and environmental 

dimensions of sustainable development. 

The new Strategic Plan of the Commonwealth 

Secretariat is guided by the need to address issues such 

as violent extremism, violence against women and girls, 

climate change, and strengthening the facilitation of 

trade promotion across the Commonwealth.  

Education plays a central role in addressing each and 

every one of these challenges, and in driving all 17 SDGs 

of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Within this context, universities have a responsibility 

greater than ever before to provide equitable, quality 

education, and to produce graduates with the skills 
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needed to secure the sustainable future of the 

Commonwealth. 

Many of you will know that over 60% of the population 

of the Commonwealth is under 30 years of age. 

This young Commonwealth has huge human 

development potential on which to capitalise for the 

social and economic development of our societies.  

And so it is essential that we invest in the education of 

young people, and work for them and with them on 

pathways into employment. 

This means empowering young people and providing 

them with opportunities to reach their full potential. 

We do this by investing in their skills, supporting their 

entrepreneurial ambitions, and providing opportunities 

to further their participation in the local and global 

economy. 
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Alongside this focus on young people, there is a growing 

demand for individuals to be able to update their skills 

- given the rapid pace of change in the types of jobs 

available in our modern world.  

According to a new report on workforce re-skilling from 

the World Economic Forum, one in four adults reported 

a mismatch between the skills they have and the skills 

they need for their current job. 

We need to adapt to the needs of a 21st century job 

market, and look for ways that training and education 

can best contribute to this.  

The SDGs place a significant emphasis on ensuring that 

all young people and adults have relevant skills including 

technical and vocational skills for employment and 

entrepreneurship.  
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To achieve this target, we need strengthened 

partnerships and cooperation, in line with SDG 17, 

among universities, vocational institutions, businesses 

and industry. 

Employers worldwide have warned of a skills shortage 

that is threatening economic growth – and as many of 

you know, I am determined to put the ‘common’ into 

‘wealth’, and the ‘wealth’ into the Commonwealth. 

Encouragingly, there is a growing realisation of the 

benefits of employers engaging with universities in 

addressing the skills gap. 

This can be done either by developing workforce skills 

through internships and sponsoring degree or vocational 

programmes, or by supporting innovation through 

entrepreneurial research labs and similar ecosystems. 
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The critical importance of equipping young people and 

adults with the relevant skills to reach their full 

potential is increasingly being recognised. 

In some Commonwealth countries, including here in 

Namibia, a levy on certain categories of employer 

supports apprenticeships and technical and vocational 

training needs.  

Clear routes into employment, linking education and 

training opportunities to necessary skills, can enable 

employers to develop and maintain a skilled workforce.  

Industry-recognised qualifications, developed with 

universities, can also lead to better movement into and 

through the labour market.  

Bridging gaps through mechanisms such as these will 

remain critical in an education sector fit to serve the 

needs of the future.  
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The Conference of Commonwealth Education Ministers 

is convened every three years. The 20th CCEM, in Fiji in 

February, will be the first since the adoption of the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

The theme chosen for the conference is: ‘Sustainability 

and Resilience: Can Education Deliver’.  

One of the three ministerial roundtables in Fiji will 

consider the important contribution made to sustainable 

development by skills training – it is an important 

Commonwealth area of focus. 

The roundtable will also examine practices and policies 

that can be implemented to ensure that learners across 

the Commonwealth are able to support the transition to 

green economies.  

In a similar vein, there will be a ministerial plenary at 

CCEM dedicated to Higher Education and its ability to 
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meet the local and regional industrial needs, and 

linkages with social and economic development.   

The Integrated Partners Forum at 20CCEM will be a 

space for university leaders, students, youth and civil 

society to propose solutions and exchange ideas for 

innovative development of education in the 

Commonwealth, including the specific role these various 

groups can play in strengthening skills development.  

Such cross-fertilisation of thinking, and drawing on 

experience, is a powerful Commonwealth contribution 

to progress. 

At the Commonwealth Secretariat we enjoy a close and 

productive relationship with the Association of 

Commonwealth Universities, and we are working to 

deepen that partnership even further. 
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An example is the ACU and Secretariat collaboration on 

a Commonwealth Scholarships and Fellowship Plan Task 

Force. 

This examined ways in which links and continuing 

engagement with more than 35,000 alumni of the CSFP 

can be strengthened. 

The recommendations of the Taskforce were endorsed 

by the Commonwealth Education Ministers Action Group 

in January this year.  

Hon Becky Ndojze, Deputy Minister of Higher Education, 

Training and Innovation of Namibia, is a member of the 

Education Ministers Action Group, and – as is her way – 

she made a significant and lively contribution. 

I am most grateful for her commitment to education in 

the Commonwealth. 
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We need to do more to encourage employers, 

particularly the business community, to become more 

involved in partnering with Commonwealth universities 

by offering scholarships - and to encourage those 

already contributing to consider increasing the number 

available.  

Scholarships go beyond financial support; they make a 

vast difference in the lives of recipients which can then 

cascade widely into communities and through successive 

generations.  

I must also pay tribute to the wonderful work of the 

Commonwealth of Learning, an intergovernmental 

expression of Commonwealth cooperation on education.   

COL has long been a pioneering exemplar of open 

learning and distance education. 
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Its approach embodies Commonwealth commitment to 

inclusive development, empowerment through 

education and training, and sustainable economic 

growth through social inclusion and environmental 

conservation.  

Its innovative and flexible approach – including through 

support for lifelong learning - has helped many people 

overcome traditional barriers to education. 

The role of education for development and fuller 

participation in society is an important aspect of the 

work of the Countering Violent Extremism Unit recently 

established within the Commonwealth Secretariat.  

Recognising the challenges posed by extremism, the 

Secretariat is working to support member countries in 

addressing its root causes by overcoming disaffection 



Page 14 of 16 
 

and alienation, and by fostering more resilient, inclusive 

and cohesive communities.  

Ensuring that young people understand the need to live 

and act in accordance with Commonwealth values of 

respect and understanding, and that they have access to 

education and gainful employment, is an important part 

of this work.  

Let me conclude by acknowledging the huge potential 

universities have for leadership, both regionally and 

across the Commonwealth. 

The SDGs have articulated a more prominent role for 

universities, and in order for us to achieve these 

internationally agreed targets we need commitment to 

a new level of dynamic partnerships. 

I encourage all university leaders, students, industry 

leaders and civil society gathered here this morning to 
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work with us at the Secretariat as we progress towards 

the attainment of the SDGs. 

We need your support to develop young people who are 

inventive, innovative and inspired, and who are 

equipped with the skills and values to work inclusively 

for prosperity in which all can share equitably, safely 

and sustainably for the protection of our planet. 

The role of the universities is vital in this endeavour, 

and we rely on your personal and institutional support, 

and the range and quality of the inputs you are able to 

offer individually, and collectively as a sector.  

I hope to see many of you in February 2018 at events 

associated with the 20th Commonwealth Conference of 

Education Ministers in Nadi, Fiji, as we set the strategic 

direction for cooperation on education in the 

Commonwealth.  
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I am sure that many of the discussions held here over 

coming days will carry forward to the 20CCEM. 

I know each and every one of you brings with you 

creative thoughts and ideas that will animate 

interactions and debates over the coming days, and for 

these I thank you with all my heart. 

 

 

 


