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During the 1960s and 1970s, increased interest was shown by some international
organisations, such as the United Nations and the Commonwealth Secretariat, in
small states, notably small islands, and the development challenges they faced during
the decolonisation period. The Commonwealth Secretariat, with over a third of its
members classified as small economies, is committed to the study of small states. The
issue of their vulnerability, for example, was first given formal expression within the
Commonwealth at the 1977 Commonwealth Finance Ministers Meeting in
Barbados. Having noted the special characteristics of small states – in particular their
reliance on trade, high dependence on capital inflows and, in some cases, their lack
of natural resources – ministers urged the international community to adopt a more
flexible approach to their requirements, as well as special measures to assist them. In
response, the Secretariat designed a programme to assist in overcoming ‘the disad-
vantages of small size, isolation and scarce resources which severely limit the capacity
of such countries to achieve their development objectives or to pursue their national
interests in a wider international context’.

In 1983, with the political repercussions of the US invasion of Grenada still
resonant, Commonwealth leaders meeting in New Delhi expressed their belief that
the problems of small states ‘deserved consideration on a wider basis, including that
of national security’. A Commonwealth Consultative Group was therefore commis-
sioned to carry out such an examination. Its report, Vulnerability: Small States in the
Global Society, published in 1985, was the first to highlight the inherent vulnerability
of small states to external interference. In reasserting the vulnerability of and threats
to small states, and outlining economic and foreign policy measures to mitigate these,
the report was important in raising the political profile of small states in international
forums.

Following this publication, the Ministerial Group on Small States was formed to
continue the discussion of issues of importance to small states. At their second meet-
ing in 1995, ministers recognised that the international context faced by small states
had changed dramatically since the end of the cold war. This led to the creation of a
Commonwealth advisory group of eminent persons whose report, A Future for Small
States: Overcoming Vulnerability, was published in 1997.

In 1998 the Commonwealth Secretariat/World Bank Joint Task Force on Small
States was formed. In 2000 the Task Force published its seminal report, Small States:
Meeting Challenges in the Global Economy. The report concluded that addressing the
challenges facing small states requires correct domestic policy, regional co-operation,
assistance from multilateral and bilateral development institutions and improvements
in the external environment. It highlighted four areas of special relevance to successful
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