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The Commonwealth comprises 53 countries from every corner of the globe: Africa, 

Asia, Europe, the Americas and the Pacific. And if George III had not got so off side 

with thirteen of the colonies of North America in the 1770s, the United States could 

be a member today.  

 

60 per cent of the two billion people who live in a Commonwealth country are under 

thirty years old. That is why it is appropriate for the theme for this year’s 

Commonwealth Day to be “A Young Commonwealth”.  

 

Before I turn to that theme, I want to make a few brief comments on another 

important commemoration happening this year. 

 

That is the 800th anniversary of the signing of Magna Carta.  

 

Now why on earth would the Attorney-General of New Zealand be speaking about an 

800 year old English document in 2015 on an occasion to celebrate a young 

Commonwealth? 

 

The answer is actually very clear. While the torch is passed from generation to 

generation, there are enduring values and principles to guide us all that apply 

generation in and generation out. The values embodied in Magna Carta remain as 

relevant to the Commonwealth now as they were to England hundreds of years ago, 

when King John was compelled by the barons to assent to it on the fields at 

Runnymede. 

 

In essence, a reluctant sovereign had to agree that he was subject to the same laws 

as his subjects. 

 

Much of the original Magna Carta dealt with grievances specific to that time. For 

example, the King promised to immediately give up all Welsh hostages and that no 

individual would be compelled to build bridges at river banks. 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, almost all of the 63 clauses of the Great Charter have been 

repealed. In fact nearly a third were deleted or amended only 10 years after it was 

originally signed. 

 



 

However, the core underlying principles of the Great Charter endure today and are 

reflected in many constitutions and international covenants and treaties, including the 

Charter of the Commonwealth. 

 

The Magna Carta is one of the first documents to list and protect human rights, 

although the expression itself was not used until the Second World War. Freedom of 

religion, for example, was protected through the right of the church to be free from 

governmental interference.  

 

A person’s right to justice and a fair trial was also established by the Magna Carta 

and is one of the few clauses that explicitly remains a part of English law. 

 

As previously alluded to, perhaps the most vital legacy of the Great Charter is the 

Rule of Law. King John’s subjects, objecting to his tyranny, forced him to sign the 

Magna Carta making all individuals, even the law-maker, subject to law. This 

principle continues as a vital part of our society today. 

 

So of course we must adapt to changing times but we must also hold fast to 

unchanging principles such as these. 

 

In the next few weeks, I will be announcing a competition for young New Zealanders 

to enter essays setting out what Magna Carta means to them and to New Zealand in 

2015. This will feed into the broader programme of events being organised by the 

Magna Carta 800 Committee for New Zealand. 

 

I hope the 800th Anniversary will be a reminder to all of us across the Commonwealth 

that our core values, such as respect for the rule of law, are eternal ones which will 

serve us as well through the next 800 years as they have since 1215.   

 


