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Diego Garcia: UN Court Calls on Britain to
‘Decolonize’ Chagos Islands
Diego Garcia is one of the largest and most important US military bases in the
world.
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The United Nations’ highest court on Monday called Britain’s claim of sovereignty over the
Chagos Islands “illegal” and urged London to “decolonize” the remote archipelago — which
is home to one of the most important US overseas military bases — by returning the islands
to Mauritius.

In a 13-1 vote, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague, Netherlands issued an
advisory opinion declaring that the Chagos Islands were not lawfully separated from the
former British colony of Mauritius,  which was forced to give up the islands in 1965 in
exchange for  independence.  ICJ  President  Abdulqawi  Ahmed Yusuf  said  the  “unlawful”
separation had not been based on a “free and genuine expression of the people concerned”
and was therefore a “wrongful act.”

“The  United  Kingdom  is  under  an  obligation  to  bring  an  end  to  its
administration  of  the  Chagos  Archipelago  as  rapidly  as  possible,  thereby
allowing  Mauritius  to  complete  the  decolonization  of  its  territory,”  Yusuf
asserted.

The ICJ agreed with Mauritius’ submission, which argued it had been coerced into giving up
the islands. Such an act is a violation of UN Resolution 1514, which prohibits the breakup of
colonies before independence. The only judge who dissented from the court’s main opinion
was Joan E. Donoghue of the United States.

“This  is  a  historic  moment  for  Mauritius  and  all  its  people,  including  the
Chagossians  who  were  unconscionably  removed  from their  homeland  and
prevented from returning for the last half century,” Mauritius Prime Minister
Pravind Kumar Jugnauth said after the decision. “Our territorial integrity will
now be made complete, and when that occurs,  the Chagossians and their
descendants will finally be able to return home.”

The British Foreign Office responded by noting the ICJ action was “an advisory opinion, not a
judgment” and that it  would “carefully” consider its contents.  London calls the remote
archipelago  the  British  Indian  Ocean  Territory  (BIOT).  It  paid  Mauritius,  which  gained
independence in 1968,  over £4 million,  or  nearly $90 million today,  for  islands,  which
include the Diego Garcia atoll.
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Today Diego Garcia is one of the largest and most important US military bases in the world.
Dozens of US warships along with thousands of troops and support staff are stationed there,
and the base is crucial to US operations in the Middle East. However, until the late 1960s
Diego Garcia was home to around 1,500 Chagossians, a Creole-speaking people who lived
peacefully in the paradisiacal archipelago with their beloved dogs. The John F. Kennedy and
Lyndon B. Johnson administrations secretly convinced Britain to grant exclusive control over
the atoll, “without local inhabitants,” to the US. American documents refer to “sweeping”
and “sanitizing” the island, while a top British official privately wrote that “we must surely
be very tough about this… there will be no indigenous population except seagulls.” One
British diplomatic cable at the time referred to Chagossians as “Tarzans.”

The island’s residents were tricked, scared or forced into leaving. When a contingent of US
Marines arrived, they told the Chagossians they would be bombed or shot if they didn’t go.
In a bid to hasten the evacuation, the islanders’ dogs were rounded up and gassed to death
with exhaust fumes from US military vehicles before being burned in front of grieving and
terrified  children.  Chagossians  were  allowed  to  take  a  single  suitcase  each  before  being
herded  onto  cargo  ships,  never  to  return  home  again.

Most  Chagossians  were  dumped,  initially  without  any  compensation,  a  thousand miles
(1,600 km) away in the island nation of Mauritius, where they were treated as second-class
citizens and where many ended up living lives of abject poverty and heartbreak in the slums
of the capital, Port Louis. There, they learned the meaning of debt, unemployment, drugs
and prostitution. It wasn’t long before suicides and child deaths took a heavy toll on the
refugees. Meanwhile, and without any apparent sense of irony, the US military called its new
Halliburton-built base on Diego Garcia Camp Justice.

The expulsion of an entire people from its homeland was not reported to Congress or the
American people. Britain lied, claiming “there is nothing in our files about a population and
an  evacuation.”  To  this  day,  Chagossians  are  fighting  for  the  right  to  return  to  their
homeland. They’ve been unsuccessful despite two British High Court rulings declaring their
removal illegal. Most will likely die without ever seeing home again.

“Back home was paradise,” 81-year-old Samynaden Rosemond, who was 36
when he was forced from Diego Garcia, told the BBC in Port Louis, Mauritius
last year. “If I die here my spirit will be everywhere; it wouldn’t be happy. But if
I die there, I will be in peace.”

*

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 License

Note to readers: please click the share buttons below. Forward this article to your email lists.
Crosspost on your blog site, internet forums. etc.

Brett Wilkins is a San Francisco-based freelance author and editor-at-large for US news at
Digital Journal. His work, which focuses on issues of war and peace and human rights, is
archived at www.brettwilkins.com.
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