
Chagos Archipelago and the Indian Ocean  

History can be suppressed for years but not indefinitely. Sooner or later, what 

has been hidden from the people and the scrutiny of public opinion often comes 

out.  

A lot is now known about what happened in the past. For example, the circumstances which 

led to the accession of Mauritius to independence in 1968, the excision of the Chagos 

Archipelago and the forcible removal of the Chagossians from their islands in order to clear 

the way for the establishment of a US military base on Diego Garcia.   

Independence and the BIOT 

Contrary to a popular myth which has been perpetuated down the generations, Mauritius did 

not accede to the status of an independent state as a result of a national struggle, as 

happened elsewhere in Africa, Asia and South America. Independence was granted to us at a 

very heavy price, as part of a cynical barter agreement plan. In the 1960s, it was expensive 

for the UK to keep Mauritius under its wings. Furthermore, pressure from its US ally to find 

a suitable island in the Indian Ocean where a military base could be set up pushed the UK to 

get rid of Mauritius with the proviso that it takes over the Chagos Archipelago. As the late 

Robin Cook once said, the initial choice of Aldabra was not retained because the US and the 

UK did not want to disturb the giant Aldabran turtles for fears of an international backlash 

from conservationist groups. Instead, they preferred to ethnically cleanse the Chagos 

Archipelago with the tacit agreement of Mauritian political leaders. The UK then proceeded 

to the creation of a fictitious colony, the British Indian Ocean Territory (BIOT), which 

incorporates the Chagos islands. 

Since the 1960s and 1970s, the Chagossians have been fighting for their right to return to 

their island homelands. They won legal battles in the High Court (2000) and the Court of 

Appeal (2003) in the UK, but lost in 2008 when David Milliband, the then Foreign Secretary 

insisted on dragging the case to the House of Lords. Calls for him to drop the case were 

ignored. Successive UK governments preferred to spend millions of pounds of British 

taxpayers’ money to fight the Chagossians rather than allow them to return, at the very least, 

to the outer islands of the Chagos Archipelago. The plight of the Chagossians is now before 

the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. 

A Marine Protected Area 

Late last year, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) started a three-month 

consultation about creating a Marine Protected Area around the Chagos Archipelago. It won 

the backing of the most important environmental groups, including Greenpeace. The 55 

islands of the Chagos Archipelago, one of the largest biodiversity zone in the world, are home 

to over 220 coral species and 1,000 fish species. The FCO’s plan is to create around them one 

of the biggest marine protected areas, which would in fact be twice the size of Britain. 

(http://www.defimedia.info/blogs/614/Chagos-and-A-Marine-Protected-Area---Brainwash-

and-Greenwash.html). The Labour MP Jeremy Corbyn, who chairs the House of Commons’ 

all-party parliamentary group for the Chagos islands, said: "The FCO is completely at 

variance with UK marine conservation policy that seeks to involve the local community.” 

http://www.defimedia.info/blogs/614/Chagos-and-A-Marine-Protected-Area---Brainwash-and-Greenwash.html
http://www.defimedia.info/blogs/614/Chagos-and-A-Marine-Protected-Area---Brainwash-and-Greenwash.html


It is worth remembering that Mauritius is an “archipelago-Republic” and its vast Exclusive 

Economic Zones (EEZs) under the Law of the Sea represent a huge development potential 

for its inhabitants now and in the future. This archipelago-state consists of a constellation of 

smaller islands in the Indian Ocean ranging from Rodrigues, Agalega, St Brandon, to 

Tromelin, the Chagos islands and the Saya de Malha bank. 

Maldives and Exclusive Economic Zones  

In a written answer to a question put to her by Lord Luce in the House of Lords on 15 March 

2010 [HL2652], Baroness Kinnock of Holyhead refrained from mentioning Mauritius but 

referred to the Maldives. Lord Luce asked whether “there is any dispute concerning the 

boundaries of the British Indian Ocean Territory Exclusive Economic Zone with any 

neighbouring states; and, if so, whether they intend to resolve those disputes prior to any 

declaration of a marine protected area. [HL2652]. As Minister of State, FCO, Baroness 

Kinnock replied: “The Government of the Maldives has informed us that they are in the 

process of submitting to the UN on the delimitation of the outer limits of the Exclusive 

Economic Zone (EEZ) of the Maldives. They have noted that, should any issue arise with 

respect to the overlapping of their EEZ and our own Environment Preservation and 

Protection Zone (EPPZ), such issues will need to be discussed and resolved bilaterally 

between the Government [of the UK] and the Government of the Maldives. We will of course 

liaise with the Government of the Maldives to resolve any outstanding questions relating to 

the delimitation of our respective EEZ/EPPZ whether or not a decision is taken to proceed 

with a marine protected area.” 

However, when on 26 July this year the Government of the Maldives submitted its claim for 

an expanded tract of seabed to the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf, 

the UK registered its formal opposition to it on 9 August 2010. Mauritius has opened 

channels of communication with the Maldivian Government, whose claim over 160,000 

square kilometres of the Indian Ocean seabed may encroach upon the Chagos Archipelago, 

which Mauritius sees as part of its territory but which is currently under the jurisdiction of 

the UK Government as an overseas “colony”, the BIOT.  

India eyeing Agalega? 

There might be more to all this than meets the eye, as might indeed be the rumours about a 

possible take-over of the two Agalegan islands by the Indian Government.  When these 

rumours broke out, Arvind Boolell, Minister of Foreign Affairs, said that he was “not aware” 

of any talks with the Indian Government about Agalega. The Prime minister, Dr Navin 

Ramgoolam, was also quick to declare that these rumours were nothing but rumours. But 

Rajat Guha, the Indian journalist who claimed in his article in the Financial Express that 

high level talks were held between India and Mauritius about Agalega, maintained that he 

had thought a lot before publishing his information, which he said he had obtained from 

New Delhi officials.     

The sovereignty of Mauritius 

If ever Mauritius were to recover its entire sovereignty over its huge archipelago in the 

Indian Ocean, it would need the know-how and expertise of friendly nations and 



organisations to exploit its vast marine resources and develop a culture of the sea. It is not at 

all surprising if India, as an emerging regional and international power, sets its eyes on 

Agalega. In international affairs, charity is an anachronism. Any cooperation between 

Mauritius and India must be mutually beneficial. Nothing short of a win-win collaboration 

will do, and any kind of neo-colonialism, whether white, black, brown or yellow, will have to 

be resisted vehemently. Similarly, we would probably need the expertise of an organisation 

like Greenpeace, even though the latter has been criticised for its support of the FCO for a 

Marine Protected Area. The powerful environmental organisation defended its stance by 

saying that a Marine Protected Area would be “without prejudice” to the rights of the 

Chagossians or the sovereignty claim of Mauritius.  

The stakes are high. Hence the need for transparency. No more cover-ups. 

 

TO FIND OUT MORE 

There is an abundance of articles in the local and international press about the Chagos, manoeuvres by external powers and 

shuttled diplomacy in the Indian Ocean. The following is but a very small list of things which may help readers to find out 

more... 

 

Documentary Films:  

 

John Pilger, Stealing A Nation;  

David Constantin, Diego L’Interdite 

 

Books:  
 

Shenaz Patel, Le silence des Chagos, Paris: Editions de l'Olivier, 2005;  

John Pilger, Freedom Next Time, London: Bantam Press, 2006;  

Jameel Peerally, Orphans of the World: Chagossians, to be published by Business and Books in Mauritius later this year.  

 

Court Cases:  

 

Court of Appeal – R (Bancoult) v Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs [2007] EWCA Civ 498 [2008] 

QB 365 at [60] 

 

House of Lords – R (On The Application of Bancoult) V Secretary of State For Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs [2008] 

UKHL 61 

 

Talks:  

Philip Sales, QC, BANCOULT (NO. 2) AND LEGITIMATE EXPECTATION, Colloquium on The Common Law, the Royal 

Prerogative and Executive Legislation, Cambridge University, Faculty of Law, 19 January 2008 

 

Articles: 

 

NAE, The Chagos-Diego Garcia Scandal on British TV, l’express 19/10/04 (This is a shorter version of a longer article, 

published in two parts, in Le Mauricien about John Pilger’s film) 

 

Consultation Reports: 

 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), Whether to establish a Marine Protected Area in the British Indian Ocean 

Territory, London, 2010 

 

Greenpeace UK, Submission to FCO Consultation on ‘Whether to establish a Marine Protected Area in the British Indian 

Ocean Territory’, London, 2010. 

 

 

 


