Calls for Sir Keir Starmer to apologise intensify over Chagos Islands and China remarks

[image: ]
Demands for an apology from Sir Keir Starmer, the leader of the Labour Party, have intensified following controversial remarks concerning the UK’s decision to hand over sovereignty of the Chagos Islands to Mauritius. This move, framed by some Conservative figures as a capitulation to Chinese influence in the region, elicited sharp criticism and accusations of “deeply offensive and ill-judged” comments directed towards Starmer. The Shadow Defence Secretary, James Cartlidge, has formally requested a retraction from Number 10, arguing that Starmer's assertion—which implied that China was opposed to the agreement—misrepresents the simple context. Cartlidge's criticism came soon after the Deputy Prime Minister of Mauritius publicly thanked China for its unwavering support in this diplomatic endeavour.
On May 22, Starmer announced the deal, which involves the UK paying at least £120 million annually for the next 99 years to maintain operational control of the strategic Diego Garcia base, a key asset for the United States and the UK alike. Over 25 years, the total financial commitment to Mauritius could exceed £30 billion, making this a significant geopolitical investment. Starmer remarked that the agreement has garnered support from key allies, namely the US, NATO, and the Five Eyes, while juxtaposing this with opposition from Russia, Iran, and others—including, he argued, elements within his own party.
The reaction from Mauritius has highlighted the complexity of international dynamics at play. Chinese diplomats hailed the agreement as a “historical achievement” for Mauritius, while a recent statement to the International Court of Justice indicated China's support for Mauritius' claim, rooted in the decolonization debate surrounding the Chagos Islands. These elements amplify concerns among some policymakers in the UK regarding the geopolitical ramifications of a closer Mauritius-China relationship, particularly in the Indian Ocean, a region of strategic military interest.
Critics have also pointed to the historical context in which the current discussions are set. The Chagos Islands were forcibly removed from Mauritius by the UK in 1965, displacing nearly 2,000 Chagossians to make way for military operations, a move that has been condemned by various international bodies. The current agreement is seen by some as an attempt to rectify these historical injustices whilst ensuring continued access to Diego Garcia for military purposes. However, the path forward remains fraught with challenges, particularly the right of return for the displaced Chagossians and broader implications for regional security.
Political analysts are divided on the impact of this agreement on Starmer’s leadership and Labour’s position within UK politics. Some observers argue that Starmer’s diplomatic efforts present an opportunity for a resurgence of Labour's image on the global stage, particularly against a backdrop of a Conservative Party facing internal tensions and electoral challenges. Yet, the ongoing discussions about reparations for the Chagossians and the future of UK-Mauritius relations point to the potential for continuing tensions domestically, as critics, including some within the Conservative Party itself, seek to leverage the agreement as a politically contentious issue.
As the situation evolves, the complexity of the Chagos Islands dispute and the involvement of global powers like China will likely continue to shape the narrative around the Labour leadership and its strategic decisions. The mix of historical grievances and contemporary geopolitics paints a nuanced picture of a transition that seeks to address past wrongs while maintaining critical military alliances in a changing world order.
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