UK signs sovereignty deal with Mauritius over Chagos Islands despite security and historical concerns
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In an unexpected and controversial move, the UK government has signed an agreement to transfer sovereignty of the Chagos Islands to Mauritius, a decision that has sparked intense debate about national security, international relations, and historical justice. The deal, which involves a long-term lease arrangement allowing the UK to maintain operational control over the vital military base on Diego Garcia, aims to address both legal challenges and geopolitical vulnerabilities stemming from the prolonged status of these islands.
The Chagos Islands, which the UK has governed since 1814, have been a contentious topic since the forced displacement of around 2,000 Chagossians in the 1960s to allow the establishment of the strategic US-UK military base on Diego Garcia. This controversial history has often overshadowed discussions surrounding the islands. The recent signing of the agreement, valued at approximately £3 billion over a 99-year lease, has been framed by the UK government as a necessary step to ensure the continued usability of this critical facility in the face of growing international legal scrutiny.
The push for decolonization of the Chagos Islands aligns with longstanding international pressure, particularly following a 2019 advisory opinion from the International Court of Justice asserting that the UK's detachment of the islands from Mauritius was unlawful. Defence Secretary John Healey has asserted that without this deal, legal challenges could potentially disrupt military operations at Diego Garcia, making the base "inoperable" and thereby compromising UK security. He highlighted the potential repercussions for satellite communications and logistics if the base were no longer sustainably managed amid legal disputes.
Despite these reassurances, dissenting voices, including some within the Conservative Party and various foreign diplomats, caution against what they perceive as an exaggerated legal threat. Critics contend that the government is overly reliant on legal interpretations that may not materialize into serious challenges. Shadow Defence Secretary James Cartlidge articulated these concerns, accusing officials of acting based on hypothetical risks rather than concrete realities.
Furthermore, the geopolitical context plays a significant role in this decision. The UK government has claimed that without an agreement securing sovereignty for Mauritius, there is a risk that China could gain a foothold in the islands, potentially leading to increased competition and tension in an already volatile region. Officials argue that the agreement includes "veto" powers over any foreign military presence, ostensibly preventing such developments from occurring. Critics, however, question the feasibility of these assurances, noting that the Mauritian government might still cultivate deeper ties with China, regardless of treaty terms.
From a diplomatic standpoint, this agreement is portrayed as a necessary measure to bolster the UK's credibility in international law. UK ministers have pointed to the contradiction of advocating for international norms while simultaneously defying them in the case of the Chagos Islands. UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres welcomed the agreement, remarking on its diplomatic significance in addressing historical grievances. However, some opponents suggest that this perspective fails to account for current international dynamics, where power often trumps adherence to legal obligations. They question whether major powers like the US or France would willingly relinquish territories under similar circumstances.
The backdrop of historical injustices remains pertinent, as many Chagossians and their descendants express dissatisfaction with the process, citing exclusion from negotiations and ongoing legal challenges regarding their rights. This has raised questions about the adequacy of provisions for resettlement and representation in future discussions, contributing to a narrative that the agreement fails to address the rights and realities of affected communities.
As the UK Parliament prepares to ratify this agreement, the balance of support may tilt in favour of the government due to its existing majority. Yet, the long-term implications of this decision—both on local communities and international relationships—remain to be fully realised. The government's position will be rigorously scrutinised in the coming weeks as it attempts to solidify a stance that encompasses both historical justice and contemporary security priorities. 
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