UK’s Chagos deal under fire for risking military secrets amid sovereignty handover to Mauritius
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Britain's complicated legacy regarding the Chagos Islands has taken a new turn with the recent agreement to transfer sovereignty to Mauritius. This controversial deal, part of Sir Keir Starmer's broader strategy, asserts that the UK must inform Mauritius about any military operations emanating from the islands, threatening to undermine British strategic interests. Critics, including former military chiefs and MPs, have expressed alarm over what they label a "grotesque surrender" of sovereignty, fearing that sensitive information could ultimately benefit hostile nations like China.
The accord, which commits the UK to paying £101 million annually for access to the military base on Diego Garcia over a span of 99 years, has raised eyebrows not just for its financial implications but also for the responsibilities it imposes. According to the treaty's terms, Britain is bound to communicate to Mauritius any military actions that may arise from its territory, thus potentially entangling the UK in geopolitical tensions beyond its immediate control. Former Defence Secretary Sir Grant Shapps described the situation as a "bankrolling of our own strategic retreat," voicing concerns that such a surrender of autonomy could compromise national security.
The tension is compounded by Mauritius's growing ties with China and Iran, making the prospect of sharing military intelligence particularly fraught. Critics argue that every communication to Mauritius may become a double-edged sword; intelligence shared with an ally could easily find its way to adversaries. Sir Gavin Williamson, also a former Defence Secretary, highlighted the risk of giving China insight into the UK's military objectives, which he deemed "very dangerous."
While the UK government maintains that the development does not obligate them to provide detailed information on military operations, the vagueness of the treaty’s language leaves room for interpretation, thereby raising valid concerns about the government's transparency and the implications for national defence.
Historically, the fate of the Chagossians, who were forcibly removed from the islands for the establishment of the US military base in the 1960s, adds another layer of complexity. The International Court of Justice declared the UK's claim over the archipelago unlawful in 2019, mandating a reevaluation of Britain's presence there. Critically, many displaced islanders feel sidelined in negotiations that not only impact their right to return but also further entrench historical injustices.
The agreement marks a significant milestone in the long-standing dispute over the Chagos Islands. Despite being hailed as a pragmatic move to shift diplomatic ties post-Brexit, the deal has drawn ire for its implications on national security and the sovereignty of the UK. While the government argues that the arrangement allows continued access to a strategically critical military base, it ignites fears that Britain may be inadvertently empowering adversaries amid a backdrop of fluctuating international relations.
The political ramifications are equally pressing. Already, there are fractures within the Labour Party regarding the deal, as members balance international obligations against domestic strategic interests. Starmer's approach has been viewed critically, with opponents like Tory leader Kemi Badenoch suggesting that the arrangement constitutes a "surrender" that undermines the UK's negotiating power. The Labour leader's struggle to reassure both local constituents and international partners highlights a growing friction at a time when the UK must navigate its post-Brexit identity and geopolitical role.
As the agreement awaits ratification by Parliament, the implications for both national security and the future of the Chagossian population remain laden with uncertainty, echoing the long-standing grievances that continue to shape the narrative of British colonial legacy in the Indian Ocean.
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