Keir Starmer faces pressure to reconsider Chagos Islands deal amid UN human rights concerns
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Prime Minister Keir Starmer is under increasing pressure to reconsider a recently negotiated deal transferring sovereignty of the Chagos Islands back to Mauritius. Critics of the agreement have pointed to a concerning UN report describing the potential consequences for the Chagossian people—descendants of thousands forcibly displaced from their homeland decades ago to allow for the establishment of a UK-US military base on Diego Garcia. The panel of UN experts from the Human Rights Council expressed strong reservations about the deal, noting that it appears to violate the Chagossians’ rights to return. The UN experts stated that continuing to bar the Chagossians from Diego Garcia contradicts their rights and urged for a new agreement that guarantees their return to all the islands in the archipelago.
The UK-Mauritius agreement, which includes a sizeable £40 million trust fund for the displaced Chagossians, has faced harsh criticism for not providing a sufficient remedy. According to the UN experts, the Chagossians were not adequately consulted prior to the deal, raising concerns about the legitimacy of the negotiations. Dame Priti Patel, the Conservative shadow foreign secretary, has joined the growing chorus of dissent, emphasising the deal's potential implications for British taxpayers and the Chagossian community alike. “We have been warning from the start that this deal is bad for British taxpayers and bad for the Chagossian people,” she asserted.
Having been long regarded as a contentious issue in post-colonial discourse, the Chagos Islands' sovereignty transfer has significant implications for international relations and national security. Starmer’s government has framed the agreement as a necessary response to previous international legal rulings and diplomatic pressures. Critics, however, perceive it as a capitulation to international pressure at significant financial and strategic cost. It is reported that over a 99-year lease, the UK will pay Mauritius up to £101 million annually for the right to use the Diego Garcia base, a strategically vital military installation. Opponents of the deal argue that it is a costly mistake while asserting that the claim by Mauritius remains weak and the past actions against the Chagossians should not go unaddressed.
Furthermore, the agreement could bolster US and UK joint military operations, particularly in countering perceived threats from rival powers such as China. Proponents argue that negotiating the lease arrangement secures strategic interests amidst growing geopolitical tensions. However, the Conservative Party's critique suggests that such a deal may reflect a misguided attempt to atone for historical injustices while compromising national interests and security.
As the agreement awaits ratification in Parliament, the question of agency for the Chagossian people looms large. With some UK conservatives arguing for a re-evaluation of the deal, Starmer is faced with the challenge of addressing not only the geopolitical implications but also the deeply rooted historical injustices that haunt this negotiation. Calls for renewed consultations with the Chagossians are becoming more vocal, highlighting the need for equity and inclusion in discussions about their homeland.
The unfolding situation around the Chagos Islands exemplifies the complex intersection of colonial legacy, international obligations, and contemporary geopolitical strategy. As pressure mounts on the Starmer administration to reassess the agreement, the future of the Chagossian people hangs in the balance, reminding us all of the persistent shadows of history.
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