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The Shade of Colonialism (I): The Latest Falklands Furore 
 

Ian Townsend-Gault 

 

(I have touched on post-colonial themes in previous contributions to IZ. Following 

discussions with the editor, this is the first in an irregular series of articles which will 

examine these threads of international discourse as and when they arise.) 

 

One of the hazards of writing a paper such as this is that just when the writer thinks he is 

finished and is about to submit, something else comes along which simply cannot be 

ignored and must therefore be included. This paper was not prompted by the 30
th

 

anniversary of the ousting of the Argentinean forces which invaded the Falkland Islands 

in 1982. Nor was it the 2012 decision by the government of the Islands to hold a 

referendum on their future in 2013, a move denounced by Argentina as “illegal”, though 

on what grounds is not immediately clear. The 30
th

 anniversary was followed by the 

deployment of Prince William to the Royal Air Force search and rescue detachment 

there, and the movement of units of the Royal Navy into the region, prompting a protest 

from Buenos Aries that Britain was “militarizing” the area, but this was not decisive 

either. Rather, credit prompting what follows must be given to President Fernandez de 

Kirchner of Argentina who reignited, forcefully, the debate concerning sovereignty over 

the islands early in 2013.  

 

The British government reiterated its position to the effect that it was for the inhabitants 

of the islands to determine their own future. Britain’s largest selling newspaper, The Sun, 

took out advertisements in Spanish and English in leading Argentinean papers refuting 

every aspect of the claim made by Buenos Aries, and suggesting that a “hands-off” policy 

was its only option.
1
  

 

Heady stuff, but more was to come. The release of Cabinet papers pertaining to the 

options open to the British government of the day under Margaret and, subsequently, 

Lady Thatcher, showed that the united front presented by London at the time was 

something of a façade. There was no shortage of those in the cabinet suggesting that it 

was fait accompli on the part of Argentina, and the only question was how to compensate 

or otherwise make it up to dispossessed Islanders. None of this was known to the British 

public at the time. It should also be said that the military advice was resolute and 

uncompromising – send a task force and expel the invaders. This was duly done, amidst 

much rejoicing in London and the fury of the people of Argentina. The result forced the 

resignation of the ghastly military dictatorship which had ruled the country for some 

                                                 
1
  The Sun supported the British military action to retake the Falklands to the hilt. It saluted the 

destruction of the Argentinean light cruiser “General Belgrano” on May 2
nd

 1982 by the Royal Navy with 

the immortal headline “Gotcha!”, which might be thought to be a somewhat unseemly way of marking the 

violent death of more than 300 people (some 700 survivors were rescued). This incident was and is highly 

controversial, because the Belgrano was steaming out of the British–imposed Exclusion Zone around the 

Islands at the time it was attacked. As General Sherman aptly remarked, "War is Hell". Once hostilities 

ceased, the Sun gave credit where credit was due “You Owe it all to The Sun!”.  No doubt  the British 

servicemen on the Islands had other ideas. 
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years, during which it had committed human rights abuses of the most appalling nature. 

This in turn led to the restoration of democratic government. 

 

And then, in April 2013, came the death of Lady Thatcher, prompting no end of 

evaluations and re-evaluations of her foreign and domestic policies (as well as yet more 

revelations as to who advised what course of action), not least those concerning the 

Falkland Islands. It is at this point that your writer decided that a line had to be drawn and 

the paper finished once and for all. 

 

Accordingly, I offer here some thoughts on the dispute between Argentina and the United 

Kingdom over the Falkland Islands, and I will also touch on a number of other items of 

not dissimilar international “unfinished business”. It just so happens that, when I started 

work on this paper, I was in my parents’ house sorting out the books of my late father, 

Robert Hugh Gault, which include a sizeable collection of novels concerning the exploits 

of the Royal Navy during World War II. I was flicking through one which had escaped 

my attention when I was living in the family home which charts the life and death of a 

ship from construction in 1938 to destruction a few years later. Before the outbreak of the 

war, the vessel sailed the Atlantic, and happened to visit the Falklands. From there it 

proceeded to Buenos Aries, where the officers remarked over the drinks in the wardroom 

that their counterparts in the Argentine Navy were not likely to let them forget their 

country’s claim to the Islas Malvinas (there was also a joking reference to the fact that 

there was an Argentinean governor of the islands, necessarily resident in Buenos Aries, 

and probably with a fair amount of time on his hands). The novel was published in 1955, 

and was based on the experiences of serving officers, and it is surely instructive to note 

that the dispute over the Falklands/Malvinas was something of a thorn in 

Anglo/Argentine relations decades ago. 

 

Finally, as a sort of postscript, a note concerning new tensions over Gibraltar which arose 

between Britain and Spain in the summer of 2013. It is relevant in the present context 

because “The Rock”, under British sovereignty since 1713 but physically attached to 

Spain, has long been claimed by that country. The citizens of Gibraltar, like the Falkland 

Islanders, consider that their own wishes are more important, and are adamantly opposed 

to any change in the jurisdictional status quo. 

 

Argentina – UK: What’s It All About? 

2012 marks the 30
th

 anniversary of the successful British mission to oust the armed forces 

of Argentina which had invaded the Islands in 1982. President Fernandez de Kirchner 

marked the anniversary by resuming her government’s offensive to attempt to secure 

recognition of Argentina’s claim to sovereignty by diplomatic means as opposed to force 

of arms. British Prime Minister David Cameron responded in the same terms as his 

predecessors: it is for the Islanders themselves to determine their future. And so the 

inhabitants of the Islands, somewhat unimpressed by what they were hearing from 

Buenos Aries, held a referendum in March 2013 which, to the surprise of none, was 

overwhelmingly in favour of the status quo. 
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President Fernandez de Kirchner decries what she terms continuing British colonialism: 

Prime Minister Cameron responds using the language of self-determination. Argentina 

claims that it was in full occupation of the islands until ousted by Britain in the late 19
th

 

century.
2
 The United Kingdom denies that Argentina ever “occupied” the Islands, 

meaning that there was never an established population (as opposed to a garrison) there. 

At all events, the population of the Falklands regards their islands as home: a good 

number are second or even third generation, so this is hardly surprising. Those speaking 

for the government of the Islands deny that they are a colony as, for example, is the case 

with French Polynesia. There is no “independence” movement precisely because the 

Islanders consider themselves to be self-governing and self-sufficient as regards 

everything except defence. They are a British “overseas territory”, and not a colony. 

Accordingly, in their view, the language of “de-colonialisation” is completely 

inappropriate. Union with or rule by Argentina is not what they want. 

 

There are also those both on the Islands and in London that suggest that the President’s 

recent initiative is sponsored by the same considerations that led to the Argentine 

invasion of 1982 – a convenient distraction from domestic problems (in this connection, 

see the Gibraltar postscript). Indeed, there are suggestions that some young Argentineans 

would prefer more attention to be focused on the daily challenges they face than the 

pursuit of a policy which appears to be going nowhere. But even if the current 

Argentinean policy has little chance of success in the short or medium term (and the 

majority Islanders would say the long-term also), the dispute, as is so often the way 

where issues of sovereignty are concerned, has a deleterious impact somewhat out of 

proportion to its true importance. Cruise-ships that call at the Falklands are not welcome 

in Argentinean ports. Other South American countries have dutifully lined up behind 

their neighbour, but there are signs that they too are somewhat tired of the whole business 

– there are more important matters to claim their attention. According to at least one 

informed commentator, there is a feeling on their part that Argentina, by no means for the 

first time, is putting its interests ahead of those of other regional countries with little or no 

thought for the impact upon them. 

 

In this brief paper I will summarize the contending positions, and consider the 

international legal implications of age, and then advance some tentative suggestions for 

how to move forward, should the political will exist for a degree of compromise. 

 

The Historical Record 

Contested histories are the stuff of conflict. There is nothing new in a country massaging 

its past for the ostensible benefit of its people. And while the histories of almost all parts 

of the world are replete with examples of human vileness in all its manifestations, with 

countries or parts thereof seething with resentment of past wrongs, real or imagined, few 

factors are as powerful as that of irredentism. Briefly, this is the desire to recapture 

territory once lost. It does not matter how long ago sovereignty was exercised, or briefly: 

the notion that “this was once ours” is incredibly powerful and has the unique potential to 

cast a baleful shadow over present-day policies. 

                                                 
2
  The fact that a number of other European countries had knowledge of the islands was overlooked 

– France had a settlement there before Spain came into the picture.  
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There was a very good example of this in February 2013, when a group of Philippine 

private citizens “invaded” the Malaysian province of Sabah on the island of Borneo, in an 

attempt to enforce an historic claim over it which, in theory, exists to this day. This action 

was a grave embarrassment to Manila and of course had no chance whatsoever of 

success. There are most likely those in the government of the Philippines who know that 

the historic claim has no chance of success either; it is just that they cannot possibly say 

so without being accused of treason, or something to this effect. The fact that there is no 

apparent way out of this situation will have a number of important consequences, not 

least impeding the possibility of establishing a maritime boundary between Malaysia and 

the Philippines for some time to come. 

 

The most recent elucidation of the Argentinean claim to sovereignty over the Falkland 

Islands was set forth in a letter from President Fernandez de Kirchner addressed to Prime 

Minister Cameron in early 2013. In it, the president claims that an indigenous 

Argentinean population was ousted by British military action in 1876. This ejection was 

clearly illegal, and it follows that every manifestation of sovereignty by the United 

Kingdom over the Islands is similarly tainted, and the only solution is to restore to 

Argentina what is rightfully its own. 

 

The informed expert I referred to above is Prof. Klaus Dodds of Royal Holloway College 

in London. In an interview with the BBC World Service, Professor Dodds refuted the 

notion that there was a “population” in the accepted sense of the term to be expelled. 

Rather, there was an Argentinean garrison which was seen off by British force of arms. 

At the time, the use of force was a perfectly legitimate way of establishing a claim to 

territory. If we were to rewind the spool of historical memory (and we would not 

necessarily stop at the date on which Britain took possession of the Falklands – why 

would we?), and try to right old historical wrongs, the result would be geopolitical chaos 

worldwide. To take a notable South American example, the outcome of the War of the 

Pacific (1878-84) between Bolivia, Peru and Chile would be reversed, at least to some 

extent, thus restoring the former’s access to the sea which was lost when it ceded its coast 

to the latter by treaty in 1884 (confirmed by a further agreement in 1904). And indeed, in 

April 2013, Bolivia commenced an action against Chile before the International Court of 

Justice asking for the “sovereign access” to the Pacific to be restored.
3
 In May 2013, 

some Chinese voices were raised to point out that the (currently Japanese) island of 

Okinawa and adjacent features were once Chinese territory, although a senior officer of 

the Peoples’ Liberation Army has since downplayed this notion. One could go on – and 

on – but surely the point is made. Since the establishment of the United Nations, 

international law looks with some disfavour on the acquisition of territory in any way 

other than peaceful means and with the consent of any population that might be affected. 

But we cannot apply contemporary legal norms, very much the product of modern 

political and juridical thinking, to events which took place more than a century ago. 

 

                                                 
3
  Meaning access as of right, as opposed to relying on the grace and favour of Chile. See the 

International Court of Justice Press Release No. 2013/11, April 24, 2013, accessible on the website of the 

court: www.icj-cij.org. 
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This then raises the issue of colonialisation, much deplored by modern political and 

juridical thought. One of the major contributions made by the United Nations to the 

process of de-colonialisation is the Declaration in 1960 on what amounts to self 

determination. But what if the population of the colony or dependant territory does not 

desire independence, as is demonstrably the case with the Falkland Islanders?
4
 When the 

referendum was first proposed, there were rumblings casting doubt on the legality of such 

a move. How could it possibly be illegal for the inhabitants of a territory to use the 

democratic process to declare their wishes as to the form of government they wish to live 

under? The answer is, surely, that this can never be unlawful. Indeed, the Falklanders 

have been able to give their view on their political future in a way denied to the 

populations of the vast majority of territories which became independent in the years 

following the end of the Second World War. For example, no-one consulted the 

population of the Dutch East Indies as to whether or not they wanted to be unified in the 

new state of Indonesia. 

 

There is one other issue regarding colonialisation which surely demand some attention. 

The greater part of the indigenous population of the Americas, North and South, regard 

themselves as being subject to colonialisation by Europeans and others to this day. What, 

after all, is Argentina? It is a state established on Westphalian principles governed for the 

most part by the descendents of the original colonists. Comparatively few non-indigenous 

people in the Americas think of themselves in this way. To a Canadian born in Canada to 

parents also born in Canada, this is home. The present-day descendents of Dutch settlers 

in South Africa, their counterparts in other parts of Africa, not to mention Australia, New 

Zealand, and North America, who can trace the point when their ancestors arrived from 

the “old country” are similarly situated. I was born in Belfast, Northern Ireland. My 

paternal grandfather was born in Scotland, and it is entirely possible if not probable that 

at least some other of my ancestors came originally from one part of the United Kingdom 

or another. But what is that to me? Why would such considerations possibly suggest to 

me that I was anything other than Irish (in one way or another, it has to be said). 

 

In retrospect, it must surely be clear to all dispassionate observers that the Argentinean 

invasion of 1982 was a blunder of mammoth proportions, just as the campaign of 

violence both in Northern Ireland and the British mainland undertaken by the Irish 

Republican Army set back the cause of Irish unification for the foreseeable future, despite 

the progress of the past decade. Up until the Argentinean invasion, there was a strong 

view in London that the future of the Falkland Islands lay in some sort of union with 

Argentina. The only question was how to bring this about in a way satisfactory to all 

sides. There is no doubt that the military dictatorship in Buenos Aries - the regime guilty 

of the most appalling human rights abuses, let it not be forgot – launched the invasion as 

                                                 
 
4
  Nor was it the case with the colonies of British North America in 1867 – the Constitution Act of 

that year established Canada as a self-governing Dominion of the British Empire: full independence was 

the last thing the colonial leaders wanted – see Richard Gwyn, John A. – The Man Who Made Us, vol. 1, 

esp. Ch. 19 et seq. In other words, not all colonies or dependent territories desire independence. On one of 

the writers first visits to Brunei, a senior official of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs said that some of his 

country – including himself – regretted the British withdrawal and forcing statehood on whether they 

wanted it or not: "we saw things were going pretty well as they were," was the phrase he used if I 

remember correctly. 
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a means of trying to establish some degree of popularity. And in this it was totally 

successful. General Galtieri, its leader, and his colleagues basked in the adulation of huge 

crowds (which were to turn extremely nasty when triumph turned to fiasco some months 

later). 

 

The response from London was a demand for an immediate withdrawal. The 

administration of President Ronald Reagan attempted to exercise its good offices, but to 

no avail. The British government set a deadline for the departure of the Argentinean 

forces, and when this ignored, launched a task force of various units of the Armed Forces 

of the Crown to recapture the lost territories. The public message at the time was one of 

resolution and determination. But in February and March 2013, various papers pertaining 

to the situation and the British government’s reaction to it came to light which show a 

somewhat different picture. For one thing, the Cabinet was concerned as to whether 

military action had any chance of success, and there were those who doubted that it did. 

Most revealing of all are papers released from the private archive of then Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher (held at Churchill College, Cambridge), which include letters from 

prominent members of her Conservative party advocating acceptance of what had 

happened, with one member of Parliament even suggesting that military action to retake 

the Falklands would make the ill–fated operation to recover the Suez Canal in 1956 seem 

like “common sense” by comparison. There were also documents attesting to the private 

anguish felt by the “Iron Lady” in sending at least some British serviceman to death and 

injury, and reveal her deep distress as the casualty figures mounted. This hardly accords 

with her public image at the time or subsequently. 

 

The success of the Task Force in retaking the Islands led – most happily – to the downfall 

of the appalling regime in Buenos Aries, and its replacement by a democratically elected 

government. President  Fernandez de Kirchner is the latest beneficiary of these 

developments, but it must be said that recent pronouncements have done little to 

reconcile the inhabitants of the Falklands Islands to the prospect of Argentinean rule. 

 

The Self Determination Argument 

Consider the following: 

 

Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples
5
 

 

1. The subjection of peoples to alien subjugation, domination and exploitation constitutes 

a denial of fundamental human rights, is contrary to the Charter of the United Nations 

and is an impediment to the promotion of world peace and co-operation. 

2. All peoples have the right to self-determination; by virtue of that right they freely 

determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural 

development. 

... 

 

                                                 
5
  Adopted by General Assembly Resolution 1514 (XV) of 14 December 1960. 
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4. All armed action or repressive measures of all kinds directed against dependent 

peoples shall cease in order to enable them to exercise peacefully and freely their right to 

complete independence, and the integrity of their national territory shall be respected. 

 

The 1960 Declaration of the General Assembly was adopted at a time when the process 

of decolonialisation was already underway. The British monarch was no longer Emperor 

or Empress of India, France had recognized the inevitability of the breakup of its colonies 

in Indochina, and the Netherlands likewise in what had become Indonesia. In February 

1961, the British prime minister of the day, Harold MacMillan, made his famous “wind 

of change” speech to the South African Parliament, urging its members to accept the fact 

that nationalism in the continent was here to stay whether anyone liked it or not.
6
 

 

One of the most intriguing features of post war decolonialisation was the fact that there 

were very few cases of a reversion to the status quo ante. Indochina, indeed, furnishes 

one of the few examples where this happened. Vietnam had (more or less) acquired its 

current borders by the mid-18
th

 century, and the French did their best to fix the territorial 

boundaries of Cambodia and Laos with their neighbours (a very alien concept to the 

latter). Those countries therefore re-emerged from the colonial experience only for 

Vietnam to be divided in two by a conference of the great powers which met in Geneva in 

1954 (largely for the purpose of bringing an end to the Korean conflict).
7
 But pre-colonial 

Indonesia, or India, if it comes to that, did not exist as such. The emergence of collections 

of sultanates, principalities, and the like in the guise of a Westphalian state was 

something new. Those who led the struggle for independence had much to do with this. 

There is no doubt that the first president of Indonesia, Sukarno, relished the idea of a 

single state with himself at the helm. The same might be said of Nehru in India, and 

indeed independence leaders of Africa. It is very instructive to compare a tribal map of 

Africa with the current geopolitical arrangements – the two are wholly dissimilar. Having 

said this, there is no doubt that the, then, existing members of the international 

community regarded the emergence of these new states with everything from 

acquiescence to enthusiasm. 

 

One of the intriguing questions which arises from a perusal of the opening provisions of 

the 1960 Declaration is the definition of “peoples.” I would suggest that the term could be 

used to describe a population group which self identifies as a “people”. It comes as no 

                                                 
6
  India, Pakistan and Burma were independent by this time. Nigeria, British Somaliland and 

Southern Cameroon became independent in 1960 and the de-colonialisation of French North Africa started 

in the same year: Malaya and Singapore (plus the Borneo colonies of Sabah and Sarawak) formed Malaysia 

in 1963. MacMillan called the first in of his six-volume autobiography “Winds of Change”, but it covers 

only the years from 1914-1939. 
7
 The victory of the Viet Minh forces under General Vo Nguyen Giap at Dien Bien Phu was 

announced as the conference was under way, and with it France's decision to face the reality of the situation 

and withdraw from Vietnam. This immediately prompted fears in Western countries that a communist state 

would emerge. The major powers – the United States, the Soviet Union, China [meaning Beijing], the 

United Kingdom and France imposed this division, thereby creating “South Vietnam” and “North Vietnam” 

as a temporary expedient, the results of which we are only too well aware. The Vietnamese people, 

needless to say, were not consulted, and Ho Chi Minh assented to the arrangement after much arm twisting 

by his two communist allies. The reason excellent account of the diplomatic travails affecting Vietnam in 

Lloyd C. Gardner, Approaching Vietnam: From World War II through Dienbienphu, Norton, 1988. 
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surprise to think of the Scots or the Welsh in this way, but certainly a majority of the 

inhabitants of Northern Ireland did likewise. They thought, and continue to think, that 

they may be ethnically Irish (and many would dispute even that) and politically British. 

They do not think of themselves as having any necessary kinship with the inhabitants of 

the Republic of Ireland (the late Dr. Conor Cruise O’Brien posited in his study States of 

Ireland that these views were reciprocated by not a few inhabitants of the 26 counties).
8
 

 

There can surely be no doubt whatsoever that the vast majority of the inhabitants of the 

Falklands Islands self identify as politically British, but primarily as Falkland Islanders. 

As I said above, no matter where one’s grandparents came from, it does not take long for 

the members of a family to feel close adherence to the country where they are resident 

(especially if a number of them were born there), without in any way wishing to abandon 

their cultural heritage if they so choose. Countries such as Canada encourage this, 

although I have been struck by the fact that a number of first-generation Canadians whose 

parents were born elsewhere were encouraged to speak one or both of Canada’s official 

languages and forget the mother tongue of their grandparents and even parents, the better 

to “fit in”. 

 

This brings the argument back to the point continually made by London not only with 

respect to the future of the Falklands Islands, but also Northern Ireland and indeed 

Gibraltar: there can be no change in political arrangements without the consent of the 

inhabitants of these territories. The Islanders argue that they are not so much a colony as 

a dependent territory of the United Kingdom, and point to the fact that defence aside, they 

are wholly self-sufficient and in good financial shape with yearly surpluses and money in 

the bank. Indeed, the islands generate a significantly large exclusive economic zone with 

a most productive fishery, and if the optimistic estimates of oil and gas deposits in the 

continental shelf are borne out, then their financial situation is set to become better still.
9
 

 

None of this, of course, is lost on Argentina. However, after the conflict of the early 

1980s was over, Britain and Argentina entered into agreements on maritime cooperation 

                                                 
8
  Connor Cruise O'Brien, States of Ireland, London, Hutchison Radius, 1972. “The Cruiser”  (1917-

2008) was an Irish writer, politician, journalist, academic and (somewhat rambunctious) public 

intellectual: he held office when his Irish Labor Party entered into a coalition with Fine Gael. He 

subsequently became editor of The Observer. But in his early life he worked with the UN Secretariat, 

especially as the representative of Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld at the time of the Katanga 

Crisis. Belgium decided to grant the Congo its independence in 1960. But in 1961, the mineral-rich 

province of Katanga attempted to secede from the new state, probably at the urging of Belgian and 

other foreign mining interests. Mercenaries were brought in, and it became necessary to insert a UN 

Peacekeeping Force to prevent bloodshed and the secession. This Force was blamed for a number of 

human rights abuses which may or may not have taken place: the Western media was firmly on the 

side of the Katangans. Hammarskjöld lost his life in a plane crash in Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) 

in 1961, the causes of which have never been properly explained (but are now being reexamined as of 

September 2013). O'Brien went on to write a memoir, To Katanga and Back: A UN Case History 

(London, Hutchinson, 1962), and a play based on his experiences. 
9
  Further details on these and many other matters can be found on the website of the Government of 

the Falkland Islands: www.falklands.gov.fk/. 
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including fisheries and oil and gas exploration and production.
10

 Argentina, however, 

withdrew from these agreements, and it is somewhat difficult to see what it got in return. 

Be all this as it may, the 1960 Declaration seems to offer something that the Islanders do 

not want, and surely it is their right to do so (the inhabitants of Gibraltar are in exactly the 

same situation). One could go further and suggest that if the English-speaking Falklands’ 

Islanders were to come under the rule of Argentina, might this not be a form of 

colonialisation? The Islanders, by all accounts, regard Argentina as an alien land, 

speaking a language which is not theirs. At the end of the day, it is very difficult to think 

of an argument which trumps the wishes of the inhabitants. It seems to me totally 

irrelevant that all of them can trace their roots to somewhere else if one were to go back 

far enough. In this day and age, can it be even remotely relevant that an inhabitant of 

Northern Ireland can trace her or his roots to the Plantation of Ulster (encouraging Scots 

from across the Irish Sea and to take up permanent residence), the policy pursued at the 

time of James I in the early decades of the 17
th

 century, some 400 years ago? And why 

would we stop there? What of the vast disproportion between indigenous and non-

indigenous peoples of the Americas? What of the fact that significant parts of Europe 

changing radically during the course of the 20
th

 century? The Peace Conference at 

Versailles in 1919 resurrected some states which had effectively disappeared (such as 

Poland), and created others (such as Yugoslavia).
11

 In an enthralling study, Vanished 

Kingdoms,
12

 Professor Norman Davies traces the history of numerous European polities, 

some powerful and some otherwise, but which are either no more, or exist in a very 

different form from that originally envisaged. Reference has already been made to 

Bolivia’s decades’ long struggle to regain its lost coastline, not to mention musings on the 

future of Okinawa and neighbouring islands. There are sound reasons for the presumption 

at international law to the effect that international boundaries are more or less set in 

stone. The alternative is a state of continual chaos and uncertainty. 

 

Where Next? 

This dispute, as has been said at the outset, has been in progress for decades. During that 

time, generation after generation of Argentinean schoolchildren will have learned of the 

grave injustice perpetrated by Britain with respect to the Islas Malvinas. One can quite 

imagine much being said on the subject of British arrogance, intransigence, and so forth. 

Attempting to be as objective as possible, it seems clear that the historical record 

espoused by Argentina has been crafted with a view to serving to support its own case, as 

opposed to regard for strict factual accuracy. But we tend to believe what we are taught, 

particularly where issues of sovereignty and national honour are, or appear to be, at stake.  

                                                 
10

  See for example the UK-Argentina Joint Declaration on Co-operation over Offshore Activities in 

the South West Atlantic (reprinted in the International Journal of Marine and Coastal Law, Vol.11, No.1, 

Kluwer International, 1996). All agreements were entered into “without prejudice” to the competing claims 

of sovereignty, meaning that they did not affect the respective positions of the two states one way or the 

other. This is a common device in international law where parties enter into an agreement despite a serious 

dispute. 
11

 The machinations that led to these and other tamperings with the map of Europe are detailed 

excellently in Margaret McMillan's invaluable Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the World (published 

as The Peacemakers in the United Kingdom), 2001. The book inspired a "docu-drama" of the same name. 
12

  Norman Davies, Vanished Kingdoms: the History of Half-Forgotten Europe, Allen Lane, 2011 

(Penguin paperback edition 2012). 
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By the same token, generation after generation of Falkland Islanders will have been 

taught that they are British, and Argentina represents a threat to their chosen way of life. 

As regards their counterparts in the United Kingdom, the invasion of 1982 might well be 

the first time a good many Britons had even heard of the existence of this distant territory, 

and it would be interesting to know to what extent the conflict has remained in the 

consciousness of the average citizen.  

 

The point is that attitudes towards sovereignty over these islands are very firmly 

entrenched, and it will take enormous efforts of diplomacy, not to say public education, to 

create a climate in which some sort of forward momentum leading to an acceptable 

modus operandi, if not the absolute resolution of the dispute, will be possible. If it is true 

that the current inhabitants of the Falklands are, or other descendants of the first true 

settlers of the islands, the closest it has had to an indigenous or embedded population then 

elementary principles of democracy would suggest that their voice must be heard over all 

others in determining the political future of this contested territory. The course of history 

has had results which one could term unfair, unjust, or anomalous. That in and of itself 

does not appear to be a good reason to go against the clearly expressed wish of the people 

as it did in Kosovo, Timor Leste and South Sudan. Is this not the very stuff of 

democracy? 

 

Post-script: Gibraltar - Spain and the United Kingdom Square Off Again 

As this paper [finally] approaches completion, news comes that the new right–of-center 

government of Spain intends to reopen yet another holdover of the British colonial legacy 

– sovereignty over Gibraltar. The territory was ceded to Britain “in perpetuity” by the 

Treaty of Utrecht of 1713.
13

 In July 2013, the Spanish authorities instituted “rigorous” 

checks of cars crossing the border from the territory to their country, causing massive 

delays. More recently, there has been talk of instituting a crossing fee of €50, which 

would spell a measure of financial hardship for those who live in Spain and cross the 

border to work on “the Rock”. 

 

The compatibility of these actual and proposed measures with European Law is very 

much open to question [they certainly seem to contravene the spirit of the notion of the 

free movement of persons, one of the essential Four Freedoms underpinning the 

European Union], and the government of the territory intends to take the matter up with 

Brussels. For its part, the government in Madrid has suggested that the time has arrived to 

settle the issue of sovereignty once and for all and, needless to say, in its favour. The 

response from London mirrors that sent to Argentina and the world with regard to the 

Falkland Islands, just as it did with Northern Ireland: no change in the status quo without 

the consent of those most directly affected – the population of the territory in question. 

                                                 
13

  The Treaty was part of a larger settlement known as the Peace of Utrecht (all concluded in 1713), 

which brought an end to the War of Spanish Succession. Canadian readers might be interested to know that 

its provisions included the French renunciation of its claim to the island of Newfoundland and the cession 

of its colony of Acadia, both in favour of Britain, and surrendering Rupert’s Land to the Hudson Bay 

Company. The Treaty also put a (temporary) halt to French expansionist ambitions in Europe itself. 
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The point has already been made that this population has expressed its views on this 

subject with absolute clarity. 

 

One cannot help wonder if, as has been suggested is the case with Argentina, the timing 

of the actions of the Spanish government have as much to do with the parlous state of its 

economy as anything else. This is not to doubt that Madrid has long seen British 

sovereignty over Gibraltar as a historical anomaly, if not an absolute affront. 

 

Final Thoughts 

History has thrown up territorial anomalies innumerable – or what outsiders take to be 

oddities, but which are anything but to those involved. Spain retains possessions in 

Morocco, for example. The Russian territory of Kalingrad, on the Baltic, is nowhere near 

the motherland. Are not Monaco and Liechtenstein oddities in the geo-political climate of 

the 21
st
 century? But what does this matter? In the final analysis, one should perhaps 

focus less on untidiness and remember that people are living in these “anomalies”, 

irritating as this fact may be. For them, it is home. At the end of the day, surely basic 

concepts of human rights come into play here, trumping the wishes of governments (and 

their peoples) to impose their will on an unwilling population. 
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Introduction to Geopolitical Tales III  
 

Mladen Klemenčić and Clive Schofield 

 

In this issue of International Zeitschrift we are pleased to present the third tranche of 

articles under the overarching title of “Geopolitical Tales”. By way of introduction to 

new readers and as a reminders to IZ regulars, these articles were for the most part 

originally published in Croatian language in the journal Hrvatska revija [Croatian 

Review] in 2010.  

 

As the majority of the articles were originally written in English, an opportunity has 

arisen whereby their original texts can be made available through the pages of IZ. The 

authors of articles are distinguished political geographers from different countries, but 

their articles included in this collection are not standard academic texts. Instead of 

analysing particular topics drawn from the scope of their professional interests, they were 

instead asked to provide a contribution tackling something unusual and/or more personal, 

and in the same time related to their academic careers. The result was a unique set of, we 

believe, interesting and even intriguing texts, presenting political geography and their 

leading actors from an unusual perspective.  

 

In keeping with the first two rounds, published in the last two issues of IZ, the third set of 

articles also consists of contributions by three authors.  

 

John O'Loughlin is Professor at the University of Colorado in Boulder. He has also been 

for many years an editor of Political Geography, the main journal in the field. He is also 

a devoted runner, participant of many marathon races open for amateurs. In his text he 

explained why and how he succesfully connected running with political geography.  

 

Revaz Gachechiladze is a Professor at the State University in the Georgian capital, 

Tbilisi. For some time he was also a Georgian diplomat, serving as the country's 

Ambassador to Israel and Armenia. The topic of his article is one of the discipline's 

favourite topics – boundaries. Namely, he recollects personal memories from the Soviet 

period, when international boundaries used to be "sacred from the inside and untouchable 

from the outside,” and consequently heavily protected and guarded, and compared them 

with recent changes.  

 

Finally, Anton Gosar, a Professor from the University of Primorska, located in Koper, a 

town and port in Slovenia, writes a piece on European identity. In the period 2008-2012 

Professor Gosar was the Chairman of the Commission on Political Geography within the 

International Geographical Union. In this autobiographical text he describes how 

different life and professional circumstances influenced his feeling of various identities, 

finally leaving him with a feeling of European identity. 
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Running and Geopolitics: 

The Pleasures of Fieldwork 
 

John O’Loughlin 

 

It was really President Ronald Reagan (1981-89) who changed my political geography 

interests; he frightened me into studying the geography of conflict.  Before 1983, when 

Reagan made his famous comment about the Soviet Union being an “evil empire” and 

began the huge arms build-up, including the Star Wars space weaponry program and the 

installation of middle-range nuclear weapons in NATO countries, my political 

geographic research was focused on American domestic politics (race-based voting, 

gerrymandering). The United States was a foreign country to me as a graduate student 

arriving from Ireland at the height of the Vietnam War, and its politics had intrigued me.  

But after 10 years living and working in the US, a noticeable ratcheting of tension with 

the Soviet Union after its invasion of Afghanistan coincided with the Iranian hostage 

crisis and Reagan’s election, and convinced me that the geography of international 

relations was entering a new phase, what became commonly-known as the “Second Cold 

War.” Accordingly, I changed the content of my political geography course from a 

largely electoral and American-centric class to one that I teach to the present day, focused 

on nationalisms, conflict, development, geopolitical (classical and critical) and 

globalization.   

 

About the same time as my interests were shifting, I was asked to join Peter Taylor in 

editing the first political geography journal published in English (then Political 

Geography Quarterly, published eight times a year after 1991 as Political Geography). 

The myriad of research possibilities in this reinvigorated field after decades of near-

dormancy convinced me that a merger of my analytical training and proclivities (heavily 

statistical in character) and the kinds of puzzles that political geographers could analyse 

would be a profitable marriage.  

 

Research questions such as the uneven distribution of conflict, the effects of wars in 

neighbouring states, the global geostrategic interests of the superpowers, including their 

sponsorship of proxy wars, and after the end of the Cold War, the mobilisation of 

separatism in the former Communist states and the effects of the new borders, all 

attracted my attention. My first foray into these new (to me) fields was a paper presented 

at the first major international political geography conference at the University of Oxford 

convened in July 1983 by John House, then the Halford J. Mackinder Professor there a 

few months before his death.  This organisational structure that emerged from this 

meeting was the impetus for the establishment of the IGU Commission on Political 

Geography; John House’s main agenda in inviting participants to Oxford was thus 

achieved a few years after his death.  

 

I began daily running in 1977 and for over 30 years, I’ve covered more than 4,000 

kilometres per year, and thus have completed the equivalent of circling the earth three 

times at its Equator. Training for marathons (I’ve completed more than 35) is a welcome 

break from sitting at a desk and allows free-flow thinking about academic and daily 
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matters. Running is the perfect sport for people with an individualistic personality, it is 

cheap, challenging if fast and/or long, time-flexible, and ubiquitously available in almost 

all settings. Competing against others in races is not as interesting as competing against 

the “regression line”, that is, the prediction of slowing with advancing age. On average, 

marathon times decline about 2 minutes per year after age 35, though obviously there is a 

huge amount of deviation for any individual from the predictive line due to the variation 

of marathon courses (Boston and New York are a lot hillier than London or Chicago), 

such as race-day weather conditions and the amount and quality of training. Someone 

once remarked that American suburbs and smaller cities are the best training sites for the 

average runner because they typically are low density, have level pedestrian sidewalks or 

city-provided trails, and are safe. Professional marathoners try to train at higher altitudes, 

such as Boulder Colorado (about 2,000 meters). Living in a runner’s Mecca like Boulder 

with a near perfect climate continually inspires me to get out every day. Running daily 

while travelling also offers a chance to see much more of a new location than gazing out 

a hotel window.  

 

Beginning with a preliminary trip to Moscow to plan fieldwork in 1995, my research for 

the past 15 years has focused on the former Soviet Union, with comparative work in 

Bosnia and Kosovo. I first met Vladimir Kolossov in Prague at a IGU Political 

Geography meeting in late August 1991 as he arrived from a chaotic Moscow where the 

attempted putsch by the conservatives had been narrowly averted. With steady support 

from the US National Science Foundation, we have worked together successively on 

projects on Ukraine’s borders, neighbourhood social capital in Moscow, and joined by 

Gerard Toal in 2001 on Russian geopolitics, the outcomes of war in the North Caucasus 

of Russia (with a comparative study in Bosnia), and currently on the identity and stability 

of quasi-states (Transdniestria, Kosovo, Abkhazia and South Ossetia). Our data collection 

methods for these latter two projects have involved the use of large public opinion 

surveys and lengthy interviews with governmental officials, political and social activists, 

and local academics.   

 

The nature of our work requires careful planning for the fieldwork and extensive contact 

with local academic supporters to ensure access to the interviewees, permission to 

conduct the surveys and arrangements to make academic presentations at local 

universities and meet students. Western-style procedures for surveys and study are not 

well-known and we have to overcome a significant amount of suspicion about our 

intentions.  All of these regions have experienced wars in the 1990s and their legacies are 

recent and raw. Places of massacre or victimisation are well-marked; one of the most 

evident landscape elements in these zones is the proliferation of memorials, statues, 

rebuilt churches or mosques that were destroyed during recent conflict, billboards 

promoting the local regime (often portraying Russian leaders), and destroyed properties.   

While the sight of destroyed homes in, for example, eastern Bosnia have been widely 

disseminated in the Western media, a more shattered landscape of row-after-row of  

ruined apartment buildings in the cities and  eerily-empty villages of  smashed houses and 

farms is visible in Abkhazia.   Perhaps the strangest, most arresting memorials are those 

honouring Josef Stalin in North Ossetia, including a large mural painted in 1991 in the 
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mountains near the ski area of Tsei; Ossetians believe that Stalin’s father was of Ossetian 

stock.   

 

When travelling in the Balkans and the former Soviet Union, I’m usually preparing for an 

upcoming marathon. Usually, my intensive build-up lasts 18 weeks when I run about 100 

kilometres per week, up from about 65 kilometres in the other periods. Thus, I need to 

train even on long days of interviewing and meetings that last more than 12 hours. I rise 

early and get on the road by 6:30am when the streets are still empty, an advantage in 

cities where air pollution is a perennial problem due to cars without adequate devices and 

antiquated factories. Some of the memorable runs over the years include the ones on hot 

August mornings in 2007 on the paths along the river Terek in the centre of Vladikavkaz 

(North Ossetia).  Here the river is very low but wide, with numerous channels and lots of 

debris brought from the high Caucasus that separates the republic from Georgia to the 

south and which reach a height of 5,047 meters in Mount Kazbeg, whose snow-covered 

peak is visible from the city. To my surprise, I saw dozens of older people doing martial 

arts and walking briskly in the small parks that line the riverbank.  

 

I enjoyed outstanding runs along the waterfront in Sukhumi (Abkhazia) from the 

beautifully-restored Hotel Ritsa (where Leon Trotsky was staying when word arrived of 

Lenin’s death and from whose balcony on the second floor, he addressed the assembled 

crowd below). During Soviet times, Abkhazia was an important port for both commerce 

and pleasure. Now the wrecks of cranes and other harbour facilities, damaged in the 

intensive fighting between Abkhaz para-militaries and their Caucasian allies on the one 

side and the Georgian forces on the other, line the Black Sea coastline. Abkhazia has seen 

very little reconstruction, compared to Bosnia, and little foreign aid though Russian 

investment is expected to grow in the wake of Russian recognition of its independence in 

August 2008 after the end of the Ossetian-Georgian war.  During Soviet times, it was 

famous for its mandarin oranges and its sub-tropical holiday attractions, and while empty 

enormous Soviet hotels are still standing, it will require huge investment to bring it to the 

same standard as the nearby Russian resort of Sochi (site of the 2014 winter Olympics). 

 

Comparing runs separated by 12 years in Transdniestria allowed me to see the dramatic 

changes in this quasi-state in the intervening years.  In 1997, Tiraspol was hardly changed 

from Soviet times, and essentially, was just recovering from the war with Moldova in 

1992. Shortages of consumer goods were evident and because the city was not the scene 

of fighting, no streetscape damage was visible. Fast forward to 2009 and while the 

political situation has hardly changed since 1997, the situation in Tiraspol and throughout 

Transdniestria had changed dramatically. Fancy cafes with wireless internet access are 

interspersed with big billboards advertising expensive consumer goods. The city is now a 

lot brighter, neon-lit and filled with cars compared to the immediate postwar years, 

though access to it is severely compromised by the Ukrainian boycott that has resulted in 

the cancellation of most train services. Running from the city along the Dniester and out 

into the flat surrounding countryside with a massive Soviet-era marker of the enormous 

battle for the city in 1944 between Soviet and German armies towards a large Turkish 

frontier fort reminds one of the frontier zone that this part of the Balkans has been for 

centuries.  
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In dozens of runs for hundreds of kilometres in former warzones, I have experienced no 

significant difficulties or hostilities. Frequently, I am chased by feral or seemingly-feral 

dogs who seem to be everywhere but luckily, I’ve not yet been bitten.  Often, I am met 

with puzzled stares and probably, by unspoken thoughts of how strange this activity is. 

Being able to spend an hour or more a day running for pleasure and fitness is a luxury not 

enjoyed by people struggling to meet daily needs. Our surveys show that over half of 

respondents in the North Caucasus have only enough money for food, and about a quarter 

are unable even to meet that low standard of living.  

 

Travelling to our field sites is often uncomfortable and tiring with long days, lengthy 

journeys in uncomfortable vans, frequent hotel changes and irregular mealtimes.  

Sticking to an exercise regime is often a chore but more frequently than not, the runs 

bring surprise vistas or unforgettable encounters with wildlife or people.  It is a tribute to 

my dedication that the wives of Gerard Toal and Vladimir Kolossov have urged their 

husbands to bring their running shoes on our travels. So far, however, their exercise 

regime, though improving, still has a long way to go!  
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Borders in the South Caucasus: 

Reflections of an Eyewitness 
 

Revaz Gachechiladze 

 

As a former citizen of the late USSR and for the last 20 years that of the independent 

Georgia, the purpose of this article is to recollect a couple of contrasting examples of my 

personal “impression of borders.” 

 

During the prolonged existence of the South Caucasus within the realm of the Russian 

Empire (renamed “the USSR” in 1922) we, inhabitants of the area (meaning my ancestors 

as well as myself) had no reason to bother about the crossing of internal borders: they 

were merely administrative, shown in light lines on the maps. In the times of the Russian 

Empire these were borders between gubernias (administrative units), in the times of the 

Soviet Union – between the Union Republics. Although formally (though just formally!), 

according to all the Soviet Constitutions (1924, 1936, 1977 versions) each Union 

Republic was considered a “Sovereign State” which had participated in the formation of 

the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and possessed a judicial right to secede, there 

existed no formalities while crossing the borders of the Soviet “Sovereign States” of 

Russia and Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, Georgia and Armenia and so on. The same 

applied to all the other Union Republics.  

 

There was a quite different attitude to the State Border of the USSR – it was considered as 

being sacred from inside and untouchable from outside! It was heavily guarded not to let 

inside not only foreign invaders, but alien ideas as well: and further, just as importantly, 

not to let anybody from the inside go out without special permission and a guarantee of 

his/her return. 

 

Only in the early 1960s it became possible for a handful of the Soviet citizens to travel 

abroad. Even so it was very difficult to leave. After a serious scrutiny by the “competent 

bodies,” a very limited number of groups of package tourists travelling in foreign 

countries were allowed to leave; the groups were usually accompanied by special 

representatives (meaning KGB personnel). Crossing of the State Border was a sort of 

ritual where watchful border guards were performing the role of druids! 

 

Approaching from inside the State Border was forbidden. The immense length of the 

Soviet boundaries with the outside world was very well defended: barbed wire was just a 

tiny part of defence! Especially well defended was the Soviet border with NATO states. 

And the longest part of the border – with that aggressive imperialist block – the Soviet 

Union had was in the South Caucasus. Namely, it was with Turkey. On the Soviet side 

there were Georgia and Armenia with over 200-300 hundred kilometres of barbed wire 

along the borders, and Azerbaijan – with a mere 9 kilometres. From the Soviet side there 

existed a 10-20 kilometres-wide “border zone” where only local people could live: all the 

outsiders were to apply for a special permission to enter this zone.  
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I remember my first visit to such a border zone in 1966. As a post-graduate student I was 

included into a group of geographers from the Institute of Geography of the Academy of 

Sciences of Georgia which visited the vicinity of the Soviet-Turkish border near the 

Black Sea coast. I still remember the impression which I got by the thoroughness of the 

organisation of the visit, and vigilance of the people in military uniform accompanying 

us.  

 

A coastal village of Sarpi (the Turks call it Sarp) has been divided between the Soviet 

Union (now – Georgia) and Turkey since 1921 when the State Border had been 

established. Close relatives speaking the Lazi language (akin to the Georgian tongue) 

became divided in very much the same way as those in the post-WW2 Berlin. In a rare 

case when somebody from the southern part of the village – the Turkish Sarp – was 

allowed to visit his/her brother or cousin in the Soviet Sarpi, instead of crossing a 10-

meter wide river, he/she had to travel westward to Istanbul, to board there a plane going 

north to Moscow (in those days no straight line existed and transfer was needed in 

Vienna), board in Moscow a plane going south to Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, then 

travel again westwards to the city of Batumi and drive 20km south of it, after a journey of 

around 5 thousand kilometres, to have a glance from the north of his own house over the 

brook! Inhabitants of the Soviet Sarpi didn’t dare to apply to visit their family abroad. 

But if they had done so and had got, against all odds, permission to travel to the “enemy’s 

land,” the same journey of 5 thousand kilometres, would have had to have been 

undertaken in reverse. 

 

Towards the end of the Gorbachev’s Perestroika period, which heralded the end of the 

USSR as well, a border crossing had been opened in Sarpi. Now, in the 21st century, 

there is an open border between Georgia and Turkey and citizens of neither country need 

a visa to travel to the other country. Memories of the formerly closed State Border is now 

fading away and young generations of Georgians cannot even imagine that their parents 

were not allowed to travel abroad.    

 

Another reflection on “cultural borders” which comes to my mind is connected with a 

Soviet-Indian Geographical Seminar in 1979 which had been held in Tbilisi (Georgia) 

and Baku (Azerbaijan). I was one of the local organisers. The chief organisers from 

Moscow were very keen to showcase to their Asian counterparts apparently flourishing 

Soviet Asian Republics. Thus the itinerary was chosen inside Georgia, whereby the Indian 

guests were taken to tour local industrial giants (nowadays, unfortunately, obsolete!) and 

shown local historical monuments – marvellous Christian Churches, and inside 

Azerbaijan, where the guests were taken to impressive oilfields (nowadays, still 

operating!) and shown local historical monuments – along with similarly marvellous 

Muslim Mosques and palaces.  

 

The ethnically mixed company of geographers travelled by bus from Tbilisi to Baku. The 

roads in those days were almost empty – we met a small number of cars, trucks and buses 

on our long journey. When our cavalcade crossed the border between Georgia and 

Azerbaijan we noticed a symbolic (actually, broken!) red and white painted barrier 

dividing the two “Sovereign States”. A couple of sleepy militiamen (not border guards as 
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such) on both sides woke up and gazed with interest at the strange bearded persons 

wearing turbans inside the buses: these were Sikhs from India.   

 

The Indian guests and, even more, the chief organisers from Moscow enjoyed very much 

the hospitality provided in both of the Caucasian republics: the food appeared to be 

delicious. They were drinking wine everywhere in Georgia, while in Azerbaijan they 

were usually served tea. I guess that our new Indian friends preferred the latter. But a 

colleague of ours, a Muscovite geographer, murmured “Now I know where there is a 

cultural border between Europe and Asia!”   

 

After independence came to the post-Soviet space the administrative borders between the 

former Union Republics became state borders. Instead of a broken bar a real border 

crossing became a reality: at the same place which we crossed at high speed  in 1979, a 

quite impressive infrastructure appeared (by the way, constructed on both sides – in 

Georgia and Azerbaijan –  with generous aid from the USA!); sleepy militiamen had been 

replaced by proactive border guards and customs officers. And, in spite of the absence of 

the need for visas, crossing the border of these quite friendly states became at least a 

time-consuming procedure.  

 

But that is what distinguishes a state from a province.  
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How have I become European? 
 

Anton Gosar 

 

 

Scene 1: Introduction 

My life began in a concentration camp. My German mother was imprisoned in her 

seventh month of pregnancy: Because she was German! I cannot remember the Pančevo 

concentration camp, but according to stories told, starvation and the lack of hygiene 

reduced the inhabitant population rapidly. My father, a Slovene, who found his love in 

the flatlands of Banat, Serbia, visited the command post daily and tried his best to 

persuade the commander to free his wife. Later, as he visited the high command of the 

Yugoslav partisans, in Zrenjanin, the capitol of the Banat province his attempts ended in 

success. By New Year’s Eve 1944 I was at home (again) and was born 17 days later.  

 

Years later I spoke no Slovene and no German. My only way of communicating was in 

Serbian. My mother was not allowed to communicate with anyone in German. My father 

was a state railways’ employee and a convinced Yugoslav and therefore he preferred 

Serbo-Croatian in writing and communicating. In Zrenjanin we had friends among 

families of Hungarian, German, Romanian and Serbian origin and with them the 

language of communication was (understandably) Serbian.  As we visited my father’s 

family in Slovenia each summer (my mother’s family was expelled to Austria and chose 

to migrate to Minnesota), and when asked on the train by curios co-passengers, I proudly 

announced being “Lala iz Banata” – like the tulip of Banat, which is a common nickname 

for a person born in that part of Serbia. They responded laughingly and argued that my 

parents should call me just Tony, but I insisted on my regional identity. As our property, 

a suburban home in Zrenjanin was confiscated – or, alternatively, “nationalised”, we 

moved to Slovenia. I knew not a word of Slovenian, but had to go to school there. In a 

few years I perfected my language skills as high school student to the extent that I was 

asked by local politicians to moderate festivities related to national (Yugoslav) and 

Slovene cultural holidays. I had become Slovene!  

 

Scene 2: Yugoslavian Patriotism  

Slovenian became, according to school laws, my mother’s tongue and Serbian I’ve kept 

as a souvenir – which proved to be useful many years later. Geography was always my 

favorite subject in schools. Travels to my parents’ relatives encouraged my interest for 

the subject. In times of the hard-line communist regime we travelled to visit my mother’s 

relatives in Austria (in 1953). The American soldiers in Salzburg, as we changed trains, 

remain still in my memory. In 1958 I visited for the first time my cousins, aunts, uncles 

and grandparents in St. Paul, Minnesota. The sea passage by the fastest passenger ship 

ever to cross the Atlantic, “United States” (Blue Ribbon), as well as the mega cities (New 

York and Chicago) strengthened my decision to study geography. As asked there, in the 

US, if I considered myself as being German, I bluntly denied this and stated that “I am a 

Yugoslav.”  The geographic distance involved did not allow me to discuss such 

distinctions as “republics”, provinces and nationalities. The disappointment of my 
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relatives was big: my relatives still aligned their nationality with the nation-state which 

has done them so wrong!   

 

Due to interest and schooling I soon became fluent in German, French and English. I 

never studied English in school, but the interest for the popular music, broadcasted by 

Radio Luxemburg in the 1960s, and repeated visits to the homes of my American 

relatives broadened my English language skill to the extent that a travel agency accepted 

my application for a seasonal job. As a tour director I guided tourists through countries of 

East Central Europe. Since knowledge of Serbian was also required for “The Classic 

Tour of Yugoslavia” (Belgrade-Sarajevo-Dubrovnik-Zagreb-Ljubljana) this role became 

my permanent seasonal job for almost a decade. I became a person whose ethnic origin 

did not matter to officials in hotels or at borders nor to predominantly British and 

American guests eager to discover “adventure Yugoslavia”. By working on tours and 

being aligned with travels your ethnicity becomes, essentially, “international” in 

character. 

 

Scene 3: Almost German 

Geography and German became my subjects of study at the University of Ljubljana. My 

concluding final thesis (“diploma”) on the socio-geographic imprints of the Kompas 

Yugoslavia tour operator, which I’d worked for during several summers, sparked 

attention within the geographic community. At the June 1972 defence of the thesis my 

mentor Professor Vladimir Klemenčič (no relationship to the co-editor of Geopolitical 

Tales) offered me a permanent job at his friend Professor Karl Ruppert’s socio-

geographic institute in Munich. The decision to migrate would have to be made within 24 

hours since the project on Yugoslavian tourism there needed immediate attention. I was 

past 25 and had a serious relationship going on; at a nearby high school, in Idrija, they’ve 

expected my teaching input by September; the manager of the travel agency I had worked 

for seasonally promised me a permanent job; and the Yugoslav People’s Army had me 

registered for the compulsory military service. I could not sleep that night! Next morning 

the decision was made. I signed up for a two-year’s research job in Munich. There, I had 

first to sign several papers among which I also had to declare that I am not and will not 

be a member of the communist party. I loved the job in Munich. My Munich colleagues 

embraced me as one of them by profession and ethnicity. Bavaria became my home. If 

the call of the Yugoslav People’s Army (JPA), which arrived just before my 28
th

 

birthday, had not sounded so extremely serious, I would have become German. 

     

Scene 4: Ethnic Bonds under Pressure. 

In Našice, Croatia, where I served in the JPA, I – as other conscripts – had soon to sign a 

solemn declaration (“zakletva”), which sounded like “I solemnly swear that I will defend 

the sovereignty, the constitution and the unity of my country (Yugoslavia) and that I will 

be ready to fight for my country’s freedom and honour; for these goals I am ready to 

sacrifice my life.”*  

 

Had I really become a Yugoslav? By concluding my military obligation, one year later, 

the project I worked on in Germany had already finished. The University of Ljubljana 

remained the only realistic address for a permanent job. There I’ve worked – with a 
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couple of years of breaks – for 27 years. I’ve become Slovene/Yugoslav again. But 

friends and colleagues soon found out that I had not set roots in Europe. Yet!    

 

I started my family and studied towards MSc and PhD degrees. The Fulbright program 

was very generous to me. In 1980 I was chosen among 564 applicants to study at an 

American university and to conclude my Master’s degree there. In all, each year 12 

candidates from Yugoslavia, two from each republic, received this privilege.  

 

My first encounter with the American higher education was exceptional. For an 

introductory seminar about 70 Fulbright grantees from all over the world – Filipinos, 

Italians, Brazilians, Greek, and so forth – spent three weeks in July/August on the 

premises of the University of Texas in Austin, Texas. Nobody was interested in one’s 

ethnicity, the only thing that mattered was the generation of friendship and knowledge. 

Later, as I arrived at the campus of the University of Colorado in Boulder, Colorado, to 

study, Yugoslavia was never mentioned in relation to my name. I had become a European 

post-graduate geography student – among a number of other Europeans: several British, 

some German and Polish. The University of Colorado, Boulder, still keeps my name on 

the list of the European graduate Alumni.  

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------              

 
*JA …. SVECANO SE OBAVEZUJEM, DA CU BRANITI NEZAVISTNOT, 

USTAVNI POREDAK, CELOKUPNOST NASE DOMOVINE JUGOSLAVIJE, I BITI 

SPREMAN I DA SE BORIM ZA NJENU SLOBODU I CAST, NEZALECI DA U TOJ 

BORBI, DAJEM I SVOJ ZIVOT. 

    

Throughout all my schooling in America, only the Mexican customs officer, as my 

family headed for the spring break to Mazatlan, became enthusiastic when he saw our 

Yugoslavian passports: “Tito, Tito...our idol!”, he commented and refused to take the 

“obligatory” custom charge at the border.    

 

The path set at Boulder lead to the conclusion of my PhD thesis at my Alma Matter roots 

in Ljubljana. It was an enthusiastic end of the decade. I participated in the re-

establishment of political parties in Slovenia and in the local community where I lived. 

Communism was ripe enough to fall and Yugoslavia was ready to disintegrate. At the 

stage when I could have taken a political position in my home municipality I received a 

call for a visiting teaching position. Professor Thomas Poulsen invited me to Portland 

State University in Portland, Oregon. The Summer teaching was extended into Fall and 

Winter as another call came from Professor Milton Rafferty at Missouri State University, 

Springfield, Missouri. The most turbulent and dramatic years of the 20
th

 century’s 

Yugoslavia I spent in the US. Teaching! Yugoslavian as a national affiliation was not 

appreciated and/or (later) tolerated any more. In particular after the Srebrenica massacre 

of the JPA on ethnic Bosnians in 1994. My Missouri colleagues and teachers preferred to 

http://www.limundo.com/kupovina/Pitomci-polazu-zakletvu-JNA-/804511
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align me with Europe, not with the democratic and newly independent, sovereign and 

ethnically proud (nationalistic) Slovenia.     

 

As I’ve returned in the early nineties to the University of Ljubljana I aimed at a leading 

position in the profession and administration. In the decade to follow I was Head of 

Department, Vice-Dean and Dean of University.  At the dawn of the 21
st
 century I found 

myself leading the newly established Faculty of Humanities in the bilingual, Italo-

Slovene North-Adriatic port of Koper-Capodistria. Based on my knowledge of French I 

was/am able to understand Italian in general – but my speaking and writing language 

skills were/are far from being perfect. Communications with the Italian minority and the 

Italian consulate in town took/takes place as an Italian-English or English-English 

conversation. English has become the lingua franca of Europe. A recent visiting 

professorship in New Zealand, facilitated through a grant (Erskine Fellowship), and 

through support of my New Zealand friend, Professor Douglas Pearce, also strengthened 

the European in me. There, I had the opportunity to meet several emigrant intellectuals 

from the war-torn regions of former Yugoslavia. They introduced themselves as 

Europeans. They were shying away from naming their ethnic origin – such as Serbian or 

Bosniak. In contrast, the old emigrant community, escaping communism, tended to act 

differently and aligned themselves with the newly independent nation-states like Croatia 

and Slovenia.  

 

At the dawn of the 21
st
 century I’ve became convinced that my real ethnic/national 

affiliation could only be European.     

 

Scene 5: Conclusion 

The last EUROSTAT survey on national identity was conducted in 2004 (see Table 1).  

The survey results are not in favour of the concept of a “European Nation” as only about 

2% of the respondents concluded that they are European only. Indeed, even if all the 

possible alternatives of “European” and other nationalities are combined, just 45% of the 

EU-25 population considers themselves somehow aligned with the European nation. The 

majority of those surveyed stick with their traditional ethnic/national framework – the 

nation-state. The worst identification with Europe was registered in the UK (27%), 

followed by Lithuania (34%) and Estonia (38%).  

 

At the other end of the scale, Europe is considered to be an additional ethnic/national 

label predominantly in Luxembourg (57%) and Belgium (52%), followed by Malta 

(56%), Cyprus (53%), France (52%), Netherlands (51%) and Slovenia (51%). Slovenia is 

the only EU transition nation-state where European in several combinations of 

ethnic/national identities prevails. Since the fall of communism ethnic nationalism has 

strengthened in the West and East. In this context, strengthened patriotism (nationalism) 

is arguably fed by the worrisome economic situation and the unsolved historical agenda.       
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Table 1: The Degree of Identification with the European Union (“Europe”), 2004 (in %).  

 
 Nation-state European 

(only) 

European first - 

followed by nation 

Nation first - 

followed by 

European  

European 

(All) 

1. Austria 2 5 35 42 

2. Belgium 4 8 40 52 

3. Cyprus 2 6 45 53 

4. Czech Rep. 2 7 36 47 

5. Denmark 2 8 37 47 

6. Estonia 1 3 34 38 

7. Finland 0 3 38 41 

8. France 4 6 42 52 

9. Germany 3 8 38 49 

10. Greece 0 6 36 42 

11. Hungary 0 3 36 39 

12. Ireland 3 3 31 37 

13. Italy 2 5 42 49 

14. Latvia 1 3 39 43 

15. Lithuania 1 3 30 34 

16. Luxembourg 7 10 40 57 

17. Malta 0 2 54 56 

18. Netherlands 1 5 45 51 

19. Poland 1 4 41 46 

20. Portugal 1 3 40 44 

21. Slovakia 2 5 40 47 

22. Slovenia 1 4 46 51 

23. Spain 4 4 39 47 

24. Sweden 1 4 40 45 

25. United Kingdom 1 2 24 27 

 EU-25 2 6 37 45 

26. Bulgaria 2 5 34 41 

27. Romania 1 4 39 44 

28. Croatia 1 4 47 52 

29. Turkey 2 1 15 18 

Source: EUROSTAT, 2004 

(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/eurostat/home/) 

 

We all know that national identity results out of common history, experience, language, 

geographic site, schooling, and so forth. It is a person’s firm belief. In reality most people 

maintain their (one) national identity all their life and act accordingly. They are formed 

by their experiences through family, school or environment into what they (nationally) 

are. They rarely seek additional clues. But, nationality/ethnicity is a fragile interrelated 

and complex phenomenon. It is treated differently by peoples, cultures and nation-states. 

In some countries ethnicity is genetically measured. For example, a person can be 25% 

Native American and therewith share benefits which are determined by law. The Jewish 

birthright, wherever the person resides, gives her/him the right to call Israel hers/his 

homeland. If born geographically on US soils you are considered “American”. To afford 

this opportunity to the unborn, many Mexican, Russian, and other woman choose the US 

as their tourist destination in the final month of their pregnancy. Minority status and dual 

citizenship entitles holders, like an Italian in Slovenia or a Slovene in Italy, to financial 
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benefits coming from both sides, ethnic motherland and the residential nation-state. In 

general, if in the European Union (EU) a nationality/ethnic group is recognised as a 

minority, it would/should receive unrestricted support for its cultural activity by the 

nation state being sovereign over the territory where they reside.  

 

If I consider the rainbow of criteria regarding the placing of ethnic/national identity to a 

person, I could opt only for one frame: the European. According to ethnic genes I am far 

from being “pure” in the sense of German, French (my grandfather Dupong was from 

Alsace) or Slavic. My working environment is tri-lingual (Slovene, Italian and Croatian), 

enhanced by the English as lingua franca. The gained experience through life is global, as 

studies and jobs have taken me to places of the New and Old World. My common history 

is linked to concentration camps of Europe, to the positive and negative of the European 

communism, and to the sovereignty of a young nation, which again, after centuries, 

becomes part of a larger European entity (federation). Residing in the Alpine-

Mediterranean core of Europe gives me, in addition, the right to call myself European.            

 

Are we, who call ourselves European, a nation? According to the EUROSTAT, the 

European nationality (pure and in several combinations) is a reality. According to the 

same data, in several EU member states Europeans are a nation-states minority (in 23 out 

of EU-27). Could we, Europeans, legally become a minority and gain the sort of benefits 

outlined above?  Yes, we should! 
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Rockall Revisited 
 

Clive Schofield 

 

Viking. Forties. Rockall. Cyclonic six increasing seven, becoming westerly. Moderate or 

good. 

 

When I was growing up I frequently drifted off to sleep to the resonant, melodic tones of 

the shipping forecast that marked the end of the BBC’s evening radio programming. I am 

certain that for many late night listeners this rather solemn, sonorous, measured broadcast 

had a similarly comfortingly familiar and often soporific effect. Indeed, it has been 

observed that the shipping forecast in fact transcends its functional nature, coming to 

represent a “nightly tour of the British Isles and its surrounds”, comprising “the symbolic 

boundary of a nation”, that, for the land-bound at least, tending to have more the 

character of poetry.
1
 Notwithstanding these unintended consequences for non-mariners 

safe abed, an important functional aspect the forecast clearly has, as illustrated by its 

opening declaration: “Attention all shipping”. The primary object of the shipping report 

is, of course, to provide potentially crucially important information on meteorological and 

sea conditions to mariners in each of the sea areas or in the vicinity of the coastal stations 

named around the British Isles. 

 

Among the sea areas mentioned in the forecast, one has particular resonance for 

international law and the law of the sea in particular: Rockall. This is in large part 

because the maritime space in question is named for a tiny speck of land, the islet of 

Rockall, together with the large submerged continental shelf area from which it arises, the 

Rockall Plateau.  Rockall has proved a mere pin-prick in our collective consciousness 

much in keeping with its remote location and insignificant physical size. In recent times 

the islet has, however, resurfaced in the news, as it were, thanks mainly to efforts on the 

part of an adventurous soul to mount an expedition to the feature with a view to living 

there for 60 days. This article in turn revisits and reflects on Rockall’s unique role in the 

development of the international legal regime of islands and explores the implications of 

the latest attempt to occupy this remote outcrop for the legal status of the feature. 

 

Rockall Claimed 

Rockall is a tiny, isolated rocky pinnacle which lies approximately 163 nautical miles off 

the north-western coast of Scotland. It is reportedly 25.3m (83ft) by 31m (100ft) at its 

base, giving it an area of 784.3m
2
 (see Figure 1).

2
  

 

  

                                                 
1
  See, MacDonald, F., “The last outpost of Empire: Rockall and the Cold War”, The Journal of 

Historical Geography, 32 (2006): 627-647, at 627-628. 
2
  Ibid.: 627.  
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Figure 1: Rockall 

 
Source: Wikimedia Commons 

 

The first authenticated landing on Rockall was made by Captain Basil Hall in 1841. He 

was, it seems, singularly unimpressed commenting that: 

 

[T]he smallest point of a pencil could scarcely give it a place on any map which would 

not exaggerate its proportions.
3
 

 

The United Kingdom annexed Rockall at 10.16am precisely on 17 September 1955. The 

annexation was effected through the landing of a party from HMS Vidal on Rockall, the 

erection of a flagstaff and raising of the Union Jack and the reading declaration by First 

Lieutenant Commander Desmond P.D. Scott of that ship as follows:  

 

In the name of her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second, I hereby take possession of the 

island of Rockall.  

 

A commemorative plaque was also emplaced on the summit of Rockall.
4
 No formal 

protests to this action are on record in the public domain. Sovereignty over the feature 

therefore appears to be uncontested.  

 

                                                 
3
  Ibid.: 631. 

4
  (Ibid.: 638-641).MacDonald argues that the annexation had more to do with securing the north-

eastern Atlantic Ocean from the “prying eyes of a rival state” in the context of missile tests and in 

the Cold War era, than about securing territory (Ibid.: 634-635). 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bd/Rockall-photo_crop.JPG
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The UK’s maritime neighbours were, however, less than impressed with the UK’s claims 

to maritime space associated with Rockall. In particular, the United Kingdom’s use of 

Rockall as a basepoint for defining its 200 nautical mile (nm) fishery zone limit in 1977 

drew protests from Denmark, Iceland and Ireland.
5
  

 

When is an Island also a Rock? 

At the core of the dispute over Rockall is its status as an insular feature under the 

international law of the sea and thus its capacity to generate extensive claims to maritime 

jurisdiction, in particular to a 200 nautical mile zone (be it to exclusive fishing rights as 

the UK claimed or to an exclusive economic zone (EEZ)) and continental shelf rights that 

might extend beyond the 200 nautical mile limit. 

 

At the time of the UK’s 200 nautical mile fisheries zone claim, the Third Conference on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS III) was ongoing. In due course UNCLOS III led to the 

conclusion of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (LOSC),
6
 which 

included the introduction of the 200nm breadth exclusive economic zone (EEZ).
7
 

Accordingly, possession of small insular features, especially those located far offshore 

took on greatly enhanced significance as possession of such features potentially carried 

with them the opportunity to advance claims to broad maritime zones and thus 

jurisdiction over the valuable marine resources contained therein. 

 

UNCLOS III also saw the drafting of the Regime of Islands contained in Part VII of the 

Convention. This part of the Convention comprises a single article, Article 121, which 

reads as follows: 

 

1. An island is a naturally formed area of land, surrounded by water, which is 

above water at high tide. 

2. Except as provided for in paragraph 3, the territorial sea, the contiguous zone, 

the exclusive economic zone and the continental shelf of an island are 

determined in accordance with the provisions of this convention applicable to 

other land territory. 

3. Rocks which cannot sustain human habitation or economic life of their own 

shall have no exclusive economic zone or continental shelf. 

 

The terms of the first two paragraphs of Article 121 are reasonably explicit and non-

controversial. However, distinguishing between types of insular features covered by the 

article is both a critical and controversial matter. In particular, discerning what constitutes 

                                                 
5
  Symmons, C.R., “Ireland and the Rockall dispute: an analysis of recent developments” Boundary 

and Security Bulletin, Volume 6, No.1, (1998): 78-93, at 78. 
6
  United Nations, United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Publication no.E97.V10, 

(United Nations, New York, 1983). See, 1833 UNTS 3, opened for signature 10 December 1982, 

Montego Bay, Jamaica (entered into force 16 November 1994). 
7
  See Part V of the Convention. As most coastal States have availed themselves of the opportunity 

to claim the maximum permissible breadth of territorial sea possible, that is, 12 nautical miles 

(nm) in accordance Article 3 of the Convention, coupled with the fact that the territorial sea and 

EEZ do not overlap, the breadth of claimed EEZs usually extends 188nm seaward of 12nm 

territorial sea limits to the 200nm EEZ limit. 
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an “island” capable of extended maritime claims (EEZ and continental shelf) versus a 

“rock” which cannot generate such claims remains a conundrum. It is important because 

while islands can generate the full suite of maritime jurisdictional zones provided for 

under LOSC – that is, a 12 nautical mile territorial sea, 24 nautical mile contiguous zone, 

a 200 nautical mile EEZ and continental shelf rights that may extend beyond the 200 

nautical mile limit – the entitlements of “rocks” are severely restricted. 

 

However, the third paragraph is highly ambiguous, creating a disadvantaged sub-category 

of island but without objective tests to discern whether a particular feature is a “rock” or 

not. This distinction between types of insular feature is significant as it has dramatic 

implications for the capacity of the feature in question to generate claims to maritime 

jurisdiction. If an island had no maritime neighbours within 400nm, it could generate 

125,664 square nautical miles [431,014km
2
] of territorial sea, EEZ and continental shelf 

rights. In contrast, if deemed a mere “rock” incapable of generating EEZ and continental 

shelf rights, a territorial sea of 452 square nautical miles (1,550km
2
) could be claimed.

8
  

 

The reason for this opaque drafting is that irreconcilable differences of view became 

evident during UNCLOS III as certain coastal States in possession of small islands, 

perhaps inevitably, sought to maximise the maritime claims associated with such features 

whilst other States having the small island possessions close to their own coasts 

attempted to restrict their impact.
9
 Nevertheless, it is arguably notable that in the course 

of these debates it is understood that Rockall was a feature discussed as a ‘classic’ case of 

a rock within the meaning of Article 121(3) in the course of the drafting of the regime of 

islands.
10

 

 

Distinguishing between islands capable of generating extended maritime claims, that is, 

to 200 nautical mile zones, and mere rocks which are incapable of doing so has proved to 

be an abiding source of controversy and dispute. Although this has fostered much debate, 

especially among international legal scholars, no definitive interpretation of Article 

121(3) of LOSC has emerged. In light of the inherent and apparently entirely intentional 

ambiguity of Article 121(3), it might be hoped that international courts and tribunals 

might offer a source of clarification by delivering an authoritative interpretation of these 

                                                 
8
  It is worth emphasising here that “rocks” within the meaning of LOSC, Article 121(3) are still 

islands, merely a disadvantaged sub-category of island. It should be noted that these theoretical 

calculations assume that the island or rock in question has no area. As such features inevitably 

comprise some territory and therefore area, the potential maritime claims that can be generated 

from them are likely to be greater. 
9
  This is evident from the drafting history of the Convention and Article 121 in particular. With 

regard to the drafting history of LOSC, particular reference can be made to Nandan, S.N.  and 

Rosenne, S. (eds.) United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 1982: A Commentary, 

Volume III (Dordrecht: Kluwer Law International, 1995); and, United Nations, Division for Ocean 

Affairs and the Law of the Sea, Régime of islands: Legislative history of Part VIII (Article 121) of 

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, (United Nations: New York, 1988). 
10

  Judge David Anderson, formerly of the International Tribunal on the Law of the Sea (ITLOS), and 

a member of the United Kingdom delegation during UNCLOS II noted that: “Rockall was cited (in 

the hearing of the present writer) during the Third Conference on the Law of the Sea as an 

example of such a rock.” See, Anderson, D.H., ‘British Accession to the UN Convention on the 

Law of the Sea’ , International and Comparative Law Quarterly, 46 (1997): 761-786, at 778) 
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provisions. Indeed, there appeared to be some prospect of this occurring in the course of 

the Black Sea Case before the International Court of Justice (ICJ) of 2009. The regime of 

islands was subject to detailed debate and analysis by both parties to the case, Romania 

and the Ukraine. Indeed, in this context Rockall was referred to by Ukraine as the 

“paradigm” example of a “rock”: “tiny, barren, isolated and clearly unable to sustain 

human habitation or an economic life of its own.”
11

 However, the ICJ, whilst delimiting 

the maritime boundary between the parties as requested, ruled that it did not need to 

address the issue of the regime of islands.
12

  

 

Rockall Occupied 

Despite its apparent inhospitably, Rockall has been occupied in the past, albeit 

infrequently. In 1985 SAS veteran Tom McClean spent 40 days atop Rockall, ostensibly 

to help substantiate the UK’s sovereignty claim to the feature. This is not the only time 

that Rockall has, however briefly, boasted a population. In 1997 Greenpeace activists 

“occupied” Rockall and declared “The Independent Republic of Waveland” in order to 

protest against plans to open up the UK’s northwest frontier areas for oil and gas 

exploration activities. The three protestors beat McClean’s record, lasting 42 days on 

Rockall. 

 

The Rockall ‘Roll-Back’ 

Arguably the presence of the Greenpeace team on Rockall could have been used by the 

UK to help demonstrate that the feature is more than a mere “rock” consistent with 

Article 121(3) and thereby helped to sustain the UK’s claim to a 200 nautical mile 

breadth fisheries zone measured from Rockall. Ironically, at the time of the Greenpeace 

action, the UK was moving towards its accession to LOSC. Consequently, also in 1997, 

the United Kingdom declared that Rockall was in fact a “rock” in line with Article 121(3) 

of the Convention and thus was not a valid basepoint for its fishery zone. In the UK’s 

Rockall ‘roll back’ it was stated that:  

 

The United Kingdom’s fishery limits will need to be redefined based on St Kilda, since 

Rockall is not a valid base point for such limits under Article 121(3) of the Convention.
13

  

 

This alteration in the dimensions of the UK maritime jurisdiction is illustrated in Figure 

2. It is also notable that the UK had already accepted a restricted role for Rockall in the 

context of maritime boundary delimitation. Specifically, in the continental shelf boundary 

                                                 
11

  Black Sea Case, Oral argument on behalf of Ukraine of Ms Loretta Malintoppi, 12 September 

2008, at 12. 
12

  Case Concerning Maritime Delimitation in the Black Sea (Romania v. Ukraine), Judgment of 3 

February 2009, available at <http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/132/14987.pdf> (hereinafter Black 

Sea Case), para.187. 
13

  House of Commons (HC) Hansard, Written Answers, 21 July 1997, cols. 397-398. An identical 

statement was made in the House of Lords a day later on July 22, 1997 (Hansard (HL) Written 

Answers, 22 July 1997, cols. 155-156. Quoted in Anderson, 1997 at 778; and Symmons, 1998: at 

83. 
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agreement between Ireland and the UK of 1988, Rockall was ignored as a basepoint in 

the construction of the boundary line.
14

 

 

Figure 2: The United Kingdom’s Rockall ‘Roll-back’ 

 
Source: Adapted from Carleton and Schofield, 2001.

15
 

 

                                                 
14

  See, Agreement between the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 

Ireland and the Government of the Republic of Ireland concerning the delimitation of areas of the 

continental shelf between the two countries, 7 November 1988 (in force 11 January 1990), 

available at, 

<http://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/GBR-

IRL1988CS.PDF>. 
15

  Carleton, C.M. and Schofield, C.H., Developments in the Technical Determination of Maritime 

Space: Charts, Datums, Baselines, Maritime Zones and Limits, Maritime Briefing, Volume 3, no.3 

(Durham: International Boundaries Research Unit, 2001), p.59. 
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Not using Rockall as a basepoint for its 200nm claim resulted in a loss to the United 

Kingdom of around 60,000 square nautical miles of previously claimed fishery zone.
16

 

Rockall merely generates a 12nm territorial sea claim as evidence of its “vestigial insular 

status in international law.”
17

 Rockall remains the sole example, however, of a State 

voluntarily reclassifying an insular feature and downgrading it from a fully-fledged island 

to a mere rock and thus reducing the area of its claimed maritime zones. 

 

Rockall Revisited? 

News in mid-2013 that one adventurous, and arguably mildly unhinged, soul was set on 

scaling this isolated and, dare it be observed, resolutely rocky pinnacle, in order to spend 

60 days atop it with the objective of breaking the record for occupation of it meant that 

Rockall resurfaced in the news, if only fleetingly. The self-styled adventurer in question, 

Nick Hancock, a chartered surveyor from Edinburgh, has converted a water tank into his 

“Rockpod” in which to shelter. Unfortunately, rough weather prevented an attempted 

landing in June 2013, leading to a postponement, seemingly until the next year.
18

 

 

Should Hancock eventually succeed in his aims it begs the question whether the status of 

Rockall might be ‘upgraded’ once more to that of a ‘fully fledged’ island, as it were, 

capable of generating the full suite of claims to maritime jurisdiction? While it can be 

argued that such a human presence on Rockall does provide some grounds for suggesting 

that the feature in question is supportive of human habitation and is therefore not a rock 

within the meaning of Article 121(3), the fact that the UK government has overtly stated 

that the feature is a rock substantially undermines this argument. Consequently, 

Hancock’s adventurous sojourn on Rockall, should it be realised, is unlikely to deliver a 

change in the legal status of the feature barring a remarkable change of heart in London.  

 

Nonetheless, Rockall retains its special place in the development of the international law 

of the sea and regime of islands in particular. Of especial note, Rockall remains the sole 

example of a feature which a State, having advanced a 200 nautical mile claim from it, 

has voluntarily reclassified and downgraded the status of to that of a mere “rock” such 

that substantial swathes of previously claimed maritime areas have been relinquished. As 

such, reports related to Rockall not only offer important meteorological information for 

mariners but can also potentially help to shed some light on the interpretation of one of 

the most problematic provisions of the international law of the sea. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16

  Symmons, at 78-93. The United Kingdom’s 200nm fishery zone limit was instead “rolled-back” to 

a limit measured from basepoints located on the Outer Hebrides group of islands fringing the 

Scottish mainland coast. 
17

  Ibid., at 93. 
18

  The Guardian newspaper ran a series of articles on Hanckock’s attempt to land on Rockall in mid-

2013 under the title “60 Days on Rockall”. See, for example, Severin Carrell, “Rockall occupation 

bid postponed until 2014 after weather prevents landing”, The Guardian, 4 June 2013, available at, 

<http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2013/jun/03/rockall-adventurer-hancock-abandons-

attempt?INTCMP=SRCH>. 


