
The future of the Falkland Islands: a solution 
made in Hong Kong? 

PETER J. BECK* 

During 1980 and 1981 the Anglo-Argentine dispute over the Falkland Islands attracted 
relatively little interest either in Britain or in the wider international community, and at 
the time it seemed easy to dismiss the topic as a trivial imperial postscript. Lord 
Carrington, British Foreign Secretary to April 1982, is alleged to have admitted that it 
rated number 242 on the Foreign Office's list of priorities.1 At the United Nations the 
Falklands question was far from being a mainstream issue and Sir Anthony Parsons, 
the British represettative at the time of the 1982 war, has confirmed that prior to 1982 
the islands were perceived from the UN as 'very peripheral' in both the political and 
geographical senses.2 Only in Argentina was the matter treated as significant. 

However, the Falklands war transformed this situation, and the phrase 'the 
Falklands factor' was coined to refer to such changes, which included a surge of 
interest in the origins, nature and development of the dispute and an enhanced British 
commitment to the islands, reflected in successive ministerial statements and 
epitomized by Mrs Thatcher's visit to the Falklands in January 1983. Previously 
deemed unworthy of significant expenditure on account of their continuing economic 
and demographic decline,3 the islands had rated no visitor more important than a 
junior Foreign Office minister. In such circumstances their sovereignty had been 
treated as a subject for Anglo-Argentine negotiations. But the 1982 war changed all 
that, and in January 1983 Mrs Thatcher informed the islanders that she was 'converted' 
as regarded their position vis a' vis Britain. This was a point reaffirmed on several 
subsequent occasions, including her 1984 Christmas broadcast in which she asserted 
that 'I am not negotiating the sovereignty of the Falkland Islands with anyone, they are 
British'.4 

The Falklands since the war 

As a result, Britain is committed now to retain the Falklands, to respect as 'paramount' 
the islanders' wishes for self-determination and to 'keep the Falklands British', to 
foster their economic and social development, and to defend them against a perceived 
Argentine threat. The so-called 'Fortress Falklands' policy symbolizes this new 
course, highlighted for example by the large garrison presence and the new airfield at 
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Mount Pleasant. The actual security value of these developments remains a matter for 
debate, since claims for the deterrent role of the airfield have been countered by 
arguments centred upon the illusion of security and the problems of defending the 
indefensible.5 Controversy has arisen also about the costs of the policy since 1982, and 
a figure of about ?18 million per day has been quoted for defence expenditure. In 
addition, over ?250 million (some quote ?390 million) has been spent on the strategic 
airfield-this contrasts vividly with the British government's pre-1982 refusal to 
devote a mere ?3-4 million to extend the runway at Stanley-and some ?46 million has 
been allocated to implement the economic and other recommendations of the 1982 
Shackleton Report.6 

Argentina, the other part of the Falklands equation, has experienced a similar 
transformation since 1982, as has been demonstrated by the emergence of a democratic 
regime-even if doubts continue to be expressed regarding its durability in the context 
of the tradition of military rule or of the country's severe economic problems.7 In turn, 
the popular appeal of the Malvinas issue has rendered it difficult for President Raul 
Alfonsin to overlook the long-standing claim to the Falklands, especially as the events 
of 1982 gave substance, albeit for only a few weeks, to Argentine territorial aspirations 
and created images which survived the restoration of British control. Significantly, on 
7 June 1984 a Joint Declaration was signed in Buenos Aires by all political parties in 
order to demand the 'acknowledgement of our rights over the Malvinas as part of our 
national territory'. Although some commentators have questioned Argentine policy 
priorities in respect to the islands, the postwar period has been characterized by 
numerous ministerial statements to the effect that 'the recovery of the Malvinas will be 
one of the central aims of our foreign policy' (this impression was reinforced by my 
own official contacts in Buenos Aires during May 1985)-a demand advanced not only 
within Argentina but also in a range of international bodies, including the 
Organisation of American States (OAS), the 1983 Non-Aligned Summit and the UN.8 
Alfonsin's speech delivered to the UN Assembly on 24 September 1984 typified the 
basic approach: 

For almost 150 years, a portion of Argentine territory has been subject to the 
colonial regime imposed by the United Kingdom. The mission of recovering the 
Malvinas is.-. . a cause with which my people identifies deeply ... Argentina is 
firmly committed to seeking the restitution of the Malvinas Islands only through 
peaceful means.9 

However, this emphasis on a pacific approach has not prevented speculation about the 
nature of the Argentine military threat to the Falklands, particularly in the light of 
geopolitical considerations and of conflicting reports about post-1982 Argentine 
rearmament.10 Obviously there are question marks over Argentina's military strength, 
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but this factor, in conjunction with Argentine proximity to the islands, means that the 
military dimension cannot be ignored when evaluating future developments. 

Basically, the Anglo-Argentine relationship involves two main aspects. In the first 
place there is the more immediate problem, centred upon such matters as the formal 
cessation of hostilities, the resumption of diplomatic relations, the removal of the 
150-mile Protection Zone, the expansion of trade, the exploitation and conservation of 
the fisheries, and Argentine visits to war graves. In the second place there is the 
achievement of some form of Anglo-Argentine modus vivendi on the basic 
sovereignty question. At present, there exists a kind of Anglo-Argentine non- 
relationship, conducted through Brazil and Switzerland, and the only real effort to 
re-establish contact through the talks held at Berne on 18-19 July 1984 soon foundered 
on the rocks of the sovereignty dispute.1" Although the Berne episode was designed 
merely to provide talks about talks, it served to highlight the incompatibility of 
Argentine and British approaches to the future of the Falklands, since the British 
anxiety to concentrate upon the first stage, of practical issues, conflicted with the 
Argentine desire to blur the distinction between the two stages, because of Argentina's 
refusal to negotiate on any topic unless sovereignty was on the agenda. The effect of the 
1982 war was therefore to restore British control over the islands but not to resolve the 
basic causes of the conflict-that is, the long-standing dispute over sovereignty. The 
problem has been complicated by references to the alleged strategic, resource and 
communications utility of the islands as well as by the conflict of principle, for example 
between the demands of Argentine nationalism and the sense of national identity of the 
Falkland islanders. The resulting gulf between the Argentine and British positions, in 
association with the constraints of war and the existence of rival versions of 
Falklands history, diminishes the prospects for an early solution of the dispute; 
indeed, the Argentine stress on the primacy of sovereignty, in conjunction with the 
British refusal to discuss this very aspect, qualifies the chances of progress even on 
matters of the first stage. 

In addition, the impact of wider issues means that the Falklands question cannot be 
considered in isolation. For example, Argentina interprets the claim to the islands as 
part of a quest for regional hegemony which also embraces the Falkland Islands 
Dependencies and Antarctica, and this trend is paralleled by the implications of the 
1982 war for Britain's future role in the South Atlantic. In the context of the process of 
decolonization, Britain was seen by the early 1980s increasingly as a European 
power whose interests were centred firmly upon the EEC and NATO. Significantly, 
on 29 March 1982, when the Falklands crisis was escalating, Mrs Thatcher and Lord 
Carrington proceeded to Brussels for apparently more important discussions-a point 
accentuated by the Foreign Secretary's subsequent journey to Israel. Supposedly the 
post-1982 enhancement of Britain's South Atlantic role has changed this situation, 
even if many commentators have criticized this imperial extension on the grounds that 
it is not only in conflict with geographical and fiscal realities but also a threat to 
Britain's ability to satisfy its European and NATO commitments.12 In this connection 
Dante Caputo, the Argentine foreign minister, has described British intransigence on 
the Falklands as 'typical of an ever-shrinking empire that never ceases decaying but 
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was reluctant to recognize the fact'.13 From the perspective of these two wider issues, 
the Falklands remain torn between Europe and Latin America. Traditionally they have 
been tied to a distant Europe through Britain-the link with nearby Latin America 
proved tenuous, albeit improved by the communications and oil agreements of the 
1970s-and the consequent isolation from South America has been accentuated by the 
post-1982 developments, in spite of repeated Argentine assertions that 'the islands are 
in Latin America'.14 

A look forward 

The House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee recorded in its 1984 report on the 
Falklands 'the unwillingness of the witnesses we have heard to speculate about possible 
long-term solutions'.15 In part, this tendency reflected the unwillingness of the British 
government and islanders to contemplate any alteration in the status quo, and one 
islander informed the committee that they 'prefer to think it [the dispute] does not 
exist and that there is not a problem in the Falklands ... nobody wants to talk to 
Argentina about anything whatsoever'.16 

Nevertheless, attempts have been made to identify and to assess the feasibility of a 
number of long-term solutions, which have ranged between the two extremes of 
independence for the Falklands and the transfer of sovereignty to Argentina. Various 
intermediate options have been suggested, including the maintenance of the status quo, 
a freeze on sovereignty, UN trusteeship, an Anglo-Argentine condominium, an Aland 
Islands solution,17 leaseback, and a South Atlantic version of NATO, entitled 
SATO.18 Naturally, any one solution has both costs and benefits which cannot be 
developed here; but the general trend of informed discussion has been to stress that any 
meaningful Anglo-Argentine negotiations on the future of the Falklands will need at 
some stage to focus on sovereignty. Once this becomes a topic for discussion, it will 
prove difficult to avoid concessions, perhaps even concessions amounting to the 
eventual transference of British sovereignty to Argentina. Otherwise, what is there to 
discuss? Sir Geoffrey Howe, the current British Foreign Secretary, has often referred 
to the 'indivisibility of the link' between negotiations on sovereignty and the transfer of 
title as a key reason for avoiding such discussions.19 

During 1983 the House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee suggested in its 
interim Falklands report that an intermediate solution based on a leaseback scheme 
'remains the most elegant solution of all, for it combines the principles of British 
administration with the immediate introduction of the principle of notional Argentine 
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sovereignty'.20 Traditionally, discussions of lease arrangements for the Falklands have 
been compared with Britain's Hong Kong position: prior to the 1982 war a so-called 
'Hong Kong solution' was often cited as a precedent for the Falklands. This trend has 
continued since 1982 and was boosted in September 1984 when Alfonsin, speaking at a 
New York press conference, indicated that 'we could accept a Hong Kong type 
solution'.21 As a result, the future of the Falklands has come to be compared with the 
future of another British imperial fragment of disputed sovereignty; and, inevitably, 
signs of movement on the issue of Hong Kong fostered attempts to discover 
precedent-setting elements in that context which might be of value in resolving the 
Falklands problem. The issue of Gibraltar, another area of disputed sovereignty, has 
also been drawn into this debate. The present article draws inspiration from these 
developments in order to examine the potential for negotiations in the Anglo- 
Argentine context of the often-quoted Hong Kong model. It must be appreciated, 
however, that progress on the issue of sovereignty will prove in part to be a function of 
improvements in the practical aspects of the relationship. 

The Hong Kong solution prior to 1982 

But what is a 'Hong Kong solution'? In practice, the position has been complicated by 
the rapid pace of change in Hong Kong's international status over the past year or so, 
which means that today's model is at variance with the version which was under 
discussion prior to 1982. During the late 1960s and early 1970s the British government 
evaluated a range of policy options designed to facilitate a negotiated solution of the 
Falklands dispute, and these included a position of willingness to consider the transfer 
of sovereignty under 'certain conditions', such as respect for the wishes of the 
islanders.22 In the event, it proved difficult to reconcile the islanders' interests with 
those of Argentina, even if anxiety to keep the negotiations going, in coniunction with 
a growing fear of an Argentine military response, prompted the introduction of a 
flexible British negotiating position. 

In 1975 a leaseback proposal advanced by Vignes, the Argentine foreign minister, 
represented an important development even though there is evidence that such a 
scheme for the Falklands had been considered, albeit later rejected, in 1940 by the 
British government.23 But Vignes' suggestion made little headway during the late 
1970s, partly because of British delaying tactics, intended to avoid complications with 
the islanders and parliament. In addition, David Owen, Foreign Secretary 1977-9, has 
pointed out, 'I never accepted leaseback . . . the furthest that I was prepared to go was a 
sharing of sovereignty'.24 However, by the close of the 1970s leaseback came to be 
interpreted by the British government as 'the most realistic solution', particularly at a 
time when the negotiating options were gradually narrowing, and in July 1980 the 
British Defence Committee advocated an effort to reach a negotiated solution on this 
basis.25 This decision prepared the way for the (abortive) attempts of Nicholas Ridley, 
Minister of State at the Foreign Office, to persuade the islanders and parliament of the 
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merits of the proposal. In fact he received a relatively hostile reception in both the 
Falkland Islands (November 1980) and the House of Commons (2 December 1980), 
and this reaction in effect killed off the policy initiative in spite of the British 
government's view, that 'there was no alternative to the leasehold idea which stood any 
chance of solving the dispute'26 In the mean time, Lord Carrington advised that the 
Anglo-Argentine negotiations should continue while the islanders should be 
encouraged to appreciate the realities and benefits of a settlement based upon 
leaseback. 

Although it has become customary to cite the negative response of islanders to the 
idea of leaseback, there exists evidence that many were sympathetic to the proposal. In 
February 1983 one islander recalled, 'many people liked the idea of leaseback at the 
time but did not want to come out and say so'. He went on to suggest that perhaps 50 
per cent of the population were receptive (his role as manager of the islands' radio 
station placed him in a good position to assess opinion)-or at least that had been the 
case until Adrian Monk, an influential councillor now resident in Wales, attacked the 
scheme on radio and urged the islanders not to be tricked into its acceptance.27 That 
islander's view coincides with the British government's assessment of Ridley's 1980 
visit, to the effect that 'on leaseback Islander opinion appeared to be divided, with a 
substantial minority opposed to it and the majority undecided'.28 In any case, the 
critical stance assumed in the Falklands and parliament was helped by the relative 
absence of informed debate on the question of the respective merits of alternative 
solutions and on the international realities: thus the British government omitted to 
prepare the ground for the leaseback policy initiative. An example of this was its failure 
to ensure parliamentary support for Ridley, a weakness aggravated by the active 
lobbying of the 'Keep the Falklands British' campaigners. This lack of preparation and 
education therefore meant that the leaseback question was considered largely in an 
emotive and myopic manner which led the Foreign Office to conclude that leaseback 
was 'effectively dead' for the time being.29 

Naturally, most of these policy developments prior to 1982 had been hidden from 
public view; but during 1980 and 1981 Ridley's activities inspired a debate which 
centred on the merits of a Hong Kong-type lease as a way out of the Anglo-Argentine 
impasse on sovereignty.30 The fact that Britain held Hong Kong, or rather the New 
Territories (92 per cent of the colony's area), on a 99-year lease dating back to 1898 
encouraged this trend in debate. The Hong Kong model was perceived in certain 
quarters to offer a solution, indeed the only solution capable of giving both sides what 
they wanted: in other words, the Argentine government would receive titular 
sovereignty, and the islanders would remain under British administration and retain 
their British way of life for the duration of- the lease. This option offered a mode of 
controlled change capable of reconciling rival viewpoints, so that by agreeing to differ 
Argentina and Britain could employ a lease to bring themselves to a single point of 
agreement. At this time the problems posed by the expiration of the Hong Kong lease 
in 1997 were not at the forefront, and the Hong Kong example therefore appeared 
relatively attractive, at least in respect of the provision of an interim solution. 
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Nevertheless, certain commentators identified potential problems in treating the 
Hong Kong example as a precedent for the Falkland Islands issue, since the leaseback 
solution carried the risk of achieving short-term detente at the cost of long-term 
instability and uncertainty.31 In addition, the post-1898 alteration in the Sino-British 
balance of power drew attention to the risks consequent upon changes in power 
relationships. 

A further problem concerned Argentina. During the early 1980s there was no 
guarantee that its government would have accepted leaseback, since the probable 
support of the Foreign Ministry-which was adjudged in London to be 'well disposed 
towards the leaseback idea'-contrasted with the military regime's supposed 
preference for a more ambitious policy, defined, for example, by the immediate 
transfer of control over the islands without qualifications.32 However, this point 
proves to be of academic importance only since the attitude of the islanders and the 
British parliament ruled out Anglo-Argentine talks on leaseback. In February 1982 the 
British Foreign Office concluded that the demise of the Hong Kong-type scheme 
meant that 'we are left with no alternative way to prevent the dispute moving sooner or 
later to open confrontation'. The resulting impasse, in conjunction with Argentine 
impatience and domestic considerations, provided the background for the invasion of 
the Falklands.33 

A Hong Kong solution today 

The rapid evolution of the Falklands question since 1980 and especially during the 
post-1982 period has been paralleled by a transformation in the position of Hong 
Kong, which means that the Hong Kong model discussed for the Falklands in the 
1980-1 period has been overtaken by events, most notably by the 1984 Peking 
Agreement. Sino-British negotiations on the future of Hong Kong commenced in 
September 1982 (that is, a few months after the end of the Falklands war) and 
eventually an agreement was initialled in Peking on 26 September 1984, signed on 19 
December 1984 and ratified on 27 May 1985.34 The treaty, which provides for the 
resumption of Chinese sovereignty over the British colony in 1997, raises the question 
of whether a Hong Kong solution still has any merit as a precedent for the Falkland 
Islands problem, especially as the implication of eventual foreign control over a British 
dependent territory would appear not only unwelcome to the islanders and their 
supporters but also a confirmation of the arguments on the indivisibility of the link 
between sovereignty negotiations and the transfer of title. In practice, these points 
have not prevented a renewed debate within both Argentina and Britain about a Hong 
Kong model, since the 1984 Peking Agreement was interpreted as offering a method 
which was designed to meet previous objections about the uncertainty at the end of the 
lease period. 

The Sino-British negotiations of 1982-4 were motivated by a desire to provide an 
element of certainty in the post-1997 scenario. For example, would China take over 
when the lease expired? If so, what would remain of Hong Kong's administrative, 
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economic and social system, and particularly of 'the stable framework that had served 
Hong Kong so well' . On the one hand China asserted that the whole of Hong Kong, 
including the eight per cent of the colony ceded in perpetuity to Britain-Hong Kong 
Island, Kowloon Peninsula and Stonecutters' Island-was its own territory, secured 
for Britain through a series of unequal nineteenth-century treaties imposed by British 
power: thus British control was deemed unacceptable after 1997 even if the Chinese 
authorities agreed to seek only a peaceful solution. On the other hand the British 
government sought to preserve as much of Hong Kong's present structures as possible, 
while ensuring that due regard was paid to the wishes of the population. This 
preoccupation in fact resulted in regular consultations between the British and Hong 
Kong governments, the inclusion of the colony's governor on the British delegation, 
and listening to the views of other interested parties including the British parliament. 

The 1984 Peking Agreement comprised a Joint Declaration and three annexes on 
specific aspects, thereby constituting a formal international agreement binding upon 
both parties as a result of its formal ratification in May 1985.36 The Declaration 
provided for the restoration of Chinese sovereignty over Hong Kong, including the 
unleased portion, on 1 July 1997-an arrangement supported by the establishment of 
an agreed detailed framework for the territory's future after the expiration of the lease. 
Thus Chinese intentions towards Hong Kong, elaborated in the accompanying 
annexes, were outlined with the stipulation that such policies would remain unchanged 
for fifty years. The first annex detailed the nature of these guarantees, in such spheres as 
constitutional arrangements, the law and the judicial system, the fiscal, monetary and 
economic system, transport, culture and education, external relations and defence, 
security and public order, and immigration. In brief, Hong Kong will become a Special 
Administrative Region, which will be allowed a considerable measure of autonomy 
under China's sovereignty in accordance with Article 31 of the Chinese constitution, 
thereby ensuring the maintenance of its way of life and of its economic system. The 
actual implementation of the agreement will be supervised by a Sino-British Liaison 
Group, which will operate between 1997 and 2000, albeit merely in a liaison and 
consultative capacity. 

The chief merit of the Hong Kong agreement lay in its provision of an agreed, 
certain, peaceful, and internationally recognized way forward up to and after 1997. 
The British government rationalized it in terms of the guaranteed benefits for a 
relatively autonomous Hong Kong, and particularly in terms of its perceived 
advantages over any other approach. In fact it was believed, with some justification, 
that the only alternative would have been a Chinese take-over without any safeguards 
for the people of Hong Kong. In basic terms the outcome of the Hong Kong process 
was a function of power, which placed China in a strong bargaining position; and, 
viewed from this perspective, the British government was fortunate to extract any 
guarantees for Hong Kong. Thus Mrs Thatcher responded to criticism in the following 
terms: 'I haven't given it away . .. if we hadn't negotiated, it would have gone away in 
1997', perhaps even sooner.37 To some extent, the result reflected China's appreciation 
of the economic and other benefits accruing to Peking from Hong Kong's maintenance 
of a distinct status. Although the people of Hong Kong will pass under Chinese 
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sovereignty in 1997, and their wishes were never treated as 'paramount', the guarantees 
have been interpreted as serving their interests, as was stressed, for example, by Lydia 
Dunn, the chairman of the Hong Kong Trade Development Council. 'The Agreement 
provides better and more detailed guarantees than most expected ... [and] a 
framework within which social stability and economic prosperity are provided for'.38 
To some extent this point was confirmed by the findings of the Assessment Office in 
Hong Kong which was established in September 1984 to test the acceptability of the 
Peking agreement through the receipt and evaluation of local views. In November 
1984 the Assessment Office, guided by 3,557 submissions, advised the British 
government as follows: 

Most of the people of Hong Kong find the draft agreement acceptable ... overall 
acceptance of the draft agreement has in many cases been qualified by expressions 
of concern and anxiety about its implementation ... All but a few acknowledged 
the inevitability of the reversion of sovereignty over Hong Kong to China in 
1997. The proposition, that an agreement between Britain and China on the future 
of Hong Kong is preferable to there being no agreement, is generally understood 
and accepted.39 

From Hong Kong to the Falklands 

The 1984 Hong Kong agreement can be interpreted as a model for the negotiated 
solution of seemingly intractable sovereignty problems-a precedent made more 
striking by the fact that the cession of territory in 1997 will include land not subject to 
lease, and also by the contrasting Sino-British political philosophies. The ownership 
controversy was resolved through the transfer of sovereignty with guarantees, while 
the concept of 'one country, two systems' epitomizes the manner in which China will 
accommodate the future interests of Hong Kong. In addition, the 1984 approach 
remedied the basic weakness characteristic of the pre-1982 Hong Kong model; for it 
provided not only stability for the remainder of the lease period, but also an answer to 
the question of what would happen upon its termination. The negotiating and other 
procedures made it possible for a significant input of the wishes of the people of Hong 
Kong, and also illustrated the flexibility which was possible if such 'wishes' were not 
treated as 'paramount'. Obviously the outcome represented less than the people of 
Hong Kong actually wanted, and they have expressed occasional doubts about China's 
ability to meet its obligations; but within the colony there exists a realistic appreciation 
of the agreement's advantages which extend up to the year 2047. This view is shared in 
London and Peking on account of the wider international benefits of the settlement. 
Christopher Howe has suggested that 'the Sino-British relationship is as healthy today 
as at any time of the People's Republic. And with the milestone of the agreement on the 
future of Hong Kong behind it, the relationship can develop in the knowledge that a 
major potential hazard to its future has been successfully negotiated 40 

In this context, certain politicians, journalists, and other figures in Argentina and 
Britain have considered the possible application of the Hong Kong precedent as a 
means to resolve problems in other areas of disputed British sovereignty, thereby 

38. Dunn, 'Hong Kong after the Sino-British Declaration', p. 204. 
39. Hong Kong. Arrangements for Testing the Acceptability in Hong Kong of the DraftAgreement on the 
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40. Christopher Howe, 'An open door to prosperity', The Times, 3 June 1985. Howe is Professor of 
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drawing linkages between the future of Hong Kong, the Falklands and Gibraltar.41 As 
yet no attempt has been made to pursue the theme in depth, but a typical example of 
this school of thought is represented by George Foulkes, who was speaking for the 
Labour Party in a parliamentary debate during March 1985. 

The Government's policy on the Falklands is peculiarly intransigent. They are 
willing to discuss and have already transferred sovereignty over . .. Hong Kong 
to the Communist Government of China. What is even more relevant, they are 
also discussing with the Spanish Government, the possible transfer of the 
sovereignty of Gibraltar.42 

Obviously there are similarities between these questions, in their shared status as 
British dependent territories and in their disputed sovereignty. But the differences 
must also be recognized. Among these are geography, history, legal position, size and 
economic development. For instance, unlike the Falkland Islands case, Britain's 
position in Gibraltar and Hong Kong originated out of international treaties, while the 
small population and depressed economy of the Falkland Islands contrasts with the 
conditions prevalent in Hong Kong. Similarly, variations exist in the relative 
geopolitical, diplomatic and military positions of the differing sets of disputants. 

Recently the British government has taken pains to stress the separation of the 
Falklands dispute from other sovereignty questions. This was shown, for example, by 
Geoffrey Howe's observations that 'they are very different questions, geographically, 
historically, politically and legally', a point accentuated by the fact that the Falkland 
Islands have been the object of aggression.43 The prospect of Anglo-Spanish 
negotiations on Gibraltar, including the item of its sovereignty, prompted Howe to be 
more specific in order to assert: 

[It] would be quite wrong to draw any parallels between this case and that of the 
Falkland Islands. They are historically, legally and constitutionally quite 
different. There is a complete contrast between the conditions of the two 
countries concerned-Spain and Argentina. Spain is an ally in NATO and a 
prospective partner in the European Community ... successive Spanish 
governments have said publicly that they will pursue their claim by peaceful 
means ... the Spanish Foreign Minister has spoken publicly of the need to respect 
the interests and the will of the people of Gibraltar. There could be no greater 
contrast between Gibraltar and the Falkland Islands.44 

Similarly, Howe has proved dismissive of attempts to link the issues of the Falklands 
and Hong Kong such as Denis Healey's suggestion, to which Howe responded that 
'the parallel which the right hon. Gentleman sought to draw . . . is characteristically 
inappropriate. The fact that cannot and must not be overlooked is that the Falkland 
Islands were the subject of an unprovoked armed invasion.'45 This overt official 
reluctance to accept a similarity between the Falklands, Gibraltar and Hong Kong 
scenarios has been paralleled by refusing not only to speculate upon hypothetical 
situations for the Falklands but to feel any sense of obligation to pre-1982 
negotiating positions. Thus 'the Government believes it is right to avoid conjecture 

41. For example, see Denis Healey, 25 Jan. 1984, Hansard (Commons), Vol. 52, col. 904; George 
Foulkes and David Steel, Brass Tacks, BBC Television, 12 Dec. 1984; Ian Davidson, 'A solution made in 
Hong Kong', The Financial Times, 17 Dec. 1984. 
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43. Hansard (Commons), Vol. 52, col. 904, 25 Jan. 1984. 
44. Hansard (Commons), Vol. 68, col. 929, 28 Nov. 1984; The Guardian, 6 Feb. 1985. 
45. Hansard (Commons), Vol. 52, col. 904, 25 Jan. 1984. 
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about the long term', since such an exercise would imply a qualification of its present 
stance, which rules out negotiations on sovereignty; and, in turn, the 1982 war has been 
pointed to as the key reason for this attitude.46 Baroness Young, Minister of State at the 
Foreign Office, has observed that 'the fact that we were prepared to negotiate 
sovereignty before the conflict is true. The fact at the present day is that we are not 
prepared to negotiate sovereignty. .. the conflict has intervened ... Argentina too has 
to live with the consequences of the conflict.'47 

Nevertheless, in the future, changing domestic and international circumstances may 
encourage a reappraisal of the British government's approach, in the light either of 
growing disenchantment with the fiscal, economic and diplomatic costs of the 
'Fortress Falklands' policy or of increasing pressure from Britain's European partners, 
the United States and the UN to resolve the dispute. In practice, other governments 
approach the Falklands question from a different perspective from the British-for 
instance, from a Latin American or anticolonialist viewpoint; and as the 1982 war 
becomes more distant and as Argentine democracy survives, British intransigence will 
attract greater international criticism and irritation. Significantly, the UN resolutions 
since 1982 in favour of negotiations on Falkiands sovereignty have been supported by 
the other two governments involved in similar disputes with Britain-that is, China 
and Spain-along with the US government, which remains anxious to remove an 
embarrassing policy complication as regards its NATO and Latin American interests. 
In fact the position of the US government recalls a recent observation by Jeane 
Kirkpatrick, the US representative to the United Nations at the time of the 1982 war, 
to the effect that she 'believed both Britain and Argentina had a stake in the Falklands, 
but that in many ways the United States had the largest stake of all'.48 During 1984 the 
British government found it increasingly difficult at the UN to prolong the abstention 
of its European partners, who appeared to find arguments based on European 
solidarity less persuasive than before, a problem aggravated by determined Argentine 
lobbying in the case of the French and Italian governments.49 

Although many governments appear to be losing interest in the Falklands question 
already, Argentina, or rather its claim to sovereignty, has not gone away in spite of the 
defeat in 1982. Both Alfonsin and Caputo have frequently stressed that 'Argentina 
shall never abandon its claim', and this campaign for the Malvinas means that any 
British qualification or surrender of sovereignty in one imperial territory, such as has 
been agreed for Hong Kong in 1997 and is under negotiation for Gibraltar, will be 
interpreted in Buenos Aires, and perhaps also in Washington, Paris or Rome, as a 

46. Falkland Islands. Fifth Report from the Foreign Affairs Committee. Observations by Her Majesty's 
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significant precedent for the Falklands.50 Obviously, the immediate transfer of 
sovereignty represents the favoured position for Argentina, but the perceived 
difficulties emanating from the attitude of the British government and the islanders 
have encouraged speculation about an alternative strategy based upon an intermediate 
solution. In December 1984 Caputo indicated a willingness to consider 'transitional 
arrangements' in place of the straight transfer of sovereignty, and this acceptance of a 
step-by-step advance towards the ultimate goal followed on from Alfonsin's 
endorsement of such a possibility a few months earlier.51 'We could accept a Hong 
Kong type solution measured in months, not in years, or we could accept that the 
Islands are returned to us in five years, three years, but not in 29 years. We would like 
this return to take place during the lifespan of our generation.' 

It will require a considerable effort on the part of the Argentine government to 
satisfy the Argentine public with anything short of an immediate transfer of 
sovereignty, but the willingness of the Alfonsin regime to conduct meaningful 
negotiations upon sensitive sovereignty issues was verified at the close of 1984 by the 
resolution of the long-standing and troublesome Beagle Channel dispute in a manner 
relatively favourable to Chile. In the mean time, the association of the Falklands 
and related questions in Argentine minds has been fostered by the consolidation of 
Argentine-Spanish relations on the basis of such factors as their common interest in 
securing sovereignty over British territory and Spain's sympathy with the Argentine 
claim to the Falklands, which is based in part upon Spain's period as administrative 
power. In fact, Spain's support for Argentina during the 1982 war prompted 
British fears that Spain might be tempted to move on Gibraltar unless the Falklands 
could be recovered.52 Inevitably, Spain has voted in favour of Argentina's stance in the 
post-1982 UN resolutions, and this community of interest paved the way for the 
Argentine-Spanish Declaration of Madrid of 13 June 1984 in which 'Spain and 
Argentina support their respective claims of sovereignty over the Malvinas Islands and 
Gibraltar by peaceful means'. Set against such a context, Caputo's visit to Madrid 
during November 1984 served to revive speculation about Falklands-Gibraltar 
parallels.5 

However, perhaps the Hong Kong connection has proved the chief inspiration for 
discussions on the future of the Falklands. Already the Argentine government has 
shown a receptiveness towards the basic features of a Hong Kong solution: that is, the 
combination of British administration and Argentine titular sovereignty through a 
lease followed by the transfer of sovereignty with guarantees for the post-lease period. 
Any evaluation of the Argentine position on timing produces a natural preference for 
an 'abbreviated leaseback' period, such as the three-to-five-year transition mentioned 
by Alfonsin.54 In a sense, this preference can be interpreted as a minimum opening bid, 
since a more realistic period will be required for meaningful talks on the subject; for 
instance, it might prove necessary to follow the 99-year period used originally for 
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Hong Kong, while Anthony Parsons has suggested the desirability of 'a very long lease 
back', perhaps defined by 'the lifetime of everybody who is now alive in the Islands'.55 
In any case, a long lease could be presented to Argentina in the context not only of its 
receipt of titular sovereignty at the commencement of the lease, but also of the promise 
of full sovereignty (albeit partially qualified by guarantees for the islanders) at the close 
of the lease period. Any discussion of the length of the lease should be viewed in the 
light of China's willingness in 1984 to wait a further thirteen years for the resumption 
of sovereignty over Hong Kong, as well as Spanish press speculation about a 25-year 
transitional period for Gibraltar. It therefore remains difficult to suggest a suitable and 
realistic Falklands equivalent of Hong Kong's 1997, although it is obvious that the 
timing of the transitional arrangements will constitute a key focus for any talks on 
sovereignty. 

An Anglo-Argentine agreement could therefore be modelled on the example of 
Hong Kong in respect of the leaseback model discussed during 1980 and 1981; and, in 
turn, this could be supplemented by the 'transfer of sovereignty with guarantees' 
approach which was characteristic of the 1984 Hong Kong scenario.56 As noted, the 
Argentine government has often articulated its readiness to respect 'the life style of the 
Islanders' in any future arrangements, even if it denies the validity of the islanders' case 
for national self-determination: thus in October 1984 Blanco informed the UN Fourth 
Committee that 'Argentina was prepared to give the islanders the special status' 
required.57 This promise was in conformity with previous statements, including some 
made prior to the 1982 war. For example, at the Anglo-Argentine talks held at New 
York in February 1981 the Argentine government offered the islanders political and 
economic guarantees, including 'most pampered region' treatment. Adrian Monk, one 
of the two islanders present at the talks in New York, has recalled that they were asked 
for 'a list of requirements' if Britain 'agreed to cede sovereignty'. 'We said, well, we 
have a democratic form of government, a different legal system from yours, different 
customs, a different form of education. And they told us all those things could be 
guaranteed for some considerable time. The only thing they wanted was 
sovereignty.'58 In the event, the islanders failed to respond, as discussed above, and on 
30 June 1981 Rex Hunt, the Falkland Islands Governor, informed an inter- 
departmental meeting in London that the islanders believed that Argentina would be 
unable to provide the requisite guarantees.59 In reality this argument merely 
represented a rationalization of the islanders' refusal to have anything to do with 
Argentina, and particularly with its military regime, rather than the result of a 
reasoned and informed discussion of the relevant details, such as the Argentine 
constitution. 

In fact, in July 1981 an Argentine note complained that the islanders were 'largely 
ignorant' of the Argentine constitution-with some justification, since this permitted a 
reasonable degree of provincial autonomy within a federal framework.60 Articles 
104-6 of the Argentine constitution enable provinces to enact their own constitutions, 
organize local institutions, elect the governor, legislators, judges and other officers, 
and establish their own educational system. Significantly, article 104 stipulates that 
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'the provinces retain all power not delegated by the Constitution to the Federal 
Government and those expressly reserved by special covenants at the time of their 
incorporation (emphasis added)'. This section might be compared to Article 31 of the 
Chinese Constitution, which allowed the creation of Hong Kong as a Special 
Administrative Region through a 'special covenant', although some commentators 
have suggested that special status for the Falklands might require constitutional 
amendments in Argentina.61 In December 1984 Caputo argued that it was 'entirely 
acceptable that the inhabitants of the Islands should decide forms of administration, 
forms of education, even forms of social organisation, best suited to their interests ... 
We are ready and able to provide guarantees to all parties' but only if 'the unity of the 
package' was retained through the inclusion of sovereignty.62 Similarly on 16 
February 1985 the Argentine government stated: 

The conditions and ways of life of the Malvinas Islands' inhabitants constitute an 
essential element of the negotiations that must take place with the United 
Kingdom ... the Argentine Constitution provides for a Federal system which 
grants autonomy to the provinces, opening the possibility to adopt a legal regime 
ensuring the islanders the preservation of their interests, way of life, traditions and 
patrimonial rights, with due guarantees within the frame of an overall solution.63 

The force of such statements has been reinforced by the fact that the Argentine 
government, and especially the Foreign Ministry and its advisers, has conducted a 
close study of developments in Hong Kong including the guarantees contained in the 
1984 Peking Agreement.64 

It is apparent that any guarantees provided for the Falkland Islanders will need to 
take account of the fact that they are (to quote one of their representatives at the UN) 'a 
people with a common culture, common way of life and common political 
ambitions'.65 The attractiveness of any package offered by Argentina might be 
enhanced through various measures such as compensation for islanders opting for 
resettlement, 'most pampered region' treatment for the Islands, and Anglo-Argentine 
cooperation in the management and development of offshore resources. For obvious 
reasons the British government has avoided speculation upon such approaches, 
although at the UN in October 1984 Sir John Thomson, the British representative, 
proved rather dismissive about the sort of guarantees promised by Blanco. 'The notion 
of guarantees presupposes that it is for others to decide where the interests of the 
Falkland Islanders lie ... surely, there is no people which were prepared, towards the 
end of the 20th century, to argue that its interests should be determined by 
foreigners'.66 However, the 1984 Peking Agrement was an illustration of how the 
British government, helped by inputs and feedback from the government and people 
of Hong Kong, was able to negotiate with 'foreigners' in order to protect the interests 
of the people of Hong Kong; and, in turn, Hong Kong will be well represented on the 
Basic Law drafting committee, having 23 out of 59 places.67 Negotiations with the 
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Argentine and Spanish governments over the Falklands and Gibraltar respectively 
could be conducted in a similar manner, particularly while the wishes of their 
inhabitants were respected, but not held to be 'paramount'. Nevertheless, it is obvious 
that the views of the Falkland Islanders will constitute an important preoccupation for 
the British government, and their attitudes seem likely to determine the pace of 
progress in sovereignty negotiations, especially as the proposed Falklands 
Constitution gives them an effective veto on future changes. In this context it will be 
prudent to heed another point derived from the experience of Hong Kong: 'in the end, 
one of the most important factors which will determine the eventual success of the 
Agreement. . . is its acceptability to the people of Hong Kong and the extent to which 
it gives them confidence about their future'.68 

Conclusion 

On 28 November 1968 Lord Chalfont, the Minister of State at the Foreign Office, 
addressed a meeting of some 500 Falkland Islanders at Port Stanley and attempted to 
encourage them to face the international realities of life. 

You are reluctant to realise that things are changing in the world outside. Great 
Britain is not the great imperialist power of the 19th century. It is still a great 
country but in a different sense. It's your future. I am not offering any assurances, 
but, when you say 'Keep the Falklands British', make absolutely certain that you 
know in your own minds what this means. It means something different to what it 
meant in 1900.69 

Chalfont visited Buenos Aires on the same journey and upon his return to London he 
informed Michael Stewart, the Foreign Secretary, about the strength of feeling on the 
subject in both Argentina and the Falklands; the Argentine demand for sovereignty 
was thus countered by the islanders' determination to remain British.70 There existed a 
conflict of 'irreconcilables', and Chalfont advised that 'unless sovereignty is seriously 
negotiated, and ceded in the long term, we are likely to end up in an armed conflict with 
Argentina'. In the event, sovereignty was neither ceded nor seriously negotiated, and 
the 1982 conflict proved the accuracy of Chalfont's diagnosis (at the time this had been 
dismissed as unduly alarmist), which some feel remains valid today-which serves to 
highlight the way the Falklands dispute has been caught in a kind of time warp. At 
present, as in 1968, the islanders still face an uncertain future which cannot be obscured 
by the short-term security offered by the 'Fortress Falklands' policy and by the 
committed support of Mrs Thatcher.71 The guns stopped firing in the South Atlantic 
over three years ago, yet Anglo-Argentine relations remain at an unsatisfactory stage, 
since the unyielding position of both governments on the sovereignty question has 
rendered it impossible either to re-establish diplomatic relations or to discuss practical 
issues such as trade and fisheries. The British government is 'not prepared to resume 
discussions on the future of the Islands with Argentina. The question of sovereignty 
must be set aside.' 72 At the same time, Caputo informed the UN Secretary-General 
that 'so long as British policy in the South Atlantic dismisses the necessity of settling all 
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outstanding issues with Argentina, any reconciliation between the two countries and 
the final removal of tension in the area will continue to be unattainable objectives'.73 
The resulting gulf has proved difficult to bridge-the failure of the Berne talks 
reflected this point-and against this unpromising background Alfonsin took 
advantage of his address to the US Congress in March 1985 to claim, 'the delay in 
solving this controversy produces international intranquillity, for it nourishes a 
situation of tension, it creates a critical focal point in the South Atlantic'.74 

However, Mrs Thatcher remains unmoved, and she has accused 'those who tended 
to pontificate about the future of the Falklands' of denying the islanders' rights to 
self-determination and ignoring the impact of the 1982 war.75 But history points to the 
danger of drift in Anglo-Argentine relations, and the Franks Report stressed by 
implication the risks consequent upon a return to an unstable Anglo-Argentine 
relationship, as well as to the pre-1982 Micawber-type approach, of hoping that 
something would turn up. The reactionary and inflexible nature of current British 
policies towards the Falklands poses such dangers; and even if Francis Pym, Foreign 
Secretary 1982-3, was correct to say that 'we are too far away from the starting-line to 
consider sovereignty', there is no reason why an informed and wide-ranging debate 
should not be encouraged in order to consider future alternatives and possibilities for 
the Falklands.76 During the early 1980s neither islanders, the British parliament, the 
media nor British opinion were educated on the realities of the Falklands question (for 
example, the Franks Report identified the absence of a 'sales campaign' advocating 
leaseback), and there is therefore a need for dialogue-at all levels, not only within and 
between Argentina, Britain and the Falkland Islands but also between the disputants 
and their friends and allies.77 

Although the Falkland Islands have attracted considerable debate and controversy 
since 1982, most attention has hitherto been devoted to the past, as demonstrated by 
the Franks Report on the events leading up to the outbreak of the war, and by the 
on-going 'Belgrano affair'. These are two aspects which possess intrinsic interest and 
relevance for the future; but the general preoccupation with the past has tended to 
overshadow any effort to look forward. Consider the minimal space devoted to 
long-term solutions in the final Falklands Report (1984) of the House of Commons 
Foreign Affairs Committee. To some extent, creative thinking and discussion about 
the central sovereignty problem has been inhibited by the present Anglo-Argentine 
deadlock, particularly by the pessimism surrounding any evaluations regarding 
short-term progress in the relationship. In practice there are a large number of options 
for a long-term solution, as outlined on an earlier page, and even if most prove 
unworkable, utopian or unacceptable, there is the possibility that study and debate will 
find areas of consensus on the future of the Falklands. 'Most of the ideas . . . possess 
some merit, and even recognition that such options exist for consideration should help 
in moving discussion away from the current sterile dead-end it seems to have 
reached'.78 This process has already been pioneered in a limited way by such groups as 
the South Atlantic Council, as well as by the Anglo-Argentine exchanges held at the 
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Royal Institute of International Affairs (March 1985) and the University of Maryland 
(September 1983, April 1984, February 1985).79 These exploratory unofficial sessions 
attended by persons with access to (but not part of) governments have been used to 
identify problems and opportunities, as well as examine the respective merits of 
options for a solution of the dispute. It is to be hoped that such exchanges will prepare 
the way for eventual government negotiations-deemed inadvisable for the time 
being-and the process has been rationalized as 'second-track diplomacy'.80 

This study has examined other international situations which can be considered 
analogous to the Falkland Islands problem, and in this respect Raymond Carr's recent 
book on Puerto Rico possesses a relevance by reason of its concern with the 'insoluble' 
problem of Puerto Rico's status; that is, with the question (to quote Dean Acheson) 'of 
moving from a colonial relationship to something else'.81 In the case of the Falklands 
there are various ways of proceeding to 'something else', and this study has attempted 
to give substance to the oft-quoted but seldom elaborated Hong Kong model in order 
to stress the conclusion that a leaseback solution, followed by the transfer of 
sovereignty with guarantees, should be at the forefront of any process of dialogue and 
education. In this way a Falklands solution 'made in Hong Kong' might provide a 
sound basis for the resolution of the sovereignty problem through the establishment 
of-to adapt a well-known phrase-'lease in our time'. At present, the British 
government resists analogies between the Falkland Islands, Gibraltar and Hong Kong, 
while dismissing the Maryland-type exchanges as 'starry eyed' and irrelevant.82 
However, this cannot disguise the fact that during 1980-2 the British government 
interpreted a Hong Kong-type lease as the preferred, indeed the only solution to the 
dispute, and the significance of this point has been accentuated by the recent interest on 
the part of Argentine authorities in the precedent-setting elements of developments in 
Hong Kong. In this context it is of interest to note that during February 1985 the 
Maryland meeting of Anglo-Argentine parliamentarians and others 'considered a large 
number of possible options and decided that only some warranted further discussion 
and consideration. These included shared sovereignty, the transfer of sovereignty with 
treaty guarantees, and forms of leaseback. There was agreement on the importance of 
the preservation of the way of life and respect for the wishes of the islanders.'83 
Similarly, a recent South Atlantic Council study concluded that 'of all the proposed 
solutions, leaseback probably has the best chance of succeeding ... it might be that the 
best way forward involves consideration of some form of leaseback, perhaps in 
combination with some conditional [in other words, with guarantees] transfer of 
sovereignty. 

In March 1982 the British Foreign Office concluded that the Anglo-Argentine 
impasse on sovereignty meant that 'we are perilously near the inevitable move from 
dialogue to confrontation'.85 A few weeks later the outbreak of war fulfilled this 
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prediction, and in turn this episode exacerbated the extent of the sovereignty 
problem, thereby hindering progress towards peaceful relations. In this context, 
leaseback followed by a conditional transfer of sovereignty might serve to pave the 
way back to Anglo-Argentine dialogue, while the experience of living together under a 
lease might exert an osmotic effect upon Argentine-Islander relations. In practice, the 
resolution of the Falklands dispute will depend on a range of variables including the 
relative Anglo-Argentine power balance, British willingness to support a strong South 
Atlantic role, and international realities, especially as any solution needs to be made 
acceptable-this is not quite the same as acceptable-to Argentina, Britain and the 
Falkland Islanders. That is what will prevail in the end. Caputo has observed that 'if 
there is a will, there is a way'. Possibly this 'way' is signposted via Hong Kong and 
Gibraltar.86 

86. Caputo, Brass Tacks, BBC Television, 12 Dec. 1984. For an evaluation of Argentine attitudes, see 
Peter J. Beck, 'Falklands or Malvinas? The view from Buenos Aires', Contemporary Review, Sept. 1985. 
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