
The Challenge of Sovereignty in small states 
 
Mr Chairman, fellow delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen. It gives me very great 
pleasure to speak to you all today on a subject which is very close indeed to my heart 
and also to that of my fellow Falkland Islanders – the challenge of sovereignty in 
small states. 
 
Against the background of the appalling floods and misery in Pakistan, sovereignty 
may seem a small issue at times, but it is nevertheless a vital issue, a fundamental 
political theory and above all, of supreme importance to small states where there is 
any dispute over sovereignty - an issue of vital relevance to the very considerable 
number of people worldwide who live in small states.  Seen as weak because of their 
size, they are often vulnerable to bullying by more powerful, aggressive neighbours.   
 
I should add here for clarification that the Falkland Islands are not independent. We 
are not therefore a small state. We are an overseas territory of Britain. Sovereignty 
therefore rests with Britain with our consent and at our request. But, the challenges 
that we face in the Falklands over the question of sovereignty, the desire for self-
determination and all of the challenges that this poses for us does, I believe, make our 
situation relevant to the title of this discussion. I firmly believe that small states and 
ourselves share many common issues and problems concerning challenges to 
sovereignty. 
 
Sovereignty is a powerful word and an even more powerful concept. The concept of 
sovereignty goes way back in history and has been discussed, debated and questioned 
from the time of the Romans to the present day. The definition of sovereignty has 
changed over many years. At one time it was the quality of supreme and independent 
authority over a territory. The rule of Kings and Queens was sovereign rule.  
 
However, The modern concept of sovereignty is perhaps best summarised in Article 1 
of the Montevideo Convention on Rights and Duties of States of 1933,which states 
that the notion of the State has four essential components:  
 
(a) a permanent population,  
(b) a defined territory,  
(c) government, and  
(d) capacity to enter into relations with other States 
 
I shall refer back to this later 
 
Many small states and territories have challenges to their sovereignty from countries 
that wish to own them for a variety of reasons and thereby wish to possess and 
control. This is ownership – not sovereignty. If we accept that it is a basic and 
fundamental right for peoples to determine their own future, then it is logical to state 
that in the modern democratic world, sovereignty has to be desired, accepted and 
respected in order for it to work and have meaning. Where sovereignty exists in a 
modern and democratic society, the population will accept the right of their state to 
govern, and their duty to obey its rules. However, in states that are owned or 
possessed, government will be by force and coercion and the people will obey out of 
fear rather than out of a sense of duty. This will inevitably lead to conflict. 
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Sovereignty issues do not concern large, powerful states. We would be surprised for 
example if the United States suddenly claimed sovereignty over Britain or if China 
claimed Japan as its own.  It is only the small, and therefore vulnerable, states and 
territories that face threats to their sovereignty from the more powerful who wish to 
govern them. 
 
No…sovereignty claims and territorial disputes are actively engaged and pursued 
principally against small states where the inhabitants are few and less able to defend 
themselves. Disrespecting the modern notion of sovereignty, with its emphasis on 
self-determination, is simply a return to an outdated concept of ownership and control 
by force. A control which more often than not has its eye on the dubious goals of 
strategic enhancement or the exploitation of natural resources enjoyed by the small 
state or territory.  And in the case of the Falkland Islands, where the overwhelming 
will of the people is to remain under British sovereignty, the sovereignty claim by 
Argentina can never be seen as anything more than a cynical attempt for outright 
ownership and control - something which is totally unacceptable in a developed 
modern and democratic world. 
 
There are many examples of sovereign disputes, and I will mention very briefly some 
of them which are similar to the challenge over sovereignty that we in the Falkland 
Islands face. 
 
China and Vietnam dispute areas of the South China Sea. In 2007 China made threats 
of sanctions against US companies trading with Vietnamese partners in oil 
exploration – a familiar tale as far as the Falkland Islands are concerned given that 
Argentina has and still is legislating to impose sanctions against companies that have 
any form of business interests in the Falklands. 
 
China also has a dispute with Japan over the sovereignty of the Senkaku/ Diaoya 
Islands. It is a measure of the seriousness of such claims that the US has promised to 
protect Japan’s interests. 
  
Ceuta and Melilla – both of which are coastal towns in Morocco, came under Spanish 
control about 500 years ago. Morocco claims sovereignty over them along with a 
scattering of small islands along the North African coast. Spain refuses to give up any 
of the Islands or the towns. 
 
Gibraltar, captured by the British in 1704 and ceded to the British by Spain under the 
Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 has been the subject of a dispute between the UK and Spain 
ever since. As recently as July 2009, the Spanish foreign minister Miguel Angel 
Moratinos stated that the claim to sovereignty could not be given up by Spain. 
 
In the case of the Falkland Islands, Argentina claims them as their own by asserting 
that their people were expelled from the islands by the British in 1833.  Based on that 
claim, Argentina invaded the Falklands on 2 April 1982. Britain reacted in defence of 
the Islands and, 74 days later on June 14th, the Argentine forces were defeated and 
surrendered. 
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The expulsion myth is constantly repeated. As recently as August 25th of this year, the 
Argentine Ambassador to the UN Jorge Arguello in a press briefing concerning the 
forthcoming UN General Assembly rejected the right of an “implanted population” to 
self-determination. 
 
 
Argentina’s claim that Britain expelled its people from the Falklands over 175 years 
ago is a myth – as well as being irrelevant because of the time that has since passed.   
 
It is important to examine the historical facts rather than listen to repeated untruths. 
 
On the 6th October 1832 the Argentines had sent a 26 man garrison to the Falkland 
Islands. Within eight weeks those men had mutinied, murdering their commanding 
officer, plundering the settlement and terrorising the tiny civilian population.   It is 
indeed true that the British did expel this 26 man garrison on the 4th January 1833.  
They had been in the Falklands for less than three months and were clearly not a 
genuine population. However, in response to the mutiny some of the genuine and 
resident civilian population at the time sought refuge from the Argentine garrison by 
going onboard the British schooner “Rapid”. When the British Captain Onslow 
arrived a few days later and restored order, in January 1833, he assumed control and 
made every effort to encourage this civilian population of about 25 people to stay. All 
elected to do so apart from just two who chose to leave with their partners. The last 
descendant of these original settlers who remained in the Falklands died peacefully in 
our capital of Stanley in 1871. 
 
There was therefore no expulsion of the Island’s population. 
 
They were encouraged to stay and all but two of the families did stay. 
 
And the Falkland Islands have enjoyed British protection and rule and British 
sovereignty ever since then. British sovereignty goes back in fact over 250 years, 
when Port Egmont was established in the Falkland Islands..  
 
This then is the background – the challenge of small states and overseas territories 
such as ours is how to deal with it. A small state requires the force and strength of its 
sovereign power to repel challenges and protect its freedoms. In our case these 
freedoms are democratic freedoms enshrined in our Constitution. In the Falklands we 
are now in a cold war situation facing constant and ever increasing economic 
sanctions from Argentina.  
 
However, the modern world no longer simply hinges on one country’s views against 
another’s. The world has developed systems of governance over time. There are now 
higher external authorities that we must call on for recognition such as the European 
Union and the United Nations. In the case of small states or territories such as ours, 
we regularly seek the support of such powerful bodies – above all the United Nations 
where the claim for sovereignty of the Falkland Islands was made by Argentina with 
some effect in 1964. 
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You might expect that a body such as the UN would have an independence and 
authoritative effect and might be able to disentangle fact from fiction and arrive at a 
just and equitable conclusion. Sadly this has been far from the case. 
 
The U.N. Charter, Chapter 1 Article 1 subsection 2 states:- 
 
“The Purposes of the United Nations are….to develop friendly relations among 
nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and self-determination of 
peoples.” 
 
UN resolution 1514 (XV) section 2 gives more detail and states:- 
 
“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.” 
 
Furthermore, in October 2008, following “intense debate”  the UN 4th Committee 
rejected the claim that a dispute over sovereignty affected self-determination, 
affirming self-determination to be “a fundamental human right”.  
 
These concepts refer back to the basic premise that sovereignty is not a question of 
ownership and control – it has to be determined, accepted and respected by those 
who are governed in order for it to have any effect. 
 
Self determination has of course to be based on some basic principles – both 
economic and pragmatic. This is particularly clear in the case of separatist movements 
– where for example the Basque countries wish to secede from Spain, or the Bretons 
from France, or South Ossetia from Georgia. There are strong arguments against 
allowing self determination here – for example the need to maintain territorial 
integrity and the fact that a new state born from such desire may never achieve 
political or economic viability. In the case of the Basques and the Bretons, the wish to 
secede is also that of a minority. But Kosovo successfully declared independence 
from Serbia in 2008 and has now received diplomatic recognition from over 60 
countries. It also received an endorsement of its independence from the International 
Court of Justice much to the annoyance of Argentina which submitted a 50 page 
statement to the ICJ arguing that Serbia’s territorial integrity was more important. 
 
In the case of the Falkland Islands, we have a population of around three thousand 
people. We are a group of islands 400 miles from the South American mainland – 
there is therefore no valid territorial integrity argument. Most of you here today will 
know of small villages that have larger populations. However, it is our determined 
wish to remain an overseas territory of Britain and it is also our equally determined 
wish to determine our own future. We recognise that independence from Britain is 
unlikely, even though in all areas, with the exception of defence and external affairs, 
we are already self-supporting and require no direct aid.  We more than adequately 
satisfy three of the four criteria for sovereignty of the Montevideo Convention of 
1933 which I referred to earlier: a permanent population, a defined territory, a 
completely democratic government, but whilst we remain a British territory, we do 
not have the capacity to enter into relations with other States. Having said that, it 
would be strange if the British Government did not consult with us on international 
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affairs in which we are likely to become involved. Indeed, they do so as would be 
expected from an enlightened and modern government  such as is the case in Britain. 
 
But, when a small territory such as ours faces a challenge over sovereignty, it is the 
duty of the developed and free world to support what is right and just. It is only in this 
way that we can achieve any resolution of any sovereignty claim. 
 
The former Secretary General of the Commonwealth – Sir Shidath Ramphal once 
stated:- 
 
“Must the right to sovereignty and territorial integrity depend exclusively on the 
capacity of a state, however small, to defend itself, to assert its nationhood by superior 
arms? Must its survival be contingent on its capacity to repel predators?...Or is it not, 
indeed, a premise of independence under the [United Nations] Charter that the 
international community has obligations to help to sustain those whom it has helped 
to bring to freedom….and to do so not only by resolutions after the event, but by the 
machinery of collective security and the will to use it ?” 
 
It is not surprising therefore that small states and territories, when their sovereignty is 
challenged, look to the United Nations for assistance. For the United Nations 
represents “the machinery of collective security” to which the former Secretary 
General of the Commonwealth refers. 
 
However, in 1964, eighteen years before we were invaded, Jose Maria Ruda – 
Argentina’s representative to the UN gave an extraordinarily repetitive speech in the 
UN committee of 24. His speech was full of historical inaccuracies which were 
constantly repeated in order to give them credibility – a total in fact of over 60 
completely false historical assertions. These completely false assertions – in particular 
the “Expulsion Myth” that I have referred to earlier - led to the UN passing resolution 
2065 which calls on the UK and Argentina to negotiate over the future of the 
Falklands. In 1964, Falkland Islanders were not given the opportunity to speak in their 
own defence and as a consequence, the UN had no opportunity to hear our own 
opinions on the subject.  
 
The wishes of those of us who live in the Islands are conveniently ignored by the UN, 
yet self-determination and political and economic freedom are the cornerstone of the 
UN charter. As I mentioned previously, the UN itself, in 2008, rejected the claim 
that a dispute over sovereignty affected self-determination, affirming self-
determination to be “a basic human right.” 
 
Although now we have the opportunity to put our case annually  and we constantly 
rebut these claims at the UN committee of 24 each year in New York, it appears that 
we are making little headway against the might of far more vociferous and powerful 
voices than ours. And so we must meet the challenge wherever we can. This is why I 
welcome the opportunity to speak to you all here at the CPA today.  
 
Can the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association play any rôle in disputes of this 
nature and assist in the challenge that it poses? 
 
Let me remind you of what your own website proclaims: 
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“The Commonwealth is a voluntary association of 54 countries that support each 
other and work towards shared goals in democracy and development.  
 
The world’s largest and smallest, richest and poorest countries make up the 
Commonwealth and are home to two billion citizens of all faiths and 
ethnicities….Member countries span six continents and oceans from Africa to Asia, 
the Americas, the Caribbean, Europe and the South Pacific” 
 
We are a powerful body of opinion in world politics and I call on all of you here today 
to debate and discuss the challenge that we, as a member of that Commonwealth face. 
I believe that the Commonwealth can assist. 
 
As fellow small states, all of you potentially face the same threats as those we face in 
the Falkland Islands.  I ask therefore for your support in our fight to retain our 
sovereignty against the dishonest and dubious claims of Argentina.  I ask that you 
speak up for us whenever you get the opportunity.  When you speak with colleagues, 
when you attend other conferences.  But most of all, I ask that when you get the 
opportunity to speak in those places of high authority such as the United Nations, you 
will support any small state – as well as us in the Falkland Islands - in its fight to 
retain its British sovereignty and independence.  
 
May I repeat what I said earlier – that in the modern world sovereignty means a 
people’s self-determined desire to obey a chosen democratic authority.  It is the 
opposite of the forced subjugation and conquering of the weak by the powerful.   
 
I ask you to disregard the historical falsities of what did or didn’t happen over 175 
years ago – such a long time ago that it cannot rationally be relevant today.  And that 
you see the challenge that we face for what it is – a simple desire to steal what is ours 
and to subjugate a fiercely independent people to an authority that we do not admire, 
respect, desire, envy or want.   It is as unrealistic as it is false, and we need the power 
and force of your backing, of your support, to give us the strength and voice to rise to 
this challenge - and to defeat it. 
 
 
 
Dick Sawle MLA 
CPA Kenya 
September 2010 


