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Introduction

The colonization of Non-Self-Governing Territories (NSGTs) emerged in the period of

colonialism in the 1500s, in which European powers occupied different pieces of land

throughout the world to gain economic dominance. The period of colonization brought lasting

consequences on the world, including the development of NSGTs, where inhabitants of the

territories have yet to attain a full measure of self-government. This means that people of

NSGTs have less influence and control over internal affairs that affect their communities. For

this reason, self-government within a state is extremely important because it allows the voices of

the people to be heard.

The issue of NSGTs lies in the fact that colonized people often lack the ability to make

decisions that would affect themselves, which is why the assurance of decolonization is so

important. However, there are still many obstacles within the NSGTs that prevent the

decolonization process. Each Non-Self-Governing Territory has a unique set of circumstances

as to why it is still considered non-self-governing, but some examples include “challenges of

climate change, access to health care, diversification of economies, conservation of marine

resources and scarcity of drinking water”. That is why the main goal of ensuring the

decolonization of Non-Self-Governing Territories is to provide the said territories with the

independence to establish self-governance. As of now, more than 80 former colonies have

achieved independence while 17 Non-Self-Governing Territories remain.
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Figure 1: A global map of current Non-Self-Governing Territories

Definition of Key Terms

Decolonization

Decolonization refers to the process in which colonial powers withdraw their influence

from a previously colonized state that they occupied, giving the inhabitants independence and

the ability to rule themselves. The United Nations (UN) base their decolonization efforts on the

idea of “equal rights and self-determination of peoples.” While there have been many methods

in the past, the process of modern decolonization is acted upon through the United Nations’

Special Committee on Decolonization.

Non-Self-Governing Territories

Non-Self-Governing Territories, according to the United Nations Charter, are “territories

whose people have not yet attained a full measure of self-government.” For a NSGT to become

self-governing, the territory has to either emerge as a sovereign independent state, become a

freely associated state with another independent state, integrate with an independent state, or

obtain any other political status determined by the people of the NSGT. Examples of previous

NSGTs include Kenya which became an independent state, the Marshall Islands which is in free

association with the United States, and Hawaii which became integrated into the United States.
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Self-determination

Politically, self-determination is the ability of a country to create its own government and

state without being influenced by a foreign power. It also covers the people’s ability to determine

the economic, social, and cultural aspects of the country. The right to self-determination is

important because it is a sign of progression for the independence of NSGTs.

Administering Powers

Administering Powers include the United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK), France,

and New Zealand. All Administering Powers are bound by the UN Charter to ensure/oversee

social, economic, political, and educational progress. According to the UN, their main goal is to

“assist the Territories in the progressive development of their free political institutions.”

Independence Referendums

An independence referendum is a vote by citizens of a territory regarding the territory’s

political status. The question is usually if the territory should become an independent sovereign

state or not. While this can result in negotiations and the adoption of new laws or policies, it

should also be noted that independence referendums may not be recognized or enacted upon

by the territory’s colonial power.

History

Colonialism

Starting from the 1500s, the establishment of colonies has greatly affected the

development of Non-Self-Governing Territories today. Intensified through the need for raw

materials during the Industrial Revolution in the 19th century, European powers began

colonizing other regions like Africa and Asia, centering the colony’s economy on colonial export

and trade. Furthermore, colonialism was fueled by other factors such as nationalism in industrial

states, the belief in racial superiority, and the need to spread Western culture to other places.

Colonialism also caused many negative effects that are still prevalent throughout the

world today. Colonization forced different colonies to be unified under one national identity and
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many were maintained through violence. Some populations within the colonies were even

denied basic human rights, as well as other types of rights, which promoted ethnic rivalries as

certain types of peoples were favored more than the other.

The effects of colonialism did not end even after the establishment of self-governance in

colonies. Some countries continued the practices of colonialism through ways such as racism

and unequal distribution of a country’s resources. While colonies were introduced to new

technology from the industrial period, colonization also caused an economic dependency on

other independent states for foreign trade. Moreover, the transition from a colonial power to a

newly independent government was quite problematic as new states lacked the experience and

governance skills to govern themselves.

End of World War II

The end of the Second World War brought upon the decolonization of many regions.

Many European powers that owned colonies such as Great Britain were weakened not only due

to the destruction of industrial infrastructure, but also the collapse of the European economy

from major spendings during the war. Furthermore, the war spurred many anti-colonial

movements, stemming from previously promised independence from colonial powers like in

India and the development of nationalism from fighting the war together in Africa and Asia.

These factors made way for the first steps of decolonization.

Figure 2: A map of colonies and their colonial powers in 1945 before the wave of decolonization
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The Wave of Decolonization and Now

The wave of decolonization first occurred in the Near East, the Middle East, and

Southeast Asia. Later on, the idea of independence spread to North Africa and sub-Saharan

Africa. Examples of colonies that gained independence early on include but are not limited to

Vietnam, Cambodia, Morocco, Tunisia, and Indonesia. The colonies did this through a variety of

ways, such as but not limited to military and diplomatic confrontations (Indonesia), as well as

colonial wars (Vietnam).

Compared to the current NSGTs, the early success of decolonization in former NSGTs

was “propelled by the expressed will of the colonized peoples”. During the 2019 Caribbean

Regional Seminar, expert Judith L. Bourne states that people in NSGTs have little knowledge of

their three self-determination options and shows no sign of widespread desire towards

self-determination due to lack of information. For that reason, Bourne urges the Special

Committee to look back at the previous Plan of Implementation.

Key Issues

Depending on the circumstances, NSGTs face different issues concerning

independence.

While some NSGTs such as the Cayman Islands are self-sufficient, other territories like

Anguilla are in an unstable economic situation without the aid of the Administering Power.

Currently, many NSGTs need aid from the Administering Power due to reasons such as critical

infrastructure gaps, recovery from natural disasters, and lack of public services. This situation is

made even more complicated because despite the aid being put in, there is sometimes no real

sustainable development as a result. For these reasons, some NSGTs are struggling with the

process of decolonization.

Additionally, some NSGTs are unable to hold any referendums at all. In French

Polynesia’s case, France ignores calls for referendums in the territory as it does not recognize

the resolution adopted by the General Assembly that relists French Polynesia as a NSGT in

2013.
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Other NSGTs may be particularly vulnerable to external factors such as natural

disasters, as seen with Hurricane Irma in the British Virgin Islands and the Turks and Caicos

Islands. Vulnerability to climate change should also be noted with great concern, leading to

further environmental and economic vulnerability as rising sea levels may harm economic

output by impairing businesses and destroying homes. To progress towards the decolonization

of Non-Self-Governing Territories, other factors relating to the inhabitants need to be ensured as

well, such as but not limited to access to healthcare, economic diversity, and access to drinking

water.

Disagreement over Non-Self-Governing Territories between the territory, Administering

Powers, and other influences also causes issues. Gibraltar is a British Overseas Territory

located on the south coast of Spain. While the United Kingdom and Spain agreed upon a joint

sovereignty solution over Gibraltar, the people of Gibraltar opposed Spanish sovereignty and

denounced the sovereignty deals. In the 2002 Gibraltar sovereignty referendum, 98.97% of the

Gibraltarians voted against joint sovereignty. According to the Chief Minister of Gibraltar in 2015,

the territory is only considered non-self-governing due to the Government of Spain’s insistence

that “the inalienable principle of self-determination should not apply to the Gibraltarians.”

Otherwise, Gibraltar has attained full internal self-government since the Gibraltar Constitution

Order 2006.

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

United Kingdom

The United Kingdom is currently the Administering Power to eleven of the seventeen

current Non-Self-Governing Territories. Bound by the United Nations Charter, the UK is tasked

to oversee the development of those NSGTs. The United Kingdom currently provides financial

support to some of its Overseas Territories in the form of official development assistance (ODA)

and is spending money to prepare the territories for climate change. Funding for NSGTs

depends on their need for aid. Although NSGTs are receiving financial support, territories are

still struggling on moving beyond aid without a great deal of money being spent on

infrastructure.
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Gibraltar

Gibraltar is considered a Non-Self-Governing Territory. Although it has full

self-government under its 2006 Constitution, Spain has an irredentist claim on Gibraltar, leading

to an initial proposal to have joint sovereignty between Spain and the United Kingdom.

However, this was rejected in the 2002 sovereignty referendum where votes against a joint

sovereignty solution by the people of Gibraltar won by a landslide. In a memorandum from the

Chief Minister of Gibraltar in 2001, it is stated that the people of Gibraltar will never “give up our

inalienable right to self-determination” and “give up our sovereignty.” Gibraltar does not seek

independence, but instead decolonization through the “process of modernization of our

constitutional relationship with the UK.” In 2016, the UK reaffirmed that it would pass the people

of Gibraltar under the sovereignty of another State against the Gibraltarians’ wishes. Still,

Gibraltar remains a Non-Self-Governing Territory as Spain continues to obstruct the territory’s

annual request to be removed from the list.

Spain

Regarding the matter with Gibraltar, the Government of Spain believes it to be its right to

claim the territory due to its previous history. Spain has wanted the return of Gibraltar since the

Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 in which Spain ceded Gibraltar to Britain. According to the

representative of Spain, the joint sovereign solution would “grant the highest level of

self-government possible” and wishes to negotiate on Gibraltar with the UK. In Spain’s

perspective, it had never ceded territorial waters to Spain, only the town, castle, and port of

Gibraltar, and does not acknowledge British sovereignty over Gibraltar. Because of this, Spain

considers itself to be the true owner of the territory, preventing the removal of Gibraltar from the

list of NSGTs.

Western Sahara

Although Western Sahara is a Non-Self-Governing Territory, it is not administered by any

power anymore. The territory’s Administering Power used to be Spain, but Spain has informed

the Secretary-General in 1976 that it has terminated its presence and is subsequently exempt

from any responsibility in connection with the administration of Western Sahara. However, the

territory is still on the list because there is a conflict over the sovereignty of Western Sahara

between the Kingdom of Morocco and the Polisario Front. Western Sahara and other regions
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surrounding it are home to the Sahrawi people and are consequently recognized as the only

sovereign power in Western Sahara according to the International Court of Justice. As of now,

Western Sahara is split between Morocco and the Polisario Front. Because of the conflict, the

Court did not find the “legal ties of the principle of self-determination through the free and

genuine expression of the will of the peoples of the Territory,” and therefore Western Sahara has

not been removed from the list.

Figure 3: The current division of Western Sahara between the Kingdom of Morocco (yellow) and the Polisario
Front (red), divided by Morocco’s wall (pink)

New Caledonia

New Caledonia is a Non-Self-Governing Territory belonging to France. The indigenous

people of New Caledonia are called the Kanaks and make up 39% of the population. The rest

consists of Europeans (27%), Polynesians (11%), and other settlers due to French annexation

of the territory in 1853. In 1998, the Nouméa Accord was signed, promising more political power

to New Caledonia and its indigenous people through a gradual twenty-year transition period.

This accord was approved by the New Caledonian population in a referendum on the Nouméa

Accord and as a result, three referendums will be held on the question of New Caledonia

remaining in France or becoming an independent state. In the referendums held in 2018 and

2020, the majority voted to stay in France. The majority of these voters come from the south

region of New Caledonia where there are fewer Kanaks compared to the North. The reason for

being in favor of independence is probably due to the cultural identity that the Kanaks have,
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which is quite different from that of French culture. There has been an increase in the

percentage of New Caledonians who desire to become an independent state in the 2020

referendum compared to the previous one. The third and final referendum will take place by

2022. Until then, and if the people of New Caledonia choose to remain French, France will

continue to control aspects of New Caledonia such as but not limited to military, immigration,

and foreign policies.

French Polynesia

French Polynesia was relisted back in the list of NSGTs in 2013 by the UN, to which

France described as a “glaring interference” and that there was “a complete absence of respect

for the democratic choice of French Polynesians and a hijacking of the decolonization principles

established by the United Nations.” As a result, France’s UN ambassador has also boycotted

the General Assembly session. There are differing opinions in the territory, with the French

Polynesian president Edouard Fritch saying that the territory should be delisted as most people

were against independence while the leader of French Polynesia’s pro-independence

movement Oscar Temaru calls for a referendum. Up until now, France has ignored calls for a

referendum made by both pro-independence and anti-independence politicians.

Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

Date Description of Event

September 2nd, 1945

The end of World War II weakened the economy of European powers and their
ability to suppress the revolts of colonies. Additionally, the war caused a sense
of nationalism among the colonies and led to strong independence
movements.

October 24th, 1945

The United Nations was established as an organization to maintain
international peace and prevent future wars. The organization was also
established with the intent to solve problems varying in economic, social,
cultural, and humanitarian aspects.

December 14th, 1946
The Trusteeship Council was established under the UN Charter to supervise
Trust Territories. The Trust Territories came from the remaining mandates in
the Mandate System under the League of Nations.
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November 27th, 1953

Puerto Rico was removed from the list of NSGTs and became the
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. The Commonwealth of Puerto Rico formed a
political association with the United States in which they “respect the
individuality and the cultural characteristics of Puerto Rico.”

December 14th, 1960

The Declaration of the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and
Peoples (also known as the 1960 Declaration of Decolonization) was adopted
to speed up the process of decolonization and to affirm the granting of
independence to colonial countries and peoples.

November 27th, 1961
The Special Committee on Decolonization was formed as a secondary part of
the General Assembly devoted to decolonization and is tasked to implement
the 1960 Declaration on Decolonization.

November 1st, 1994

The Trusteeship Council suspended operations after the independence of
Palau, the last Trust Territory in the Trusteeship Council. All 11 Territories have
either become independent states or joined neighboring independent
countries.

May 20th, 2002
Timor-Leste became a self-governing territory. It is the most recent territory to
achieve this status. Now, there are 17 NSGTs remaining.

November 7th, 2002

The Government of Gibraltar called for the Gibraltar Sovereignty referendum of
2002. The question was “Do you approve of the principle that Britain and pain
should share sovereignty over Gibraltar?” 98.97% voted “No”.

November 4th, 2018

New Caledonia held an independence referendum on whether or not New
Caledonia should become independent. 43.33% voted “Yes” while 56.67%
voted “No”.

October 4th, 2020

An independence referendum was held on whether or not New Caledonia
should attain full sovereignty and become independent. 46.75% voted for “Yes”
while 53.26% voted for “No”. There has been an increase in the percentage of
votes for independence compared to the 2018 referendum.

Relevant UN Treaties and Events

● Transmission of Information under Article 73e of the Charter, 14 December 1946

(A/RES/66(I))

● Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples, 14

December 1960 (A/RES/1514(XV))

● Participation of the Non-Self-Governing Territories in the work of the United Nations and

of the specialized agencies, 15 December 1960 (A/RES/1539(XV))
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● Offers by Member States of study and training facilities for inhabitants of

Non-Self-Governing Territories, 15 December 1960 (A/RES/1540(XV))

● The situation with regard to the implementation of the Declaration on the granting of

independence to colonial countries and peoples, 27 November 1961 (A/RES/1654(XVI))

● Implementation of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial

Countries and Peoples by the specialized agencies and the international institutions

associated with the United Nations, 23 December 2016, (A/RES/71/104)

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue

The Trusteeship Council and Trust Territories

The establishment of the UN after World War II played a crucial role in the further

decolonization of NSGTs. Before the UN, the Mandate System established under the League of

Nations was a system that allowed the victors of World War I, the Allied powers, to retain

administrative control over German and Ottoman colonies that were deemed unready to govern

themselves. The goal of the system was to help the mandates achieve independence over time

through annual reports by mandatory powers. After World War II, the Trusteeship Council was

established by the United Nations to take in the previous mandates from the League of Nations.

The Trusteeship Council did this through ways such as but not limited to having the

Administering authority submit reports about the territory, accepting petitions regarding Trust

Territories and examining them with the Administering Power, and providing periodic visits to

Trust Territories. This method was successful, with the Trusteeship Council completing its goal

in 1994 when the last trust territory Palau became a member state of the United Nations.

The United Nations, the Special Committee on Decolonization, and More

Along with the Trusteeship Council, the UN General Assembly also created a list of

Non-Self-Governing Territories under the control of other member states. In 1961, the Special

Committee on Decolonization was established to enforce the 1960 Declaration of

Decolonization. Its purpose is to form a section of the report that will be submitted to the

General Assembly based on agreed recommendations made during annual seminars. Since the

founding of the United Nations, more than 80 colonies have gained their independence, proving
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this solution to be quite successful. However, it is better to keep in mind that there hasn’t been a

change in the number of NSGTs for almost two decades. This means that there should be

considerations of current factors that are preventing these territories from becoming

self-governing territories.

Other than that, there are also multiple other ways that the UN assists NSGTs. A variety

of departments, commissions, programs, and specialized agencies all aid places that fulfill

specific criteria, with some including NSGTs. More notable examples include the UN

Development Programme (UNDP), the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and the UN Educational,

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). All these branches of the United Nations aid

NSGTs in a specified manner. It is useful in providing additional support to these territories.

Possible Solutions

1. Partner with the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction as well as strengthen

or make a National Disaster Response Plan to reduce further economic vulnerability and

material damages.

● Pros: Preparation beforehand will lessen the damage of natural disasters on

Non-Self-Governing Territories, potentially reducing the amount of money being

spent on natural disaster recovery and can instead be used on developing a

lacking aspect in the territory.

● Cons: Territories may still be dependent on Administering Powers to help them,

essentially only having a small effect on the progress of the NSGT.

2. Work on fulfilling the Sustainable Development Goals in NSGTs by working with the

United Nations Office of the High Representative for the Least Developed Countries,

Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island Developing States (UN-OHRLLS).

● Pros: Achieving all the goals would mean that the territory is self-sufficient

enough to become an independent sovereign state, assuming that that is the

goal.

● Cons: It will be challenging and time-consuming to complete all the goals.

Furthermore, it will likely require a lot of funding.
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3. Encourage more diplomatic conferences to discuss the decolonization of NSGTs that

can potentially be removed from the list.

● Pros: More conferences discussing the status of NSGTs could speed up the

pace of decolonization. This solution would only apply to the territories that are

politically and economically ready to become a self-governing territory.

● Cons: This may still take some time or end up with little effect if some parties

remain firm on their stance on keeping the NSGT on the list.
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