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Introduction 

 

Multiple meanings can be ascribed to the phrase “Transcending Borders.” For instance, powerful 
states have transgressed borders and colonized regions where other people have lived for centuries, 
with disregard to their wellbeing. In contrast, we can transcend borders by showing solidarity with 
those who have not yet achieved self-determination. 

 
The concept of self-governance is relatively modern. Examples of peoples in various times and 
places that have governed themselves may be found, but often many people did not have much say 
over who exercised political power over them, and did not even think of claiming self-governance. 
Self-governance can be understood as a matter of basic human rights at an individual level in the 
sense that every human being should have a say in matters that affect them, probably in the form of 
a vote when collective decision making is involved. Self-governance may also be understood as the 
right of a nation to self-determine its future and be sovereign, a concept that emerged with the rise 
of Nationalism. Both the concept of human rights and that of national self-determination are not 
very old. 

 
Throughout history, states that had the means claimed territory and exercised political power over 
other people. Sometimes, these territories were not annexed as proper parts of the original state. 
Rather, they became colonies. They were exploited for economic and political purposes, at the 
expense of the occupied people and their culture, without granting them the rights and benefits of 
citizenship afforded to people of the original state. Therefore colonialism is different than invading 
a place and annexing it. Colonialism rose when countries advanced in the industrial revolution 
needed new markets and more natural resources. It declined with the rise of Nationalism and 
independence movements. 

 
Although colonialism in the traditional sense is not very common today, there are still many 
territories, which are non-self-governing. Simply, this means the territory is governed by another 
country without the people being allowed sufficient representation. The United Nations lists 
Western Sahara, Saint Helena, Gibraltar, Falkland Islands, Anguilla, Bermuda, British Virgin 
Islands, Cayman Islands, Montserrat, Turks and Caicos Islands, Pitcairn Islands, Tokelau, French 
Polynesia, New Caledonia, American Samoa, Guam, and US Virgin Islands as non-self-governing 
territories (NSGTs). The list used to be much longer but many places were removed as a result of 
achieving independence or becoming a proper part of another state. 

 
The issue used to be much more urgent when the number of territories and the number of people 
affected was much higher. However, we cannot say that the issue is no longer important because 
while the consequences for the rest of the world may not be significant, it is of great importance for 
those that are affected. Furthermore, solution of the problem is an important step in the ultimate 
eradication of colonialism in the conventional sense. 



General Overview 
 

The issue of non-self-governing territories has both economic and political dimensions, among 
others. The purpose of colonialism has been to obtain both economic and political power. Economic 
power often arose from exploiting the natural resources of the colony and also possibly using it as a 
source of cheap labor, as well as benefiting from it as a market to sell goods. Draining the best 
talent and brainpower could also be an additional benefit. Political power often arose from the 
strategic location of the colony, affording the dominating power to use it as a strategic base, being 
able to extract military capacity from the colony, and being able to guide the colony to be 
supportive of the position of the dominating power in international forums. 

 
According to the “Declaration Regarding Non-Self-Governing Territories” in Article 73 of the UN 
Charter, economic and political advancement of the peoples concerned are explicitly mentioned in 
the context of asserting the wellbeing of the inhabitants of these territories. All member states must 
send yearly reports to the UN about the development of these regions. 

 
The resolution “Educational conditions on Non-Self-Governing Territories” dating from 1953, by 
the UN General Assembly, states that the objectives of education include the development of moral 
and civic consciousness and responsibility, enabling them to take an increasing share of 
responsibility in conducting their own affairs, and to increase their standards of living by making 
them more productive. It is affirmed that this and other objectives be taken with a view to attaining 
a full measure of self-government. Normally, discussions about education do not underline the 
capacity for self-government, but in the case of NSGTs we see a heavy emphasis on this. The issue 
of education is closely tied to the issue of political power and self-determination. 

 
The territories on the list are far from similar in their situation. Some, like Gibraltar, have a high 
degree of self-government, while some, like Western Sahara, are under military occupation. Some 
have criticized that the list is not very useful since it puts together places with very different 
circumstances and many cases have been discussed for decades without much progress. Defenders 
of the list, on the other hand, say that it helps promote the wellbeing of the people by putting 
pressure on the states. 

 
An important issue is that due to the long history of colonialism and outside rule, most of these 
territories have difficulty defining their own identity and they do not always prefer independence. 
Indeed, some territories have rejected independence through referendums (e.g. Gibraltar, Falkland 
Islands) or objected to being on the list (French Polynesia). Also, a few of the territories have such a 
small population that it would be difficult for them to form an independent nation (e.g. Pitcairn has 
a population under 50). It is important to emphasize that the aim is not necessarily for them to be 
independent, but for them to self-determine their future, and have the right of representation in the 
legislature governing them. So if they willingly join the governing state as a new province and are 
granted the rights of representation afforded to other citizens that can also be considered a 
legitimate solution of the problem. 

 
In the remainder of this section we briefly provide some examples since in the space allowed it is 
not possible to even get close to covering the full spectrum of economic and political activities 
affecting the interests of NSGTs. 

 
War is a major political occurrence affecting not only the countries fighting it, but also affecting, 
perhaps most deeply, the country where it is fought. This was the case in the Falklands War of 1982. 
The original British colony just off the Argentine coast was claimed by Argentina, and war broke 
out. The UK was victorious, and after the war, islanders regained British citizenship, and British 
investments improved the standard of living and the economy was liberalized. Currently, the 



Falkland Islands has a GDP of 100 million pounds annually, and they are a self-sufficient 
democratic system. They have stated that they do not want their island claimed by Argentina. 
However, they are still classified as a British NSGT. This is a good example of political decisions 
and actions of outside powers affecting the interests of a NSGT. There was a high risk that the 
island would be war torn for years and the people more deeply affected and it does not seem this 
was the greatest concern of the outside powers. Fortunately, this greater risk was averted. Argentina 
has agreed not to be violent about the issue again, but the UK refuses to discuss the issue of 
sovereignty. The ironic part is that, Falklanders may have actually gained benefits from the British 
Government that they would not have, had Argentina not claimed the islands. 

 
When Anguilla and St. Kitts and Nevis were made a single British colony in the 19th century, 
Anguillan residents were not happy. They spent about a century trying to separate, and there was a 
rebellion in 1969. The separation happened two years later and in 1980, it officially became a 
separate NSGT. These events show how a seemingly insignificant decision by a major power can be 
very significant for a NSGT, creating considerable harm. 

 
In 1995, Soufriere Hills Volcano erupted in Montserrat, a British NSGT, causing two thirds of the 
population to leave Montserrat. Even though many people have returned after the final eruption in 
2012, a major part of the island is now uninhabitable. This shows that disaster aid could and should 
be improved in such NSGT's, and that their governing states must be more generous regarding their 
needs. The same, however, is not true for every NSGT, as Guam, for example, without Guamanians 
paying federal income taxes, receives roughly $150 million annually from the USA. Guam is a 
territory owned by the USA. It has a strategic location in the western Pacific and has a very 
important military base; therefore it is an important asset for the US. 

 
In 2013, French Polynesia was added back to the list of NSGTs. France reacted by saying this was 
interference in internal affairs. Some French Polynesians claim to be in an economically abusive 
relationship with France. Gibraltar has been under British sovereignty but has been claimed by 
Spain for a long time. The people of Gibraltar voted to remain a British colony in 1967, and later 
got autonomy. They seem to be against Spanish sovereignty and emphasize their right to self- 
determination. Turks and Caicos Islands was given independence by Britain in 1982 but the 
islanders elected a party requesting further British dominance. Pitcairn islands have a population of 
less then 50 and received international attention when young girls and women were abused. 
Additionally, some questioned the security of the inhabitants, who were under British rule. 

 
Western Sahara is a region claimed by Morocco but no other nation recognizes this. There is tension 
between the Polisario Front and the Moroccan government, but a ceasefire was signed in 1991. The 
Security Council has encouraged a solution that would be acceptable for both sides, yet still 
allowing self-determination for Western Saharan inhabitants. Morocco suggests that Western Sahara 
become an autonomous Moroccan region, however the Polisario Front wants the Western Saharan 
people to decide on whether they will be independent, autonomous, or something else. 

 
Definition of Key Terms 

 

Self-determination: This is the liberty of people to freely decide upon their sovereignty with 
equality of opportunity. 

 
Self-governance: Applied to a nation-state, it refers to national sovereignty. 

 
Non-self-governing territory (NGST): These are territories, which are usually not allowed 
representatives in the legislative system of the country, which governs them. The inhabitants of these 



regions do not have complete self-government. Currently, there are sixteen of them (Western Sahara 
is disputed). 

 
Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

 

The NSGTs themselves have differing views, with some leaning towards independence or greater 
degrees of autonomy, and others seemingly satisfied with the status quo. As for governing states, 
those that first come to mind are USA, France, and the UK. It is not coincidence that these are 
major world powers that have had and continue to have far reaching interests around the globe. 
They govern several territories, but they do not appear totally cooperative as they see strategic 
interests in these territories. For instance, Great Britain refuses to even talk about sovereignty 
regarding the Falkland Islands. 

 
The gridlock also has a Cold War dimension. During that time, the Soviet Union demanded West 
block countries to give independence to their colonies. Some countries believe the Special 
Committee is still a continuation of Cold War tactics, in which the East Block pressured the West 
Block to let go of their colonies. 

 
Timeline of Events 
 

Date of Event Description of Event 
1945 The United Nations is established and 750 million 

people, about a third of the world population, lived 
in non-self-governing territories. (Today, fewer 
than 2 million people do.) 

1960 General Assembly of the UN adopts Resolution 
1514 “Declaration on the Granting of 
Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples,” 
stating that all people have a right to self- 
determination and colonialism should be ended. 

1961 The Special Committee on Decolonization was 
created by the General Assembly of the UN with 
the purpose of monitoring implementation of 
Resolution 1514. 

1966 General Assembly of the UN adopts International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
and International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights. 

1990 General Assembly proclaims 1990-2000 as the 
International Decade for the Eradication of 
Colonialism. This was followed by the Second and 
Third Decades to the same end. 

2007 UN Economic and Social Council Resolution 
regarding Support to Non-Self-Governing 
Territories. 

 
Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 
 

It is impossible to give an exhaustive listing of all actions taken to solve the issue since it involves 
many parties and many territories so we will limit ourselves to a few remarks and examples. Since 
more than a half-century ago when the UN called for independence of colonies, many territories 
have achieved independence. The relatively small number of them remaining, with a relatively 
small total population, have posed problematic and progress has been slow. Since 1990, the UN has 
been using the term “eradication” to imply the total elimination of such territories. However, since 
East Timor won independence from Indonesia in 2002, no new territory has achieved self- 



government.  
 
To give some examples of recent activity, on 23 June 2017, a draft resolution was approved, which 
called upon Argentina and the UK to continue talking about the issue of the Falkland Islands. Aside 
from that, in 2016 a draft resolution was passed to allow Puerto Ricans to make their decisions 
sovereignly, while becoming more independent, so that they can take better care of the vital 
socioeconomic needs of the region, such as poverty, unemployment and marginalization. The UN 
has also debated the rights of Western Sahara to have a referendum for independence. 2015 saw the 
approval of resolutions regarding the New Caledonian and French Polynesian residents' rights to 
have a say in what their future holds.  
 
Possible Solutions 
 

In order to receive widespread support, any solution should possibly demonstrate that it is sensitive 
both to the political, economic, social, cultural interests of the inhabitants of the NSGT, as well as 
their right to self-determination. It is important to realize what they want, which may not be easy to 
understand when looking from the outside. Some may want full independence, some certain 
degrees of autonomy or more rights, while others may consider their circumstances favorable under 
the current regime. Some may prefer full integration as a legitimate full province or state into the 
governing country, with full representation. In any case, any attempts to change the status quo can 
meet with resistance, not only from the currently governing country, but also from others who may 
fear they have something to lose under the new balances of power that may develop, a fact that 
must be taken into account while proposing solutions. 
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