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AGENDA ITEM 58 

QUESTION OF THE MALAGASY ISLANDS OF GLORIEUSES, JUAN DE NOVA, EUROPA AND 

BASSAS DA INDIA: REPORT OF THE SECRETARY-GENERAL (A/35/480; A/SPC/35/1.20) 

Mr. RABETAFIKA (Madagascar) (interpretation from French): The 

delegation of Madagascar wishes to pay a particular tribute to the eminent 

qualities displayed by our Chairman, Mr. Mathias, in the conduct of our work, 

and to stress the gratification of the members of the Committee at the fact that, 

thanks to his understanding, his organizational abilities and the sense of 

responsibility he shares with the other officers of the Committee, our work has 

proceeded under optimum conditions. 

During the thirty-fourth session of the General Assembly, the Democratic 

Republic of Madagascar formally drew the attention of the United Nations to 

the question of the Malagasy islands of Glorieuses, Juan de Nova, Europa and 

Bassas da India. At that time, we provided the officers and members of this 

Committee with the most complete information possible in order that they could 

form an objective, sustantiated opinion and present recommendations to the 

Assembly. 

It will be recalled that in an explanatory memorandum in document A/34/245 

of 12 November 1979 that was referred to and enlarged upon in statements on 

15, 27, and 30 November 1979, the delegation of Madagascar put forward various 

arguments in favour of the reintegration of the islands with Madagascar, 

arguments that we shall not go over again in detail at this time. However, 

to place the question in context, we refer Committee members to document 

A/SPC/34/PV.37, which contains our delegation's introductory statement on 

27 November 1979, and recall the following basic elements: 

First, the Glorieuses, Juan de Nova, Europa and Bassas da India islands 

are part of the natural dependencies of Madagascar, if one takes into account 

the fault line that separates them from the continent. 

Secondly, those islands have always been relay or transit points and fishing 

grounds for the people of Madagascar. 
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(Mr. Rabetafika, Madagascar) 

Thirdly, when they were taken over by France in 1892 and 1896, the islands 

could not be considered terrae nullius, if one acknowledges that, in this case 

as in many others, two concepts should be considered in tandem, namely, that 

of continuity and that of the existence of a sovereign Malagasy State recognized 

by such Powers of the day as Germany, England, the United States of America, 

France and Italy. 

Fourthly, on 15 October 1958, the law of annexation declaring, in a single 

article "Madagasacar and its dependent islands to be a French colony," was 

declared null and void. Thus France again recognized, and constitutionally, 

the existence of a Malagasy State which, as of 14 October 1958, included the 

area under the direct authority of the High Commission of the French Republic, 

namely, Madagascar and the dependent islands, among them the Glorieuses, 

Juan de Nova, Europa and Bassas da India. 

Finally, no disagreement or dispute would have arisen between France and 

Madagascar if, on the very eve of signing the agreement ratifying our accession 

to full international sovereignty, France had not unilaterally and arbitrarily 

detached those islands from Madagascar. 

But let the members of the Committee be reassured. We have not come 

here to ask them to take a legal decision on a question of sovereignty which 

rather would fall within the competence of another principal body of the United 

Nations. Nor have we come to ask them to take a position on the substance of a 

dis:pute or, since the word "dispute" is apparently not to everyone's liking, a 

"disagreement" between France and Madagascar. But here we have such a flagrant 

disparity between a de facto situation and a de jure situation that, as a Member 

State, we feel justified in calling upon our Organization to take action in 

order that this disparity may be redressed and abolished by the scrupulous 

application of our principles and by recourse to all procedures provided for in 

the Charter. We are, indeed, convinced that the perpetuation of this disparity 

is contrary to justice, and that it is far from propitious to the promotion of 

friendly relations and co-operation among States. 
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(Mr. Rabetafika, Madag~scar) 

Some like to tell us that the question is complex, if not confused. And 

yet it is quite simple, and it bears principally on the non-application of the 

rule uti possidetis juris that was adopted as long ago as 1810 by the republics 

of Central and South America, that was later incorporated in the United Nations 

Declaration contained in resolution 1514 (XV) of 14 December 1960, and is included 

in the Charter of the Organization of African Unity, among others. 

What validity can be found in an administrative and internal measure taken 

by France in the face of a generally recognized principle of international law? 

In view of the territorial limits of Madagascar in 1958, was there not on the part 

of France an incomplete devolution that was not in conformity with the rules of 

the succession of States through decolonization? Has not Madagascar the right 

to demand the retrocession of the islands which were, in 1958, juridically and 

organically recognized constitutionally by France itself as part of the 

Malagasy State? 

The answers to these three questions would remove any ambiguities and 

hesitations and would provide objective elements for evaluating the validity 

of the separation of those islands from Madagascar. I shall not dwell further 

on this subject, for we are not in the Fourth Committee, and everyone knows 

full well the rights of colonial countries, the obligations of administering 

Powers and the responsibilities of the Organization. 

However, for the benefit of those who may be tempted to think that the 

whole matter might be settled by the application of the right of peoples to 

self-determination, I would add that those islands are not at present 

inhabited by indigenous peoples and that the human presence there has been 

reduced according to the information vouchsafed us, to a limited number of 

technicians, police and military personnel of French nationality who are 

periodically rotated from Reunion Island. Thus we have an old saying ready 

that was formerly put to us: "Truth in one era is error in another"- unless, 

following logic to an irrational conclusion, these islands are to be turned 

into mini-Rhodesias. 
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(Mr. Rabetafika, Madagascar) 

The second set of principles to which we wish to refer are to be found in 

the Declaration on Principles of International Law Concerning Friendly Relations 

and Co-operation among States in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations, 

General Assembly resolution 2625 (XXV). 

We shall cite three of them: 

First, the inviolability of the territorial integrity and sovereignty of 

a State, the corollary of which is the need to preserve the national unity and 

territorial integrity of a country at the time of its accession to independence. 

Secondly, the duty of States to comply fully and in good faith with the 

obligations incumbent upon them under the United Nations Charter and generally 

recognized principles of international law. 

Thirdly, the duty of States speedily to seek an equitable solution to 

international disputes by the peaceful means of their choice. 

These last two principles take on a particular significance when they 

are applicable to a permanent member of the Security Council. 
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(Mr. Rabetafika, Madagascar) 

The Democratic Republic of Madagascar has for its part chosen the 

most appropriate course - and perhaps the most difficult one also - that 

of negotiations. It advocated it in direct contacts ¥~th France; and it 

pursued the idea in the Organization of African Unity_, the 

Non-Aligned Movement and the United Nations, when its appeals had no effect. 

No delegation would be justified in blaming us for exploring all vrays and means 

to preserve our territorial integrity. Nor could any delegation begrudge us 

our constantly callin~ for the application of United Nations principles in our 

current endeavour. Finally, no delegation could accept the idea of halting 

the evolution of international law at the end of the nineteenth century, unless 

there is a desire to revive the 1885 Berlin Agreement and the practice of 

unequal treaties. 

Despite the appeals of the United Nations in resolution 34/91 of 

12 December 1979, which were recently reiterated by the Organization of 

African Unity at Freetown in June last, the French Government has not yet decided 

to begin negotiations ·with the Government of .Madagascar. The measures which we 

consider as infringing upon the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Madagascar 

have not been repealed, in particular, the 1 April 1960 decree separating 

the islands of Madagascar and the one concerning the delimitation of exclusive 

economic zones around land areas under dispute. No specific indication has 

been given by the French Government either to Madagascar or the international 

community as a whole regarding its true intentions and, as proof of this, 

I need only mention the wording of paragraph 4 of document A/35/480, which 

contains the Secretary-General's report on the question now before us. 

Last year we expressed the hope that that report, for which we are most 

grateful to the Secretary-General, would be the only report on this item 

and that there would be no need to discuss it at this session, The disagreement 

between France and Madagascar w·ith regard to the islands persists. Responsibility 

for the deadlock in the situation can in no way be attributed to the Malagasy side, 

and that is why we once again come before this Committee,at a time when a dispute 

affecting part of the Indian Ocean cannot be underestimated because of the 

political and military developments in that region. 
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(Mr. Rabetafika. Madagascar) 

The desire of the Democratic Republic of Madagascar to negotiate, which 

we wish to reaffirm before this Committee, remains intact. We have specified 

the objective we wish to reach, not in an arbitrary manner but by bringing 

all the necessary justifications before the Committee. In so doing, we believe 

that we have lived up to our commitments under the Charter and, if any of these 

obligations have not been fulfilled by omission, we have no intention 

of avoiding them. 

In calling on the French Government to show the same willingness, 

resolution 34/91 sought to bring the two parties in similar initial positions. 

We thought, in good faith, that that resolution would create the conditions 

necessary for bilateral negotiations, for at no time had we requested formal 

arbitration by the United Nations nor had we asked the Organization to take the 

place of the two parties. 
We have been satisfied with recalling the guidelines for negotiations of 

this kind, leaving it to the parties to define the points of reference, 

modalities, field of application and scope. 

We observe with regret that even this preliminary approach has not been 

agreed to by the French side, because at times France recalls or causes reference 

to be made to the Franco-Malagasy Joint Ccmmission - knowing very well that that 

Commission deals only with problems of econc.mic, tec~~ical, scientific and cultural 

co-operation, at least in so far as Franco-Malagasy relations are concerned -

and at other times it advocates a strictly bilateral framework 1cith no well-defined 

terms of reference and perhaps forgetting that what is at stake is a question of 

sovereignty and territorial integrity compounded by an inccmplete decolonization. 

The Democratic Republic of Madagascar will continue to consider that, whatever 

the framework in which the negotiations take place, and unless the two parties should 

decide otherwise, the Organization should render us assistance because, in substance, 

the principles which will guide those negotiations can only be those of the 

United Nations. 

It is true that the application of those principles is at the discretion 

of States, but the Organization remains responsible for having them respected 

and that should lead it to be associated with the steps we are undertaking 

so that significant negotiations can be started without further delay. 
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(Mr. Rabetafika, Madagascar) 

In the meantime, we recosnize that no sovereign State can be forced 

to negotiate; however no r.iember State, particularly when it is a party to a 

dispute, can indefinitely avoid the duty to negotiate as intended by the Charter. 

\then one takes into account the sovereign equality of States, it is not normal 

that one should persist in treating a dispute, in which two parties are 

necessarily involved, as a matter essentially within the competence of one State -

and the key lrord is essentially - in order to justify non-intervention by the 

United Nations or to justify taking exception to t.he prccedures for the settlement of 

disputes provided for by the Charter. 

It is not our intention to proceed to an indictment, because this is 

neither the time nor the place. But the patience and the equanimity 

with which we have been taking up the question of the islands, even when 

we would have had more than one reason to be carrie~ away by strong feelings, 

should in no way be understood as a willingness to renounce the cardinal principles 

vrhich are the basis of our position and our claims and vrhich we have set forth 

during the debates on the islands both at the thirty-fourth session and at this 

session. 

Those are not purely academic doctrines taken out of the archives for the needs 

the case, nor rationalizations of any alleged desire on the part of Madagascar for 

hegemony over part of the Indian Ocean - a ridiculous argument that has been 

spread by the circles wishing to control and exploit the resources of that area 

for their ovm benefit. Those principles which derive from political relations among 

States and, at the same time, reflect present reality must provide the parties 

an appropriate framework for negotiations- and we can never sufficientlyrepeat 

this. The parties would then have an cpportunity to seek an initial meeting ground 

and discuss responsibly the possible interpretations of those principle~ as well as 

the divergent positions which might derive from those interpretations. It is 

to this that we seek to commit the French side and it is in this spirit that 

we have prepared draft resolution A/SPC/35/L.20. 


