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Falkland Islands: U.S. Should Support Right to Self-Determination
Luke Coffey, Ted R. Bromund, PhD, and Nile Gardiner, PhD

n March 10-11, the Falkland

Islands, a British Overseas
Territory in the South Atlantic, will
hold a referendum to decide wheth-
er to maintain allegiance to Great
Britain. The islands are self-govern-
ing but maintain the British mon-
arch as their head of state. The ref-
erendum is an answer to Argentina,
which, though defeated by Britain in
the 1982 Falklands War, is again wag-
ing a campaign of threats and intimi-
dation in an effort to gain control of
the islands. The U.S. should respect
the outcome of the Falkland Islands
referendum.

The Falkland Islands Today.
The islands, like all British Overseas
Territories, have chosen not to be
completely independent. They are
economically self-supporting, the
sole exception being their defense,
which is provided by Britain. The
islands consist of two larger
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islands—East Falkland and West
Falkland—and 776 smaller islands.
As of the 2012 census, the official
population of the islands was 2,932.
According to the census, 59 per-
cent of the residents consider their
national identity to be “Falkland
Islander,” 29 percent consider
themselves British, 9.8 percent St.
Helenian, and 5.4 percent Chilean.!
The History of the Islands and
the Islanders. The British have
administered the Falkland Islands
peacefully and continuously since
1833 with the exception of the two
months in 1982 when the islands
were invaded and illegally occupied
by Argentine military forces. There
is no archeological proof or anec-
dotal evidence that anyone visited or
lived on the islands before they were
sighted and settled by Europeans.
In 1765, the British explorer
Captian John Bryon landed on
and explored West Falkland and
claimed British possession of it and
“all neighboring islands” for King
George I11. The British reasserted
their claim in 1774 and again in 1833,
when a British warship evicted the
remains of an illegal Argentine gar-
rison. In 1838, the Falkland Islands
were upgraded to the status of a
Crown Colony. This historical claim
was further strengthened by the

1982 war, which led to the collapse
of the Argentine military junta that
launched the invasion.

But the current controversy is not
ultimately about history or about
the islands: It is about the right of
the islanders to govern themselves
as they see fit. As British Prime
Minister David Cameron recently
putit, “The future of the Falkland
Islands should be determined by the
Falkland Islanders themselves, the
people who live there.”? Argentina
argues that Britain is exercis-
ing “19th-century colonialism” by
allowing the people of the Falkland
Islands to govern themselves as they
see fit.? But as Jan Cheek, a mem-
ber of the Falklands Legislative
Assembly, pointed out in response:

“My grandchildren are the eighth
generation of my family to have lived
here, which is considerably longer
than the Argentine president’s fam-
ily have been living in Argentina.™

Argentina’s Campaign of
Intimidation. Under President
Cristina Ferndndez de Kirchner, the
Argentine economy has undergone
a slow-motion collapse, and the
Kirchner regime has returned to the
strategy, born in the 1970s, of mak-
ing the status of the Falkland Islands
a major issue. But Argentina has also
turned this rhetoric into action in
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a campaign against the air and sea
links that sustain the islands. Cruise
ships have been denied port calls in
Argentina because they had previ-
ously visited the islands.

Argentina’s campaign should not
distract from the fact that it owes
global investors, both private and
public, up to $35.7 billion. It faces
a serious inflation crisis and has
been censured by the International
Monetary Fund for falsifying its
inflation data. It has nationalized
a foreign-owned oil company and
persecuted unfriendly journalists,
and it now ranks 160th out of 177
countries—lower than Angola—in
the 2013 edition of Heritage’s Index of
Economic Freedom.

In 1999, President Bill Clinton
designated Argentina as a Major
Non-NATO Ally, which gives
Argentina preferential and privileged
access to U.S. military cooperation.®
Yet the Kirchner regime has sought
to foster friendly relations with some
of the world’s most odious and anti-
American regimes. In Latin America,
the regime has made a concerted
effort to develop closer relations with
the dictatorial regimes of Venezuela
and Cuba. Argentina refused to sup-
port aletter signed by 57 U.N. mem-
bers criticizing the crackdown on
Syrian civilians by Bashar al-Assad’s
regime, and Argentine-Iranian

relations have improved under
Kirchner.

U.S. Support for Negotiations
Is a Dangerous Error. Over the
past three years, the U.S. has
repeatedly called on Argentina and
Britain to negotiate the status of the
Falkland Islands. In March 2010, in
ajoint press conference with then-
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton,
Kirchner stated that she wanted
the U.S. to “get both countries to sit
down at the table and address these
negotiations within the framework
of the U.N. resolutions strictly.” In
response, Clinton stated, “And we
agree. We would like to see Argentina
and the United Kingdom sit down
and resolve the issues between them
across the table in a peaceful, pro-
ductive way.”® This is not the same
as taking no position on the dispute:
Under the guise of neutrality, the U.S.
echoed Argentina’s position.

In the context of Argentina’s cam-
paign of intimidation, the unbro-
ken record of British sovereignty
over the islands, and the wishes of
the Falkland Islanders themselves,
the U.S. policy is both wrong and
dangerous. By regularly calling for
negotiations, the U.S. is encourag-
ing Argentina to persist in its cam-
paign. If Argentina takes military
action against the islands or against
the sea- and airborne traffic that

sustains them, the U.S. would be
partly responsible for encourag-
ing that aggression. The only threat
to the peace of the South Atlantic
derives from Argentina. By siding
with Argentina, the U.S. is making
that threat worse.

The U.S. does have material inter-
ests at stake. U.S.-based cruise ships
have been targeted by the Argentine
campaign, and a U.S. firm is alead-
ing investor in the promising oil and
gas fields that surround the islands.
Today, the islands are of little eco-
nomic importance and lack strate-
gic significance, but in the coming
years, that could change in ways that
would benefit the U.S. But the over-
riding U.S. interest is in supporting
the right of the islanders to choose
their own form of government and in
rejecting the bullying of the tottering
Kirchner regime.

What the U.S. Should Do. The
U.S. should recognize the outcome
of the March 10-11 referendum as
an official and legitimate expression
of the will of the Falkland Islanders
and of their right to choose their own
government. It should stop call-
ing for negotiations on the islands,
recognize British sovereignty over
them, call for an end to Argentine
provocations, revoke Argentina’s
status as a Major Non-NATO ally,
and continue to oppose further
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lending to Argentina through the
World Bank and the Inter-American
Development Bank until it becomes a
freer and better neighbor and ally.
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