
Special Political and Decolonisation Committee 

Topic B: 
The Question of Ensuring the Human Rights of the 

Peoples of Non-Self-Governing Territories 

Introduction of the Topic: 
When the United Nations was formed in 1945, one of its main objectives was that of decolonization. 

The United Nations wished, as stated in its charter, that the member nations recognize the principle 

that the interests of the inhabitants of [Non-Self Governing Territories] are paramount, and accept 

as a sacred trust the obligation to promote to the utmost, within the system of international peace 

and security established by the present Charter, the well-being of the inhabitants of these territories, 

and, to this end: 

  a. to ensure, with due respect for the culture of the peoples concerned, their political, economic, 

social, and educational advancement, their just treatment, and their protection against abuses; 

  b. to develop self-government, to take due account of the political aspirations of the peoples, and 

to assist them in the progressive development of their free political institutions, according to the 

particular circumstances of each territory and its peoples and their varying stages of advancement; 

  c. to further international peace and security; 

  d. to promote constructive measures of development, to encourage research, and to cooperate 

with one another and, when and where appropriate, with specialized international bodies with a 

view to the practical achievement of the social, economic, and scientific purposes set forth in this 

Article [...]” . At the time of the UN’s founding, around 750 million people were living in colonies,  1 2

most of which were in Africa, although some were present in the Pacific, Latin America and even 

North America. Since then, 19 territories had a change in status by the administering state, mostly 

by integrating into the country as a state or an overseas territory, 8 joined another state, and around 

80 became independent countries  . Some of the former entries include Alaska, which became a 3 4

state; Greenland, which remained part of Denmark; French Cambodia which gained independence 

1 “Chapter XI.” United Nations, United Nations, www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-xi/index.html. 
2 “Decolonization.” United Nations, United Nations, www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/decolonization/. 
3 “The United Nations and Decolonization.” United Nations, United Nations, 
www.un.org/en/decolonization/nonselfgov.shtml. 
4 “United Nations List of Non-Self-Governing Territories.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 7 Sept. 2019, 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_list_of_Non-Self-Governing_Territories. 



as Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia; the Dutch East Indies, which became Indonesia; many colonies in 

Africa such as Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Seychelles, etc.; Cyprus and Malta which gained independence; 

and many, many more. 

Map I: Current (red) and Former (blue) Non-Self-Governing Territories  5

Key Terms 

Non-Self-Governing 
Territory  

- a territory whose people have not yet gained self-governance 

Trust Territory  - As defined by the UN a territory “held under mandates 

established by the League of Nations after the First World 

War; 

territories detached from "enemy States" as a result of the 

Second World War; and 

territories voluntarily placed under the System by States 

responsible for their administration.”  6

5 File:UN Non-Self-Governing Territories.png. Wikipedia Commons, 6 Mar. 2018, 18:09, 
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:UN_Non-Self-Governing_Territories.png. 
 
6 “International Trusteeship System and Trust Territories | The United Nations and Decolonization.” United 
Nations, United Nations, 
www.un.org/dppa/decolonization/en/history/international-trusteeship-system-and-trust-territories. 



 

Department of Political and 
Peacekeeping Affairs 

- A UN organization which “Monitors political, economic and 

social developments in each of the 17 remaining 

Non-Self-Governing Territories on the United Nations list, and 

prepares annual working papers on each Territory; provides 

substantive advice for the C-24 and the Special Political and 

Decolonization Committee (Fourth Committee) of the General 

Assembly, where representatives and petitioners from the 

Territories speak about the concerns and aspirations of their 

people; provides political advice for the C-24 on visiting 

missions to Territories, as well as for annual regional seminars 

held alternately in the Pacific and the Caribbean, bringing 

together representatives of the Territories and members of the 

C-24; works with the Department of Public Information to 

prepare informational materials for the Territories, explaining 

the options available to them in moving toward full 

self-government based on the Charter of the United Nations”  7

Atoll - A ring shaped geographical structure formed of coral 

Key Actors: 
United Kingdom 

The United Kingdom governs half of the world’s remaining Non-Self-Governing Territories in 

every continent except Asia and Antarctica , most of which are small island chains. In Africa, the UK 8

governs Saint Helena, Ascension and Tristan da Cunha territory, a group of islands in the Atlantic 

with a combined population of 5,527 people - less than 0.06% the population of london . In 910

Europe, the UK governs Gibraltar, which also has claims from Spain and morocco. Gibraltar 

consistently affirms that they wish to be autonomous and that they want “their sovereignty [and] 

their right to self-determination; that Gibraltar wants good, neighbourly, European relations with 

Spain; and that Gibraltar belongs to the people of Gibraltar and is neither Spain's to claim or 

7 “Decolonization | Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs.” United Nations, United Nations, 
dppa.un.org/en/decolonization. 
8 Misachi, John. “Non-Self-Governing Territories of the World.” WorldAtlas, 22 Nov. 2017, 
www.worldatlas.com/articles/non-self-governing-territories-of-the-world.html.  
9 https://www.un.org/dppa/decolonization/en/nsgt/saint-helena 
10 “London Population 2019.” London Population 2019 (Demographics, Maps, Graphs), 
worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/london-population/. 



Britain's to give away” , a position which Gibraltar continues to defend. In South America, the UK is 11

the administrative power of the Falkland islands, two islands off the coast of Argentina, and most 

famously known for the Falkland War in 1982. More recently, in March 2013 99.8% of the 

population voted to remain part of the United Kingdom. The UK has claims on Anguilla, Bermuda, 

British Virgin Island, Cayman Island, Montserrat, and Turks and Caicos Island, all located in North 

America and all of which are comprised of small island chains, with few sparsely populated cities. 

Finally, the United Kingdom is in charge of the Oceania territory of Pitcairn Island.  

 

United States of America 
The United States administers three territories, two of which are unincorporated organized 

territory and one an unorganized non-self governing territory. The smallest of the territories, 

American Samoa, is the only unorganized territory of the United States. unlike those who live in 

unincorporated territories, don’t get to be american citizens, they are instead American Nationals, 

which means that they can live in the US, but cannot vote for the president. The other two 

territories, Guam and the US Virgin Islands, have a combined 258,000 inhabitants5 and are an 

organized, unincorporated territory meaning that the territories have some for of self-governance 

and that not all of the US constitutional laws apply, however, the inhabitants of these territories are 

US citizens. The United States congress can overrule any laws that the rulers create and have no 

representation in said congress .  12

 

France 

France governs two of the most heavily populated Non-self-governing territories: French 

Polynesia and New Caledonia. These two islands are some of the most populated 

Non-Self-Governing Territories, with a combined population of half a million people. 

 

New Zealand 

New Zealand administers the several small Atolls of Tokelau. They have already achieved great 

measures of self-governance, with each island having its own administering power, and New 

11 “Political Development.” Government of Gibraltar, www.gibraltar.gov.gi/ministers/political-development. 
12 Grey, CGP. “American Empire.” YouTube, YouTube, 3 July 2014, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ASSOQDQvVLU. 



Zealand stated that they will not impose independence upon them . Since 2006, multiple 13

referendums have been held, where 60% and later 64.5% voted in favor of self-governance. 

However, since it was not a two-thirds majority, the New Zealand governent and the UN did not 

consider the referendum, and it’s status still remains. 

Western Sahara 

A former Spanish colony, Western Sahara was annexed by Morocco in 1975 and has been 

listed as a Non-Self-Governing Territory since 1963. The only current african entry, the people living 

in this sparsely populated desert, the Sarawari People, are actively seeking independence. The 

Sarawari, who claim to have their people tortured in prison and that Morocco is illegally exploiting 

the land, were promised a referendum in 1991, however, are yet to receive one. Western Sahara 

contained large sulfur deposits, which made the land very valuable. However, the exploitation of the 

land caused mass desertification, which lead, in part to the Sarawari to begin fighting for their 

independence in the 1970s. 

Timeline of Events: 
1946 - All current entries in the list of Non-Self-Governing Territories are added, with the exception 

of Wester Sahara 

1947 - French Polynesia is removed from the list of  Non-Self-Governing Territories 

1961 - Creation of the UN Special Committee on Decolonization 

1963 - Western Sahara added to the list of  Non-Self-Governing Territories 

1967 - Gibraltar hold a referendum 12,138 votes to 44 decided to remain part of the UK 

1982 - The Falkland war breaks out between the UK and Argentina 

1990 - 1990-2000 proclaimed as the International Decade for the End of Colonialism 

2000 - 2000-2010 proclaimed as the Second International Decade for the End of Colonialism 

2002 - Gibraltar holds a second referendum where it decides against joint British-Spanish control 

2006 - Tokelau holds a referendum where 60% of the voters choose to gain independence  

13 “Tokelau History.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 
www.britannica.com/place/Tokelau/History. 



2007 - Tokelau holds a second referendum where 64.40% of the voters choose independence 

2010 - 2010-2020 proclaimed as the Third International Decade for the End of Colonialism 

2013 - French Polynesia is re-added to the list of  Non-Self-Governing Territories 

         - The Falkland islands holds a referendum 99.8% of voters choose to remain part of the UK 

Main issues: 
Currently there are 17 non-self governing territories, administered by 5 countries (six counting 

Spain’s claims on Gibraltar), located in almost every continent. Most of these territories are small 

islands in the ocean, although some, such as Western Sahara are large, occupying almost half of 

Morocco. Although some Non-Self Governing Territories are fighting for independence, most 

notably Western Sahara, most are somewhat contempt with their relationship to the administrative 

power. There are some controversies regarding Non-Self-Governing-Territories.  

Map II: Current Non-Self Governing Territories  14

14 “Non-Self-Governing Territories.” Non-Self-Governing Territories 4175 R5 Apr16, United Nations, 
www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/nonselfe.pdf. 



 

There have been various criticisms of the current list such as referendums, since in some cases 

it seems that it would justify their removal from the list, but in other cases the territories only a slight 

percentage away from wanting to gain independence, which the administering powers use to justify 

their rule over the territory, such as in Tokelau, where 60% of the population voted to gain 

independence, but since there was not a two-thirds majority the referendum was not considered, 

and New Zealand used this to maintain control over Tokelau. There are also cases where territories 

were removed without the use of a referendum or any democratic decision making, rather, they 

were removed by the request of a certain nation such as Hong Kong's removal by the request of 

China. Further, some of the nations in the list did not truly gain independence or autonomy nor did 

they become part of the country, which essentially does not change much for those living in the 

territory. There are also modern-day territories which if given independence would likely not be able 

to effectively govern themselves, due to their small population and land size, which would most 

likely limit how self sufficient the new nation would be. In addition, there are some who believe that 

the list is incomplete and that there are modern day territories which should be added, such as Tibet 

and Siberia.  

Previous Solutions 
Decolonization was one of the top priorities for the United Nations since its founding, and 

attempts to make sure that all of the non-self governing territories gain independence. Non-Self 

Governing territories can either have a change in status by administrative state, such as becoming 

a state as was the case with Alaska; join another state, usually in cases where there were two 

disputing states; and gaining independence. Further, countries can be removed from the list by the 

request of member nations, as was the case with Hong Kong, which was removed by China. 

Usually, these changes are made after various referendums or after the outcry of the people. As for 

the current members of the list, they have undergone many referendums to decide whether they 

should be granted independence or not, such as in Tokelau where multiple referendums were held 

where they were few votes away from being given independence, or in Gibraltar, where several 

referendums were held to determine their status and to resolve disputed between Spain and Britain. 

Further, every decade since 1990 has been proclaimed as the International Decade for the End of 

Colonialism, a title which both was meant to be practical and was used to raise awareness of the 

issue of decolonization 



Possible Solutions 
Although we like to believe that the age of colonialism is over, it is evident that there are still 

measures which must be taken to ensure that every population is given the right to autonomy and 

self determination, both to those who are part of the list and who are not. This means that the list, 

which has not changed much since it’s creation, should be reviewed and updated if necessary, 

which includes the addition of various different territories which are fighting for independence, such 

as the aforementioned Tibet, and others, who in some cases may even be odd to consider such as 

the Native American reservations in the United States of America. The decision to grant the nation's 

independence must be taken in conjunction with the population of said territory, which means the 

active involvement of the people in the decision-making. We must further assure that whatever 

change is made to the territories status must be sustainable, and that the country is left in good 

hands and that it can be able to maintain itself economically, which would unfortunately limit the 

possibility of some smaller nations to gain independence.  

Bibliography 

“Chapter XI.” United Nations, United Nations, 

www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-xi/index.html. 

“Decolonization | Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs.” United Nations, United 

Nations, dppa.un.org/en/decolonization. 

 

“Decolonization.” United Nations, United Nations, 

www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/decolonization/. 

File:UN Non-Self-Governing Territories.png. Wikipedia Commons, 6 Mar. 2018, 18:09, 

commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:UN_Non-Self-Governing_Territories.png. 

Grey, CGP. “American Empire.” YouTube, YouTube, 3 July 2014, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=ASSOQDQvVLU. 

http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-xi/index.html


“London Population 2019.” London Population 2019 (Demographics, Maps, Graphs), 

worldpopulationreview.com/world-cities/london-population/. 

“International Trusteeship System and Trust Territories | The United Nations and Decolonization.” 

United Nations, United Nations, 

www.un.org/dppa/decolonization/en/history/international-trusteeship-system-and-trust-territories. 

Misachi, John. “Non-Self-Governing Territories of the World.” WorldAtlas, 22 Nov. 2017, 

www.worldatlas.com/articles/non-self-governing-territories-of-the-world.html. 

“Non-Self-Governing Territories.” Non-Self-Governing Territories 4175 R5 Apr16, United Nations, 

www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/map/profile/nonselfe.pdf. 

“Political Development.” Government of Gibraltar, 

www.gibraltar.gov.gi/ministers/political-development. 

“Tokelau History.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 

www.britannica.com/place/Tokelau/History. 

“The United Nations and Decolonization.” United Nations, United Nations, 

www.un.org/en/decolonization/nonselfgov.shtml. 

“United Nations List of Non-Self-Governing Territories.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 7 Sept. 

2019, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_list_of_Non-Self-Governing_Territories. 


