
about Diego Garcia'.
Maybe inthemarginsot
Natot grand 25th summit

tomonow in Chicago, the British
Pdme Minister should have a word
with th€ US President.

Barely audibly, a bomb is ticking
beneathoneolthe Chagos
archipelaso of tiny islands, isolated
reefs and atolls far away in the central
Indian Ocean. Noexplosion is
imminent,notyet,sothe.e is nobetier
timethan nowto detuse it. Therc's no
rush,nopressure, no illwill, noftayed
temp€rs and no neNous glance at the
news asenda - in short, there s no
politiciin the issue - but, for all that,
a small patch of Briihh sovereiS.
terntory. the Briiish IndiaD Ocean
Territory island of Dieso Carcia, is for
us an uner?loded bomb.

And now the brie{ing that should be
ofrered to David Camercn. Bear with
me because background matters.

T\4o Pentagon sp€an Point towards
tbe Asian continent from the Indhn
andPacificoceans. Both spears are

Inlhe P;cific th€ military population
of Arnerica's 39,000 ac.e Guam base
will be more than doubled by the yeaf
2020, to 35,000. In the Indian Ocean,
aft er manybillions of dollars ot
investm€nt, Am€ricat "Naval Support
Facility Dieeo Garcia (officistly
named "Camp Thunder Cove" and
unotficially"CampJustice )compdses
trvo ofthe longest runways in the
wo.ld, scoresofanchomses, a deep
water pi€r, a po( aircat hangars, an
ah traffic teminal, storage for 1.3

Diego Garcia was never really ours. So sell it
;L:rl'rtrt-"r f,irf,^ilil..u;".$,#,lf'"?.''"tte t kiekcd rrr an island .ow inhabit*tl try the US military - but it can

million barreh ofoil and facilities for
nore than 5,000 military personnel.

This is America's only significant
military pres€nc€ in the Indian ocean,
and, with its bases in kaq and
Afghanisian facing an uncertain
future the islmd is vastly impotant to
the PentaSon. There was (n today s
prices) a $1.1 billion up8rade in 19E0.
another billion-dollar upgrade in 1986
and turthe. upgrades to the submadne
baseandstealth-bomberhan8a6 in
2007. lt hestimatedthat there 3.e up
to5,000 us military peBonneland
support statron the island now
Thoughwe Eritish callihebasea'loint" fncility,there are only about
25 Bdtish peBonnel.

The base rvas pivotal durinS both
GulIwa6, remains important for the
Afshan war and 8ua.ds sea lanes in
the Indian Ocean. Were t€nsions with
han to .ise. its sisniflcance as a
thrcatenedbaseToroperationsneeds
no elaboration. Camp Thundef Cove is
usedforsuweillance,forreadinessand
for bonbing raids, and has b€en used
(asthe Foreign Secretaryattbetime,
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facilrty there are only
25 Bntish personnel
David Miliband, fi nally admitted in
2008) fo. €xtEordinary rendiiion.

A Com'nons Foreign Affairs Select
Committee mncluded tbat "it is
deplorablethai pfq'ous US
assuran.es about .endition fli8hts
havetumedouttob€fahe.Thetailure
ofthe US Administration to tel1 the
truth resulted in the UK Government
inadvertently misleading our Sel€ct
Committee and the House of

It k also Dossible (in the view of
many, almost certain) that "high
value" detainees are k€pt on Diego
Carcia fo. "processins '. In 2006 US
Cen€ral Mccafrrey blurted o'rt:

"Tbey'.e behind bars . . . we've got them
on Diego Garcia . . .' He later witbdrew
the claim. but f€w obseNe6 doubt that
the bas€ is available as a subsiantial
p.ison. The.e are said to befacilities
ior up to 3,000 detainees.l imply no
judgment as to whether such activities
and the dissimulation suno'rnding
them a.e.justifiabl€ or necessary. They
may be I simply report.

How did we set be.e? Britain
acquired thisarchipelagoas apackaSe
with (fomerly French) Mauritius in
1814. The islands were used as a slaving
post Grantin8 Maulifius indepmdmce
in 1965. a tabou. Govemment (under
American ureine) bousht lhe
archipelago Foirthe Maud ians.On
December 30, 1966 w€ leasedthe
Chasos islandstothe USata rcntof$l
pef a;num for a ninimum tem of 50
yea.s, America's condition being that
{e removed all the inhabitants. The
l€are was .enewabl€ by mutual
consent, notification beins r€quired by
December 30, 2014. In 2010 hitain
threw a huge marine res€Ne around
the whole a.cbipelago, keeping people
and vessels (but not US vess€ls) out.
You may conclude ihat the motives
were not exclusively ecological.

In 1966, baving at first d€nied that
there were any inhabitants, w€
deported the Chagossians to
Mauritius, without appeal, for
inadequate compensation, beeinnins a
saga of court challenges that continues
to tbis day and is now befo.e th€
European Court. That whole story is
utterly disgmcetul. I've written about it
here before and thh not the moment
to reprhe thesorrytale. Only
qenerous comDensation will end it.- 

With the futirre of Western relations
with Iran in increasing doubt, there
has been a siirrinS of intemational
inlerest this year in America's Indian
Ocean presence Its eye on Australiat
Cocos Islands (south west otS.i
tanka), the PentaSon has b€en putting
out feeleN to Canbera. This caused a
flurry of concen in Australia eadier
thisyear. Neither Washingtont

lslanders who were dlspla.ed In t966
are stlll Involved In a.ou.t challenge

ambitions nor Australian doubts are
likely to go away.

This is the moment for Britain to get
shot ofthe r\,hole wretched business.
Soinebody has to patsol the Indian
Ocean, but it isn t ever going to be us
again. We have effeclively lost our
Bdtish lndian Ocean T€nitory to tbe
Americans, wbo are in de facto
control.If youdoubtit, tryto imagine
Parliamentdemandingtosenda
missionto inspect th€ entirety ofour
"joint" base and the operations there.
Washinstonwould simply say no. Ol
imaginea British Governm€nttelling
the Americans that we hencefoMard
forbade the use of ou. teritory tbr
extraordinaryre.dition andplanned
to r€infore our 25 personnel there
and insisted that they must be given
unrestricted access to au operations.

No: to put it bluntly, we'v€ sold the
pass.The Americans do not accept
beingtalked tolikethis, and do not
have to. We are powedess. Yet U S
military threats to h:n, involvingthe
use of a British'owned base, would be
trem€ndouslydifficultand damaging

But is it €ven conceivable in the
circumstances ofthh century that the
year after nert we should tell the
Americans that we would not be
fenewing their lease in 2016 and they
bad bett€r start dkmantling thei. b6e?
After all the billions th€y ve invest€d
there, basingthei.whole military
stntegy in that pa.t of the globe on
their use ofthe bas€? Th€ very idea is
ridiclrlous. No British Govemmeni
would do this Thefe would be a ghasily
politicalscene;deeplyembarrassins,
not least, to our Amedcan ally.

And therein lies the way out- We
should offer to cede sovereign power
ove. the teritory to the United States
of America on expiry of the lease,
asking$3billionasthep.ice.withjust
a tiny ffaction ofthis we could
senerously compensate both the
Chagossians and their Mauritian
hosts. Th€reafter. the Am€.icans co'rld
dowhattheylikedon Diego Garcia,ail
world protests being politely
redi.ected to Washington.

Thesehlands,withthei.base,
number among the most strategically
impotant acres on the plan€l To us
they are no longer of us€. Our writ bas
c€ased for ever to nm th€.e, but
somewhere in a drawe. we still have
ihe title deeds. Any good Tory,
Mr Osbome,should see wherethe
logicpoints.
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