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I. Introduction 

Up until the establishment of the United Nations in 1945, the expansionist nations of Europe colonized 

territories across the world. These colonies were named as Non-Self Governing Territories (NSGTs) and were 

included in the United Nations’ Non-Self Governing Territories list. NSGTs, according to the description of the 

UN, are the territories “whose people have not yet attained a full measure of self-government.”  meaning that 1

they are not fully independent and are not self-governing. NSGTs are administered by the Administering 

Powers, more commonly known as the colonial powers. The Charter of the United Nations, in Chapter XI 

Articles 73 and 74, established the “Declaration on Non-Self Governing Territories” which declares that it is 

the foremost priority of the Administrating Powers to preserve and maintain the rights, well-being, and the 

economic, social, political, and educational advancement of the inhabitants of the NSGTs. As of 2020, there 

are 17 Non-Self Governing Territories, a number which decreased gradually as 80 former colonies gained 

their independence after the years following 1945. The remaining NSGTs are; Anguilla, Bermuda, British 

Virgin Islands, Cayman Islands, Falkland Islands, Montserrat, Saint Helena, Turks and Caicos Islands, United 

States Virgin Islands, Gibraltar, American Samoa, French Polynesia, Guam, New Caledonia, Pitcairn, Tokelau, 

and Western Sahara. The remaining Administering Powers of the NSGTs are; the United Kingdom, United 

States of America, France, and New Zealand.  

II. Involved Countries and Organizations 

The United States of America 

The United States of America has a total of 5 Overseas Territories (Permanently Inhabited Territories), 

three of which are Non-Self Governing Territories. Guam, American Samoa, and the U.S. Virgin Islands are 

classified as NSGTs by the United Nations. There are no popular independence movements surrounding the 

NSGTs of the USA. In fact, in 1966, the islanders of American Samoa were given the opportunity to join 

1 For further information see: “Non-Self-Governing Territories | The United Nations and Decolonization.” United Nations, 
United Nations, 
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Samoa yet they refused. One of the primary reasons for keeping the status quo is that the islanders are not 

willing to abandon their valuable US passports. The US is also unwilling to give up its NSGTs, particularly 

Guam for its strategic importance. Guam is strategically important for the United States due to its close 

location to the South China Sea and the Korean Peninsula. The island is home to US military bases, 

something China opposes. The relations between China and the United States play a key role in Guam’s 

political future. Neither the US is willing to give up a strategically important point nor China is willing to let the 

United States conduct military actions in the region. Guam’s future is in the hands of the US. In such a tense 

environment, independence seems far away for Guam. Especially after President Donald Trump took the 

office, the US position towards China got even harsher. In 2018, US Vice President Mike Pence said “The 

South China Sea doesn’t belong to any one nation, and you can be sure: The United States will continue to 

sail and fly wherever international law allows and our national interests demand,”  The tense relation between 2

China and the United States would surely determine the fate of Guam.  

France 

France has a total of 13 French Overseas Territories with French Polynesia, and New Caledonia being 

listed as Non-Self Governing Territories by the United Nations. It can be said that French Polynesia and New 

Caledonia are more autonomous than other French Overseas Territories. French Polynesia and New 

Caledonia have their own parliaments, their own presidents, and even their own currencies. They are 

independent in all affairs except in education, defense, foreign policy, and justice. In comparison to the United 

Kingdom, France is neither willing nor unwilling to decolonize its Non-Self Governing Territories. Up to now, 

New Caledonians went to polls in 1987 and 2018 to gain independence or stay under the French 

administration. In both referendums Kanaks, indigenous people of New Caledonia decided to stay within the 

French administration. New Caledonians will go to polls for the third time in their history on October 4, 2020, 

and will have the right for one more referendum in 2022, pursuant to the 1998 Nouma Accords. France 

regards New Caledonia as a haven with large nickel resources, an area granting France an exclusive 

economic zone in the Pacific and a valuable location in the Pacific to potentially counter Chinese influence. 

Having concerns over China’s aid program and the influence it creates, French President Emmanuel Macron 

said China was “building its hegemony step by step”, therefore, claiming an independent New Caledonia is 

what China wishes for.  

 

 

2 For further information see; Kim, Jack. “Pence Says South China Sea Doesn't Belong to Any One Nation.” Reuters, 
Thomson Reuters, 16 Nov. 2018,  
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The United Kingdom 

There are a total of 14 British Overseas Territories 10 of which are considered Non-Self Governing 

Territories by the United Nations. Therefore the United Kingdom has a huge responsibility in United Nations’ 

decolonization efforts. The NSGTs that the United Kingdom administers are; Anguilla, Bermuda, British Virgin 

Islands, Cayman Islands, Falkland Islands, Montserrat, Saint Helena, Turks and Caicos Islands, Gibraltar, 

Pitcairn. Even though denied by the UK delegation, it is claimed that the UK is uncooperative in the UN's 

decolonization efforts. When asked what the United Kingdom is doing about the decolonization of their 

Non-Self Governing Territories Ben Merrick, the director of the Overseas Department said: “It’s not something 

that we particularly focused on from our point of view. Even the United Kingdom does consider all of their 

Overseas Territories as self-governing which means that from the UK’s point of view they have no territories 

to decolonize. In a meeting in which UN and Decolonization were discussed by the British officials, Ben 

Merrick said “We certainly regard the territories as largely self-governing, as the Minister says because the 

territories are part of the UK realm. There are some areas where the UK has responsibility for all, but the 

territories are largely self-governing, and that’s how we approach it.”  The United Kingdom was also criticized 3

for not participating in the Special Committee on Decolonization (C-24) for a significant amount of time. Also, 

there are disputes concerning the legal status of Gibraltar between the UK and Spain as well as over the 

Falkland Islands between the UK and Argentina.  

New Zealand 

          New Zealand has a single Non-Self Governing Territory called Tokelau. Tokelau has been an NSGT 

since 1946. Due to diplomatic pressure from the United Nations, New Zealand granted more autonomy to 

Tokelau in 1993. With that move, the Tokelauns gained the right to elect their own government which is yet 

bound to New Zealand’s authority. Regarding the decolonization process, In 2005, New Zealand and Tokelau 

negotiated terms of free association for Tokelau’s future. The concept of free association would give Tokelau 

similar legal rights with the Cook Islands and Niue which are the free associated states of New Zealand. In 

2006, the two UN-supervised referendums were held and failed with a close margin in favor of remaining 

within New Zealand's authority. In 2020 a Tokelauan leader drafted a referendum for independence from New 

Zealand by 2025. Nevertheless, New Zealand supports Tokelau with millions of dollars each year and as 

opposed to the Cook Islands and Niue’s tourism industries, the territory does not own a stable income 

source. Thus, independence is not only a political move, yet a highly economical one. The separation process 

is thought to have a damaging influence on the country’s fiscal welfare.   

3 For further information see; “Video: British MPs Discuss UN & Decolonization.” Bernews, Bernews, 22 Jan. 2018, 
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Special Committee on Decolonization (C-24) 

           The complete name being, The Special Committee on the Situation with regard to the implementation 

of the Declaration on the Granting of Independence of Colonial Countries and Peoples, also known as the 

Special Committee on Decolonization, or C-24, the Special Committee is the United Nations’ special body 

that is responsible for achieving full decolonization of the Non-Self Governing Territories. The organization 

strives to monitor the implementation of the UNGA Resolution 1514 (XV) named Declaration on the Granting 

of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples. C-24 examines the economic and social advancements 

in the NSGTs, reviews the list of the NSGTs, makes recommendations to the General Assembly regarding the 

NSGTs, and holds annual meetings.  

 

Picture 1: The Non-self Governing Territories with their Administering Powers on the World Map 

III. Focused Overview of the Issue 

1. How are Non-Self Governing Territories determined?  

Up to this point, you may have realized that not all overseas territories are considered Non-Self 

Governing Territories. The United Nations and particularly the Special Committee on Decolonization decides 

whether a territory is self-governing or not. There are criteria set forth by the United Nations and they are 

secured under UNGA Resolution 1541 (XV). The resolution is classified under the subject called “Principles 

which should guide Members in determining whether or not an obligation exists to transmit the information 
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called for under Article 73e of the Charter” Article 73 of the UN Charter is related to Non-Self Governing 

Territories. Also, the United Nations can not oblige member states to transmit information about their 

self-governing Overseas Territories. Therefore if the United Nations deems transmitting information necessary 

it means the said territory is a Non-Self Governing Territory. With that having said, Principle IV of UNGA 

Resolution 1541 (XV) deems transmitting information necessary if a territory is “geographically separate, and 

is distinct ethnically and/or culturally from the country administering it”  However, this is solely not a criterion. 4

Principle V gets to be considered only if this applies. Principle V deems transmitting information necessary if 

administrative, political, juridical, economic, historical factors put the said territory in subordination, meaning 

that the territory has less importance than the metropolitan state. The Special Committee on Decolonization, 

its experts, and diplomats always have the final say on whether a territory is self-governing or not however 

these general criteria are given in the UNGA RES/1541 (XV). 

2. Self-Governance Status 

According to the United Nations, there are three ways a territory can reach self-governing status. 

These are; emergence as a sovereign state, free association with an independent state, or integration with an 

independent state.  

According to international law, sovereign states have to meet four criteria. These are having a 

permanent population, a defined territory, a government, and the capacity to enter into relations with other 

sovereign states. Sovereign states are the states which are independent and self-governing in their decisions. 

No external entity can meddle into their internal or external affairs. Aside from qualifying for the mentioned 

criteria, international recognition is a big part of statehood. Unilateral declarations of independence are met 

with strong opposition in the international community and are against international law. Although having 

qualified for the first three criteria, there are some states which are not considered as sovereign and existing 

by the international community. Some examples are; Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, Kurdistan 

Regional Government, and Catalonia. This is the reason why Non-Self Governing Territories can not 

unilaterally secede and declare themselves independent. If they were to do so like the aforementioned 

examples, they would be isolated on the international stage. Isolation would bring economic and diplomatic 

hardships.  

Free association is neither exact sovereignty nor integration. It is the name given to a  predetermined 

special partnership between two sovereign nations. Most importantly, for NSGTs, it is a way of gaining 

independence and sovereignty. Free associated states are independent and self-governing entities. They get 

to be recognized internationally as distinct and sovereign states. They can become members of the United 

4 For further information see; “United Nations General Assembly Resolution 1541 (XV).” A/RES/1541(XV) - E - 
A/RES/1541(XV), 1960, 
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Nations which symbolizes statehood. Terms of free association terminate such privileges as obtaining the 

nationality, citizenship, the passport of the administering country. Free associated states emerge out of 

dependent colonial status. In order to gain sovereignty, they agree to a special close relationship with their 

previous administer country. This special partnership is the reason why the free associated state isn’t 

considered as a fully sovereign state. The colony and its administer determine the terms of free association. 

Yet, the special partnership usually includes privileges given to the administering nation in areas like defense 

and foreign affairs. To better understand free association one can look at the political status of the Cook 

Islands and Niue.  

Integration as a way of reaching self-governance status is always an option for the Non-Self 

Governing Territories. Hawaii and Alaska were classified as NSGTs by the United Nations in the 1940s. Yet, 

they became the 49th and 50th States of the United States of America. Integration puts territory into 

another’s the full sphere of sovereignty.  

3. Economic Advancement 

The United Nations strives to achieve both decolonization and economic growth for Non-Self 

Governing Territories at the time. Non-Self Governing Territories have considerably weaker economies and 

have dependent economies on their Administrating Powers. The dilemma of the situation is that 

independence is likely to hurt the dependent economies of Non-Self Governing Territories. The question is 

how can both economic growth and decolonization take place at the same time without hurting NSGTs’ 

economies. 

  Many Non-Self Governing Territories are situated in the Pacific and Atlantic as island states. The main 

source of income for the NSGTs is tourism as these island states attract many tourists every year. The most 

significant hardships NSGTs encounter against their economies could be listed as; vulnerability against 

natural disasters, high dependence on few amounts of remote and distant external markets due to their 

geographical locations, high dependence on economic aid of Administering Powers, the lack of 

well-developed industry and high expenses necessary to create one.  

4. Social Advancement 

Understandably, social advancement is the development of a society that consists of people. Social 

development is related to the improvement of the life quality and living conditions of every individual in a 

society. For successful social development, each and every citizen of a society should be treated equally by 

their governments. Everyone has the right to be treated equally no matter what their identity, wealth, race, 

color, sex, religion, nationality are. This is very significant about social development. In order to achieve social 

development, Non-Self Governing Territories have to act according to this equality principle. NSGTs should 
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strive to eradicate forms of discrimination in the key areas of employment, education, and entrepreneurship. 

They should create policies that would aim to eradicate income disparities and the economic hardships faced 

by society. NSGTs should strive to achieve progress in areas such as employment, healthcare, education, 

and social security which affect people’s welfare. In brief, any measure taken with the principle of equality for 

all, that helps the well-being and the welfare of the individual is related to social progress. Due to their diverse 

demographics, the different peoples of the societies of Non-Self Governing Territories require equal 

treatment. Because of their colonial background, NSGTs host both indigenous and settler communities with 

the local inhabitants compromising the majority. Tensions are likely to rise up in case of unjust treatment 

between the different fragments of these societies.  

5. Political Advancement 

Political advancement is essential for Non-Self Governing Territories that wish to achieve 

decolonization. In order to become self-governing and autonomous in their internal and external affairs, 

NSGTs have to establish political and governmental institutions. Independence requires autonomous political 

and governmental institutions creating policies on behalf of an independent nation. To become 

self-governing, NSGTs should have executive, legislative, and judicial branches. Once they are established, 

these political institutions should operate in high coordination without any corruption. All the measures aiming 

to achieve political institutions working in high standards would be considered steps to achieve political 

advancement. 

6. Educational Advancement 

Educational advancement is the key for NSGTs to prosper in the long term. Educational progress can 

be seen as any measures aiming to build schools, provide access to education, provide gender equality in 

school attendance, and any means that would enhance the quality of the education system. In order to 

achieve educational advancement, NSGTs should spare a significant portion of their Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) for educational advancement purposes.  

IV. Key Vocabulary 

Self-Governing: Self-governing is the status of a territory that is being controlled solely by its local residents 

living there without any external authority intervening in its independent decisions. A colony in this regard can 

not be self-governing. The United Nations strives to convert all the Non-Self Governing Territories into 

self-governing independent states. Delegations such as the UK will advocate that their NSGTs are 

self-governing and have enough autonomy.  

7 
 



 
 

Decolonization: Decolonization is the process in which an administering state withdraws its legal boundary 

and presence out of a certain region. It is the action in which a colony gets independent. In the context of 

Non-Self Governing Territories, decolonization can be achieved with full independence, free association, and 

integration. 

Administering Power: Administering Powers are the countries responsible for administering their respected 

Non-Self Governing Territories until the NSGTs reach the full measure of self-governance status. They control 

areas such as defense and foreign affairs of their NSGTs. They are responsible for promoting political and 

social development in NSGTs. 

V. Important Events & Chronology 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

- Chapter XI of the Charter of the United Nations  

Chapter XI of the Charter of the United Nations covers Non-Self Governing Territories and sets first 

internationally recognized fundamentals about the NSGTs. It includes the Declaration Regarding Non-Self 

Governing Territories. 

 

- United Nations General Assembly Resolution 1514 (XV)  

The UNGA Resolution 1514 (XI) also known as the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to 

Colonial Countries and Peoples, is a milestone in the UN’s decolonization efforts. The declaration calls for 

immediate transfer of power to the inhabitants of Non-Self Governing Territories. 
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Date  Event 

24/10/1945  The United Nations is founded. The UN Charter is signed. 
14/12/1960  UNGA RES 1514 (XV) is adopted 
27/11/1961  UNGA RES 1654(XVI) is adopted 

04/08/1965 
The Cook Islands established self-government with free 

association with New Zealand. 

10/09/1967 
Gibraltarians held a referendum in which they rejected 

Spanish authority.  

19/10/1974 
Niue Islands established self-government with free 

association with New Zealand.  

29/04/1991 
The UN established the Mission for the Referendum 

in Western Sahara (MINURSO) to cease the conflict and to 
hold a referendum which to this date has never been held. 

07/11/2002 
Gibraltarians held a referendum that rejected 

Spanish authority.  

https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-xi/index.html
https://undocs.org/A/Res/1514(XV)
https://undocs.org/A/Res/1514(XV)


 
 

 

 

- United Nations General Assembly Resolution 1654 (XVI) 

With UNGA Resolution 1654 (XVI) one of the most important establishments on decolonization efforts 

was established: Special Committee on Decolonization. The Special Committee oversees the implementation 

of UNGA Resolution 1514 (XV). 

 

- International Decade for the Eradication of Colonialism  

Declares 1990-2000 as the International Decade for the Eradication of Colonialism. Calls upon 

member states to be in cooperation with C-24. Invites international organizations and member states to aid 

the decolonization process. 

 

- Second International Decade for the Eradication of Colonialism 

Declares 2000-2010 as the Second International Decade for the Eradication of Colonialism. Calls 

upon member states to be in cooperation with C-24. Invites international organizations and member states to 

aid the decolonization process. 

 

- Third  International Decade for the Eradication of Colonialism  

Declares 2010-2020 as the Third International Decade for the Eradication of Colonialism. Calls upon 

member states to be in cooperation with C-24. Invites international organizations and member states to aid 

the decolonization process. 

 

- Economic and other activities which affect the interests of the peoples of the Non-Self-Governing 

Territories  

It is the June 20, 2019, dated United Nations resolution regarding the economic and other activities 

affecting the interest of the peoples of the NSGTs. It calls upon the Administer Powers to behave in 

accordance with the UN Charter and the relevant United Nations resolutions. There are clauses related to 

natural resource usage, working conditions, natural disasters, military activity, and exploitation. 

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

Many Non-Self Governing Territories have held referendums whether to gain independence, attain 

free association, remain within the status-quo, or integrate their nation with another. Many of these 

referendums kept the status quo on the contrary to what the United Nations strives to achieve. It can be said 

that some NSGTs and their inhabitants are pleased with the current situation they are in. Indeed some 
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NSGTs may not be able to endure full independence. Potential economic hardships awaiting these NSGTs 

are the primary reason inhabitants wish to remain within the status-quo. Many inhabitants also don't want to 

lose the privileges coming from the citizenship and passport of their administering state. Up until now, many 

referendums have taken place in Tokelau, Gibraltar, New Caledonia, and American Samoa. Unfortunately, it 

could be said that the only democratic way to achieve decolonization may deadlock.  

The United Nations, 3 times up to now, declared the international decades for the eradication of 

decolonization starting from 1991. The said resolutions are put in the Past Resolutions and Treaties section.  

VIII. Possible Solutions 

The United Nations strives to achieve full decolonization. Therefore, it must be the utmost priority for 

the delegates to achieve decolonization in the NSGTs. Indirectly any changes in the Non-Self Governing 

Territories’ legal status will affect the way NSGTs deal with economic, social, political, and educational 

progress. Before adopting any ideas that will affect the legal status of NSGTs, their implications should be 

considered.  

Economic growth in Non-Self Governing Territories can be achieved by tackling obstacles on the way 

of economic growth. These obstacles can be listed as; vulnerability against natural disasters, high 

dependence on few amounts of distant external markets, high dependence on the economic aid of 

Administering Powers, the lack of well-developed industry, and high expenses necessary to create one. 

Forming trade deals in cooperation with geographically close nations, creating the necessary infrastructure for 

initiating industrial sectors and factories are essential for economic growth. Delegates should seek ways to 

tackle these vulnerabilities and therefore pave the path for economic development.  

 In the case of social development, NSGTs have to initiate social programs covering citizens’ equality 

and promoting citizens’ well-being. Delegates should consider initiating policies striving to achieve the 

redistribution of wealth to decrease the inequality between different classes. While trying to achieve these 

possible solutions delegates should be careful with not infringing upon NSGTs’ internal affairs and 

sovereignty. 

International Organizations and their help are essential for the advancement of Non-Self Governing 

Territories. Any potential proposal to create a monetary fund and monitor its flow could be evaluated. 

Delegates should come up with unique ideas other than already implemented resolution ideas. 

IX. Useful Links 
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- Western Sahara’s situation is explained in the video: https://youtu.be/x7xRduwFNPg 

- Tokelau and its independence struggle are explained in the video: https://youtu.be/oPRbHQSuayM 

- Video of the meeting of the British Foreign Affairs Committee in which the decolonization process of 

the British NSGTs was discussed: https://youtu.be/c0hAMPQFTAk   
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