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MEMORANDUM 

NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL 

INFORMATION April 2, 1982 

MEMORANDUM FOR ADMIRAL POINDEXTER 

FROM : 

SUBJECT: Falkland Islands Dispute 

As per your request this morning, attached at Tab A is 
a historical background of the Falkland Islands. 



FALKLAND ISLANDS DISPUTE -- A HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The controversy dates back to 1833 when the British, who 
originally discovered the islands, reoccupied them for use 
as a seal hunting and shipping base in the South Atlantic in 
that year. 

The Argentine claim is rooted in Spanish control of the 

I 
' 

islands before 1833. The new Argentine nation which achieved 
its independence from Spain assumed the Spanish claim. The new 
government, however, was too weak to oust the British and 
Buenos Aires lost unbroken control of the islands for 149 
years. In losing the islands in 1833 the Argentines, at the 
time, did not press the question of title with the British, 
because among other things, Argentina's then dictator, 
Manuel de Rosas was simultaneously maintaining secret ties 
and profitable business relations with the British. Moreover, 
Rosas, seeking a scapegoat, did not hesitate to blame the 
U.S. for denying the aid he requested under the rubric of 
the Monroe Doctrine. That American denial rooted in a 
prudent understanding of scarce American resources at the 
time became unfortunately a part of the Argentine myth on 
the Falkland question. 

The dispute was, in fact, only a minor irritant in bilateral 
relations between Britain and Argentina; until the dictatorship 
of Juan Peron. Peron, at the Inter-American Conference in 
Bogota in 1948, disdained the conference but did instruct 
his delegation to submit one measure calling for the creation 
of an American Committee on Dependent Territories with 
obvious reference to the Falkland Islands. That Peron 
initiative led to a single meeting of the American Committee 
in Havana in 1949 but got nowhere. 

The current phase of the dispute began in 1965 when Argentina 
for the first time brought the matter before the UN. That date, 
17 years ago, marks the beginning in modern Argentine mythology 
of the diplomatic struggle to regain Argentine sovereignty 
over the islands. 

The General Assembly declared that sovereignt y over the 
islands was in dispute and created a negotiating framework. 
Discussions were unsuccessful and yielded only a series of 
agreements during the early 1970's which facilitated travel 
and contracts for Argentine companies providing fuel and 
other necessities to the islands all of whom are of British 
descent. 



- ~ .. - . . . 
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The growing economic potential of the island group heightened 
diplomatic tensions in the mid-1970's. In 1974 a geological 
survey determined that the Falklands could be the center of 
a vast pool of oil -- perhaps nine times the size of North Sea 
fields. Offshore marine resources -- fish, krill (a small 
crustacean), and kelp -- also promised substantial profits. 

In 1976, Argentina underscored its determination to speed up 
negotiations by using a destroyer to harrass a British 
research ship in Falkland territorial waters. That incident 
occurred at a time of substantial domestic unrest in Argentina 
immediately prior to the ousting of Pres. Isabel Peron. 

The latest round of Anglo-Argentine talks began in February 
of this year -- talks which were the heart of the 15 years 
of negotiations established by the UN in 1965. Pres. Galtieri, 
who has directed a more aggressive foreign policy since his 
removal of Gen. Viola from the presidency in December, 
pressed for a more permanent negotiation commission to 
replace the previous ad hoc negotiating structure. In mid­
March, when the British appeared to be vascillating, the 
Argentines seized the initiative by publicly demanding 
Britain's acceptance of their proposal or face an end to the 
talks and otherwise unspecified Argentine actions. The 
British refused, the talks floundered, and the incident in 
South Georgia that began on March 19 escalated into confrontation 
and the Argentine invasion of the Falklands on Friday, April 2, 
1982. 
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NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL 

INFORMATION April 2, 1982 

MEMORANDUM FOR ADMIRAL POINDEXTER 

FROM: ROGER W . . FONTAINE , ,:, 

SUBJECT: Falkland Islands Dispute 
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a historical background of the Falkland Islands. 



FALKLAND ISLANDS DISPUTE -- A HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The controversy dates back to 1833 when the British, who 
originally discov_ered the islands, reoccupied them for use 
as a seal hunting and shipping base in the South Atlantic in 
that year. 

The Argentine claim is rooted in Spanish control of the 
islands before 1833. The new Argentine nation which achieved 
its independence from Spain assumed the Spanish claim. The new 
government, however, was too weak to oust the British and 
Buenos Aires lost unbroken control of the islands for 149 
years. In losing the islands in 1833 the Argentines, at the 
time, did not press the question of title with the British, 
because among other things, Argentina's then dictator, 
Manuel de Rosas was simultaneously maintaining secret ties 
and profitable business relations with the British . Moreover, 
Rosas, seeking a scapegoat, did not hesitate to blame the 
U.S. for denying the aid he requested under the rubric of 
the Monroe Doctrine. That American denial rooted in a 
prudent understanding of scarce American resources at the 
time became unfortunately a part of the Argentine myth on 
the Falkland question . 

The dispute was, in fact, only a minor irritant in bilateral 
relations between Britain and Argentina; until the dictatorship 
of Juan Peron. Peron, at the Inter-American Conference in 
Bogota in 1948, disdained the conference but did instruct 
his delegation to .s.ubmit one measure calling for the creation 
of an American Committee on Dependent Territories with 
obvious reference to the Falkland Islands. That Peron 
initiative led to a single meeting of the American Committee 
in Havana in 1949 but got nowhere. 

The current phase of the dispute began in 1965 when Argentina 
for the first time brought the matter before the UN. That date, 
17 years ago, marks the beginning in modern Argentine mythology 
of the diplomatic struggle to regain Argentine sovereignty 
over the islands. · 

The General Assembly declared that sovereignty over the 
islands was in dispute and created a negotiating framework . 
Discussions were unsuccessful and yielded only a series of 
agreements during the early 1970's which facilitated travel 
and contracts for Argentine companies providing fuel and 
other necessities to the islands all of whom are of British 
descent. 
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The growing economic potential of the island group heightened 
diplomatic tensions in the mid-1970's. In 1974 a geological 
survey determined that the Falklands could be the center of 
a vast pool of oil -- perhaps nine times the size of North Sea 
fields. Offshore marine resources -- fish, krill (a small 
crustacean), and ·kelp--· also promised substantial profits. 

In 1976, Argentina underscored its determination to speed up 
negotiations by using a destroyer to harrass a British 
research ship in Falkland territorial waters. That incident 
occurred at a time of substantial domestic unrest in Argentina 
immediately prior to the ousting of Pres. Isabel Peron. 

The latest round of Anglo-Argentine talks began in February 
of this year -- talks wh_ich were the heart of the 15 years 
of negotiations established by the UN in 1965. Pres. Galtieri, 
who has directed a more aggressive foreign policy since his 
removal of Gen. Viola from the presidency in December, 
pressed for a more permanent negotiation commission to 
replace the previous ad hoc negotiating structure. In mid­
March, when the British appeared to be vascillating, the 
Argentines seized the initiative by publicly demanding 
Britain's acceptance of their proposal or face an end to the 
talks and otherwise unspecified Argentine actions. The 
British refused, the talks floundered, and the incident in 
South Georgia that began on March 19 escalated into confrontation 
and the Argentine invasion of the Falklands on Friday, April 2, 
1982. 
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OPENING STATEMENT ON FALKLANDS 

Before taking your questions , I want to offer one or 

two remarks concerning the situation before us in the South 

Atlantic. From the outset we have made clear our wish to 

assist in finding a basis for resolution of this difficult 

issue . It was for that purpose that I sent Secretary Haig 

to both capitals last week. 

During his travels I have remained in close communication 

with him and today have had the benefit of a thorough report 

on where matters stand . 

The situation is most sensitive . Nonetheless ideas have 

been presented which are being seriously considered on both 

sides . 

In the interest of finding a solution , I wil~ ask 

Secretary Haig to return to Argentina for further talks. 

In view of the sensitivity of the situation no further 

comment would be appropriate at this time and I will defer 

all questions until further developments occur. 
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Monday , Ap r i l 5, 1 982 

Q: What is the status on the Falkland Islands dispute? 
What have you done to help resolve it? 

A: As you know, the armed forces of Argentina have 

occupied the Falkland and South Georgia Islands. 

The British government is preparing a naval task force 

and it has announced it will restore British administration 

to the Islands by force if necessary. 

I view the situation as extremely serious. A great 

tragedy is developing involving two countries friendly 

to us. Britain is a NATO ally with whom we have enjoyed 

a special relationship for decades. Argentina is a major 

country is this hemisphere with whom we have sought 

better relations. 

The United States is neutral on the question of sovereignty 

for the disputed Islands. We are not neutral on the 

question of the use of force. 

I personally conveyed this to President Galtieri by 

phone on Thursday night. The U.S. supported the 

Security Council resolution calling for the withdrawal 

of Argentine forces from the Islands and urg ing a 

peaceful resolution of the dispute. 

The U.S. will continue to offer its good offices 

to bring about that p e aceful resolution. The United 
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2 

Kingdom and Argentina are our friends. As friends 

we can do no less. 

State believes the answer is too long; suggests 

using only the last two paragraphs. 
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