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The circumstances and events associated with South Africa's 
early involvement in Ant.an:tic matters in the years leading up to 
che signing of the Antllrctic Treaty are briefly reviewed. Particular 
attention is given to the Republic's non-claimant stlltus within the 
treaty system and its efforts to obtain international recognition of 
its interests in Antllrctica. 

Die omst11ndighede en gebeurtenisse rondom Suid-Afrika se 
betrokkenheid by Antllrktiese aangeleenrhede gedurende die jare 
war die ondertekening van die Antllrktiese Verdrag vooraf gegaan 
het, word kortliks bespreek. Besondere aandag word geskenk aan 
Suid-A.frik11 se geen-aanspraak-stlltus binne die Verdragsisteem en 
aan sy pogings om intemasionale erkenning van sy belange in 
Anwktika te verlay. 

INTRODUCTION 
The Antarctic Treaty system may be loosely described as those 
agreements and arrangements which regulate international 
relations and activities in Antarctica. These include the Antarctic 
Treaty of 1959, a J<J77 convention regulating the conservation of 
Antarctic seals (CCAS), a convention of 1980 which governs the 
conservation of Antarctic marine living resources (CCAMLR) 
and a considerable body of recommendations and measures 
adopted and given effect to by the parties to these various instru
ments. A draft convention on the regulation of Antarctic mineral 
resource activities (CRAMRA) in Antarctica was finalised in 
1988 but is unlikely to enter into force in the foreseeable future, 
if at all. Towards the end of 1991 a Protocol to the Antarctic 
Treaty (on environmental protection) was adopted and is current
ly open for signature by Antarctic Treaty Parties. 

Central to the system is the Antarctic Treaty itself which was 
signed on I December 1959 by the twelve countries active in the 
Antarctic during the International Geophysical Year OGY) of 
1957-58 and which entered into force on 23 June 1961 following 
ratification by all twelve of them. Of these states, seven claimed 
sovereignty over defined portions of the Antarctic continent, viz 
Argentina, Australia, Chile, France, New Zealand. Norway and 
the United Kingdom - the so-called claimant states. The 
remaining five - Belgium, Japan, South Africa, the USSR and 
the USA - neither themselves claimed sovereignty over Antarctic 
territory nor recognised the claims of those who did. 

The aim of the Antarctic Treaty was to ensure that Antarc
tica should forever continue to be used for peaceful purposes 
and not become the scene or object of international discord. 
The treaty inter alia expressly stipulates that Antarctica 
(the area south of 60° S latitude) is to be used for peace-
ful purposes only. It further prohibits military activities, nuclear 
explosions and the disposal of radioactive waste in Antarc-
tica (the first nuclear test ban treaty!) and enjoins freedom 
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of scientific research and the free exchange of scientific infor
mation (Miller 1991). The sensitive issue of claims to territorial 
sovereignty was adroitly side-stepped by the provision in 
Article IV that nothing in the treaty nor any acts or activi-
ties taking place while the treaty is in force is to be inter
preted as supporting or derogating from any party's position 
on territorial sovereignty and that no new claim would be 
asserted. In effect, the whole question of the acquisition of terri
tory and the recognition or non-recognition of territorial 
claims was and remains "froren" for the duration of the 
treaty. Cooperation was thus made possible in Antarctica 
between states with very different legal and political positions 
(Parsons 1987). 

South Africa's position, contributions and interests within the 
ambit of the Antarctic Treaty system are reasonably well known 
(Miller 1991). Less well known, however, is the story of South 
Africa's earlier involvement, or lack of it, in Antarctic matters 
during the years leading up to the treaty, of why in view of its 
geographic proximity to Antarctica and undoubted interests in the 
region, it never became a claimant state (claiming territorial 
sovereignty in Antarctica) and of how it came to be a "consulta
tive party" under the treaty in the. first place. 

The fully documented story still awaits the attention of a dedicated 
researcher with the time and opportunity to delve into the 
archives of government, not only in South Africa but in London 
and elsewhere. The present writer has, alas, thus far been denied 
such time and opportunity and has had access only to certain 
archival records of the Department of Foreign Affairs. With the 
exception of Headland's Chronological List of Ant.an:tic Expeditions 
and Related Historical Events (Headland 1989), it is almost 
entirely on these records, manifestly incomplete, that the present 
account is based. With these limitations it is nevertheless still 
possible to piece together much of the earlier history of the 
South African Antarctic saga. 

SOUTH AFRICAN TERRITORIAL ASPIRATIONS 
IN THE ANTARCTIC 
In the earlier part of this century, various countries laid claim to 
certain sectors of the Antarctic continent, their claims being 
based as a general rule on discovery and proclamation of possession 
usually followed by administrative and governmental acts in the 
area claimed. In London the Imperial Conference of 1926 
recommended that British control should gradually be established 
over the whole of the Antarctic continent with the exception of 
those areas to which a good foreign title already existed (Bush 
1989). Most of the area involved was divided into sectors, one of 
which was assigned to Australia, one to New Zealand and one to 
the Falkland Islands (United Kingdom). 

It is not clear whether or not a sector was assigned to South 
Africa. In a British memorandum prepared on 21 October 1930 
the writer states: 

"In the course of conversation the other day, the Prime 
Minister mentioned that in 1926 a sector had been assigned to 
the Union, but so far I have been unable to trace any reference 
to this in the papers which are contained in fue 50/26 Y." In the 
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light of subsequent developments it would seem that the British 
Prime Minister was mistaken or, if he were correct, that South 
Africa declined to claim the sector so assigned. 

Two sectors of the Antarctic continent had not been explored 
at the time of the Imperial Conference and had not been claimed 
by any country. One of these was the sector between Enderby 
Land and the Falkland Islands lying between 45° E and 20° W 
and thus roughly south of Cape Town. It was part of this area 
that would have been assigned to South Africa on an application 
of the sector principle. 

In 1928 the United Kingdom informed South Africa that 
Norway proposed to despatch an expedition to that part of 
Antarctica which lay to the south of the Cape of Good Hope 
with authority to annex for Norway any new territory which it 
might discover in that region. It would seem that Norway wished 
to secure land in the Antarctic in order to consolidate its position 
in the whaling industry. In 1929 South Africa indicated that it 
would raise no objection to the annexation by Norway of territory 
which might be discovered between 45° E and 20° W (i e 
between Enderby Land and Coats Land) and in December 1929 
the British Minister in Oslo informally apprised the Norwegian 
Government of South Africa's reaction. This reaction, which 
gave carte blanche to Norway in the region, was to have far
reaching effects on the nature of South Africa's future involve
ment in Antarctica. 

Between 1927 and 1937 several Norwegian expeditions explored 
and claimed for Norway various hitherto undiscovered areas of 
Antarctica - including Kronprinsesse Martha Kyst on which 
Norway station and SANAE were eventually established. It was, 
however, only on 14 January 1939 that Norway by Royal Decree 
formally annexed Dronning Maud Land, being that part of the 
coast of the Antarctic continent "which stretches from the boundary 
of the Falkland Island Dependencies in the west (Coats Land 
boundary) to the boundary of the Australian Antarctic Territory 
in the east (45° E) with the territory lying inside this shore and 
the adjacent waters". At the same time Norway fonnally recognised 
the boundaries of the Australian Antarctic Territory and, some 
eight months later, had its sovereignty over Dronning Maud 
l..a!ld recognised by the United Kingdom, Australia and New 
Zealand (Headland, op cit, entries 1822 to 1824). One suspects 
that this flurry of recognition was precipitated by claims made by 
a German expedition early in 1939 to certain parts of Dronning 
Maud Land and its changing of the name to Neu-Schwabenland. 

In 1930 the possibility of South Africa acquiring territory on 
the Antarctic continent was raised by a certain Captain Mills 
Joyce. He had previous experience of Antarctica (having served 
inter alia with the "Discovery" expedition of 1901 to 1904 and 
Shackleton's expedition of 1907- 1909) and vigorously espoused 
the idea of a South African expedition to explore the Antarctic. 
In a letter to the Union High Commissioner in London, dated 
6 June 1930, he expressed the view that the matter had become 
extremely urgent in "view of the fact that the Norwegians are 
displaying marked activity" in the sector directly south of South 
Africa. He pointed to traces of minerals which had been found 
in Antarctica and which, if they were to be developed, he felt 
strongly, should be developed by South Africa. There was "also 
the question of the scientific side of such expeditions". In his 
view, the expedition should be purely South African "in the 
hope that the South African flag will one day be unfurled over 
those lands lying south of her continent". 

In October 1930 the Dominions Office in London posed the 
question whether any steps should be taken by the Union 
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Government to establish a claim to any portion of the Antarctic. 
It was not clear to that Office whether the land discovered by 
the Norwegian expedition included the small sector which could 
be claimed by South Africa (apparently the portion lying 
between 15° and 30° E). The Dominions Office thought that it 
might be advisable, subject to certain conditions, to permit the 
expeclition proposed by Joyce to be despatched under Union 
Government auspices in order to lay claim to any undiscovered 
land. The Union High Commissioner in London laid the matter 
before the Polar Committee. This committee had been initiated 
by the 1926 Imperial Conference as the Committee on British 
Policy in the Antarctic and until 1939, and again from 1954 to 
1957, was responsible for the infonnal coordination of the Ant
arctic policies of the United Kingdom, Australia and New 
Zealand (Headland, op cit entry 1634). 

The Polar Committee, in November 1930, effectively sounded 
the death-knell of any aspirations to territorial sovereignty in the 
Antarctic which South Africa might possibly then have entertained. 
The Committee examined the documentation relating to the ex
pedition proposed by Mills Joyce. It recalled that only a year 
previously South Africa had raised no objection to the 
Norwegian expedition and that this had been conveyed by the 
United Kingdom Government to the Norwegian Government. 
Acting on this assurance, the "Norvegia" expedition had since 
discovered and claimed for the Norwegian crown some 200 
miles of coastline in the sector between Enderby Land and Coats 
Land and formal confirmation of these claims by Norway was to 
be expected. It was in this same region that Joyce proposed to 
concentrate his exploration. 

The Committee accordingly felt that Norway would have a 
legitimate grievance if a rival expedition were now to enter the 
sector with a view to claiming territory in it for the Union of 
South Africa. Norway might not unreasonably regard such action 
as a breach of faith and this view was reinforced by the fact that 
the Norwegians had transferred their activities from the sector 
claimed by Australia to a sector in which they had been given to 
understand the British had no interest. Moreover, the friendly 
cooperation of Norway in the Antarctic was important to His 
Majesty's Governments and any action which might be seen as 
aiming to exclude Norway from the Antarctic was to be 
deprecated. 

The Polar Committee felt sure that, in the circumstances, 
South Africa "would agree that the despatch of an exploratory 
expedition to this sector was to be discouraged". There would, 
however, be no objection to a purely private and scientific 
expedition. In the event, the South African Government on 
4 February 1931 advised its High Commissioner in London that 
it would be inadvisable to support Captain Joyce's scheme. 
Finance Minister N C Havenga, to whom the matter was 
referred, expressed the opinion that the objections of the Polar 
Committee, based on South Africa's previous acquiescence in 
Norway's actions, were in themselves fully sufficient to preclude 
South African Government support for the proposed expedition 
- quite apart from financial and other considerations. From 
then until after World War II it seems that the question of 
a South African territorial claim in Antarctica was not further 
pursued. 

How seriously South Africa ever intended to press territorial 
claims in Antarctica is a matter of some conjecture. On 
27 December 1946 it specifically raised with the United Kingdom 
the possibility of staking a claim in that part of the Norwegian
claimed territory lying immediately south of the Cape. There is, 
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however, nothing to show that the matter was taken any further 
at that time. On 5 November 1948, on the other hand, it 
infonned five of the states claiming territory in Antarctica that 
"the Un.ion has never advanced any claim to Antarctic territory, 
most of which, in default of effective occupation, can only be 
regarded as temi nullius" (unowned land). 

On 5 May 1955, however, Foreign Affairs Minister Eric Louw, 
announced South Africa's participation in the forthcoming Com
monwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition. He added that this would 
help to support South Africa's claims when the time came, as it 
undoubtedly must, that one or other decision be taken in regard 
to the South Polar regions in which South Africa had a substan
tial interest. The Minister later made it clear in response to a 
query by the British High Commissioner (which emerges as a 
veiled enquiry as to whether the Minister had a territorial claim 
in mind) that he did not intend, at this stage, to indicate more 
than an interest in Antarctica. 

That Minister Louw might well not have excluded the possibility 
of a territorial claim in the sector claimed by Norway appears 
from indications that he had mooted such a possibility in an 
office note of 27 February 1955 in reaction to a suggestion by 
Dr Schumann, Director of the South African Weather Bureau. 
He recommended that the Union should acquire a sector for it
self with a view to the eventual erection of a weather station. 
Moreover, a policy statement telegraphed by the South African 
Government to London and Washington on Christmas Eve of 
1955 contained "an intimation that the Union might wish to 
acquire certain territorial rights in Antarctica, the manner of 
acquisition to be the subject of further consultation with the 
countries with specific interests in Antarctica". 

The British Government's reaction to this possibility was 
decidedly cautious. It nevertheless professed itself ready to enter 
into consultation with the Union Government and other governments 
regarding the acquisition by the Union of certain territorial 
rights. It subsequently also indicated that in its opinion the principles 
and methods by which such territorial rights might be defined 
necessitated careful study, bearing in mind the existence of 
acquired rights in the area. Later, at a time when the British 
favoured the idea of encouraging the United States to claim the 
vacant sector of Antarctica lying between 80° and 150° W it 
intimated to South Africa that until the Americans could be 
persuaded to make a claim - thereby indicating on what criteria 
they felt claims should be based - South Africa's chances of 
success were negligible. 

Given the determined stand of those countries claiming 
sovereignty over territory in the Antarctic against any surrender 
of that sovereignty, as well as the recognition by the Common
wealth claimants of the Norwegian claim, it is highly unlikely 
that the South African Government would have persisted in 
laying claim to any portion of the Norwegian sector in the face 
of Norwegian opposition - particularly after having acquiesced 
in the Norwegian actions in 1929. To have done so could only 
have attracted the enmity of all the claimant states and a universal 
refusal to recognise the claim. 

It was the view of the United Kingdom that the only way in 
which the Union could acquire a sector of the Antarctic would 
be either to occupy a section of the open sector or to negotiate 
with Norway for a cession of part of their sector. 

There is nothing at all to suggest that South Africa ever 
expressed interest in making a claim in the open or vacant (i e 
the unclaimed) sector of Antarctica. It is improbable that it ever 
intended to do so. Geographically it is that sector which lies 
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furthest from South Africa, the costs of effective administration 
or occupation would doubtless have been prohibitive and in the 
contemporary view it was the least valuable sector. 

It is therefore much more probable that in speaking of the 
acquisition of territorial rights in Antarctica, what South Africa 
really had in mind was a possible bilateral agreement with 
Norway by which it might secure either sovereignty over a small 
part of the Norwegian-claimed sector or certain limited territorial 
rights such as the right to establish a polar base or scientific 
station in the sector. And indeed, a memorandum prepared for 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs in September 1957 reflects his 
department's thinking that the only course then open to South 
Africa was to negotiate with Norway in regard to the sector 
concerned. 

It may also well be that, given its readily perceived interests in 
matters relating to Antarctica, South Africa's stance on its possible 
acquisition of territory in Antarctica was, to some extent, adopted 
in order to assert and confirm a right to be included in inter
national deliberations on the future of Antarctica and to member
ship of any international authority which might be constituted for 
the administration and governance of the region. 

It seems that after 1958 South Africa, at least for the time 
being, abandoned any idea it might have had of claiming territory 
in Antarctica. The reasons are at hand. From 1958 South Africa 
found itself being drawn more and more into consultations on 
the future of Antarctica. Secondly, by an agreement of 30 Oc
tober 1959 the Norsk Polarinstitutt in Dronning Maud Land was 
transferred by Norway to South Africa (by way of loan) in 
January 1960 (Headland, op cit, entry 2292) thus making it 
possible for South Africa to establish a base on the continent. 
Finally, South Africa's ratification of the Antarctic Treaty on 21 
June 1960 precluded it in terms of Article IV thereof from 
asserting any claim to territorial sovereignty as long as the treaty 
is in force. In fact, at the Antarctic Conference held in Washing
ton in 1959, the South African representative affirmed his 
country's position as a non-claimant and its refusal to recognise 
claims in Antarctica. That has been South Africa's position ever 
since. 

SOUTH AFRICAN PARfICIPATION IN 
ANTARCTIC AFFAIRS 
If on the way to its ratification of the Antarctic Treaty South 
Africa at times displayed a somewhat ambivalent attitude towards 
the question of the acquisition of territorial sovereignty in Ant
arctica, there can since World War II be not doubt on its 
attitude towards attempts to deny it participation in Antarctic 
affairs. It consistently opposed attempts to exclude it from inter
national consultations on the future of the continent and from 
membership of the successive international regimes which were 
proposed to administer and control it. 

The United States in 1948 put forward a plan for the international 
trusteeship of Antarctica in terms of which the United States 
would join with the seven claimant states (Argentina, Australia, 
Chile, France, New Zealand, Norway and the United Kingdom) 
as the administering authority of the trust territory. This plan 
found no favour and the United States thereupon proposed a 
revised scheme which was in essence a condominium of the 
same eight countries. South Africa objected vigorously to its 
exclusion from the proposed body and pointed out its geographical 
propinquity to Antarctica, its whaling, meteorological, air com-
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munication and strategic interests, and that it was the only major 
country in the southern hemisphere which under the scheme 
would have no say in the future administration of Antarctica 
(Bush, 1988). 

In response the United States professed a good deal of sympathy 
but considered that any agreement had to be restricted to the 
eight countries in order to exclude outside powers such as 
Russia. It was, however, hoped to include a clause in the agreement 
which \W\lld allow accession by a country which all the signatories 
considered to have a definite interest in the Antarctic. This, it 
felt, would meet the South African concerns. Since United 
Kingdom support for its position had proved lukewann, South 
Africa proceeded to canvass support from the other members of 
the eight countries where its claims were more favourably 
received. The United States' revised proposals do not, however, 
appear to have been enthusiastically received and were not 
pursued. 

In June 1950 the Soviet Union informed seven of the eight 
countries concerned (Chile excepted) that Russian explorations 
during the previous century entitled the USSR to as much say in 
Antarctica as other countries, that there could be no regime in 
Antarctica without Soviet participation and that any decisions 
taken without such participation would not be accepted as legal. 

In the years which followed, South Africa continued to press 
its case for inclusion in any consultations on Antarctica. In 1955 
it took part in meetings with the United Kingdom, Australia and 
New Zealand held in London to coordinate a Commonwealth 
approach to the United States on the future of Antarctica. In 
February 1956 South Africa joined with those countries in 
discussions with the US Secretary of State on the matter. At 
other times consultations proceeded without South Africa's 
participation. Thus, when towards the end of 1957 the United 
States proposed a meeting with the three Commonwealth claimant 
countries to discuss new American proposals, Australia and New 
Zealand were reluctant to press for South Africa's presence at 
that stage. Instead, together with the United Kingdom, they 
agreed to bring to the attention of the United States the disad
vantages of excluding countries such as South Africa, which had 
a legitimate interest in the area. The United States, though sym
pathetic, was not convinced that South Africa's interests warrant· 
ed its inclusion in the discussions. 

Further proposals for some form of international control in 
Antarctica were put forward by the United Kingdom in the 
middle of 1957 and by the United States at the end of 1957 and 
again in March 1958. 

The United Kingdom broached the idea of establishing an 
international authority which, once more, would consist only of 
the seven claimant countries and the USA. It was felt that to 
admit the Union, would be to open the door to other countries 
which had not attempted to establish interests in Antarctica. The 
United States likewise proposed an international authority to be 
established by countries with real interests in Antarctica. It 
seems that what was envisaged was a board of governors 
comprising the same eight countries and, in a lower tier, an 
advisory council of other countries, including South Africa. 

The reluctance of the United Kingdom and particularly of the 
United States to accord South Africa the status it sought in Ant
arctic affairs stemmed from a fear of admitting the Soviet Union 
to any say in the Antarctic. All United States Antarctic initiatives 
since the end of the war had as their main objective the exclusion 
of the USSR. Although the United States had been more active 
in Antarctica than the Soviets, the latter could point to the 
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voyages of discovery of the Russian navigators, Bellingshausen 
and Lazarev, who in the early 19th century were the first to 
circumnavigate Antarctica. The Soviet Union could, and did, th1 
rely on exploration and discovery as a basis of claim in Antarctic 
That it was one of the mo "superpowers" also carried weight. 
Had South Africa (which had no territorial claim and no claim 
based on exploration and discovery or on scientific activities in 
the region) been admitted, on what grounds could the USSR 
have been excluded? It was, in short, South Africa's lack of pas1 
performance which made its position vulnerable. 

By 1958, however, there appeared to be a more general 
acceptance of the realities that the USSR (which had been active 
during IGY of 1957/58) was in Antarctica to stay, would not 
depart after the IGY and would not accept any dispensation for 
Antarctica from which it was excluded. It was no doubt these 
realities as well as Commonwealth pressure, the positions of the 
South American and other claimant states and the representation\ 
of South Africa and perhaps some other non-claimant states, that 
caused the United States to revise its thinking on Antarctica and 
to put forward new proposals in March of 1958. 

Put shortly, the United States proposed a multilateral treaty to 
which the USA and the USSR would be parties together with 
those countries with direct, substantial interests in the continent. 
It would be outside auspices of the United Nations but consistent 
with the UN Charter - prohibiting any sort of militarisation and 
undertaking the peaceful exploitation of Antarctica. There would 
be adequate measures of control and inspection. Countries claiming 
sovereignty over parts of Antarctica would not be required to 
renounce their claims and the existing position would be frozen 
for the duration of the treaty. It will be obvious how these 
proposals foreshadowed the Antarctica Treaty. 

In the end, the twelve countries which had been active in Ant· 
arctica during the 1957/58 IGY were invited by the United States 
to participate in a diplomatic conference in 1959 in Washington. 
That conference produced the Antarctic Treaty, which was signed 
by the twelve countries on I December 1959 and came into 
force on 23 June 1961 when the last of the original twelve signatories 
ratified it. 

CONCLUSION 
South Africa was (after the United Kingdom) the second country 
to ratify the Antarctic Treaty. As an original signatory it ipso 
.ilcto assumed consultative party status and was thereby entitled 
to take part in meetings with other consultative parties (which 
later came to include other acceding states admitted to consultative 
status) to regulate Antarctic activities. It also thereby gained the 
right to panicipate in the decision-making procechrres established 
under the treaty, which operate on the basis of the consensus of 
all the consultative parties. South Africa's efforts over the years 
to obtain recognition for its interests in the future administration 
and regulation of Antarctic affairs had thus finally paid off. 
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