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The UK and ‘genocide’ in Biafra

By Karen E. Smith

Abstract

In late August 1968, following a British proposiigeria announced it would allow an
International Observer Team into the country tovskimat it was not pursuing a campaign
of genocide in Biafra. This article analyses whg United Kingdom pushed for the
creation of the observer team, and shows how #ra’sework was incorporated into the
government’s justifications for its support of thegerian government. The experience of
the observer team illustrates the difficulties af\ypding an ‘objective’ view regarding

whether or not genocide is taking place.



The UK and ‘genocide’ in Biafra

In late August 1968, just after it launched a ‘finHensive’ to defeat the ‘Biafra’ rebels,
the Federal Military Government of Nigeria (FMG)aunced it would allow an
International Observer Team into the country tovskimat it was not pursuing a campaign
of genocide against Igbos in Biafr#t did so under some pressure to take such aeours
of action: the British government had signalledstfly that its continued support for the
FMG, including arms supplies, would depend on thNKSFs acceptance of observers.
From September 1968 until the end of the war indan1970, a small team of observers
from the United Kingdom (UK), Canada, Poland, Swedke Organisation for African
Unity (OAU) and the United Nations (UN) operated=imG-controlled territory and
repeatedly reported that no genocide was takingephathe country. The British
government used those findings to justify its ppl¢ support for the FMG.

The observer team hardly features in recent dismus®f the Nigeria-Biafra war,
or even in some older piecé@nly Suzanne Cronje discussed it at much lengthhe
world and Nigeria® Yet it is curious that the observer team was aeatl, as it is an
indication of how much pressure the UK itself wasler as a result of the claims that a
genocide was being perpetrated against Biafrans.

This article explains why the UK pressed for the@kb invite observers into
Nigeria, highlighting the need for the British gowment to rebut accusations that it was
abetting genocide in Nigeria, especially by coritiguo supply arms to the FMG. These
accusations generated concern within the governdespgite the fact that the UK had not
yet acceded to the 1948 Convention on the Preveatid Punishment of the Crime of

Genocide. Their concern stemmed not from quesabosit the UK’s conformity to the



legal norm against genocide, but instead from doabbut its conformity with the social
norm against genocide.

This article first sets out the argument thatehee two norms against genocide,
a legal one (embodied in the 1948 Genocide Conmenéind a social one. The main part
of the article then reveals the decision-making diptbmacy regarding the creation of
the observer team — as disclosed in the relevadrpan the UK National Archives. The
social norm created pressures on the governmeakéocaction that it viewed as inimical
to its interests (such as imposing an arms embamghe FMG), and thus it needed
specifically to rebut the claims of genocide toenet the pressure. The section also
shows how the observer team’s conclusions were lngéige UK government to justify
its policy (and to resist any changes to it), whitdivists and observers argued the
observer team was biased. This case illustratesamalwhy it is difficult to use observer

teams to ensure an ‘objective’ determination of theegenocide is taking place or not.

1. The social and legal norms against genocide

This article uses the concept of ‘norms’ when assgshe impact that the claims
about genocide in Nigeria had on British foreigtiqgyo Norms are ¢ollective
expectations about proper behavior for a giventiterf Norms can have different
impacts on states: they can require action (to ¢pmijph the norm), constrain action
(again, to comply with the norm), and enable actwhich could be justified as in
compliance with the nornf)However, norms may also have little or no impacstates:
in other words, states’ behaviour may not conforith the norm at all, and they may

resist pressure or incentives to take action im@ance with the norm. This may be



because the costs of so doing are perceived todageg than the costs of not conforming
to the norm. There are also different types of reornhegal, social, professional, cultural,
and so on — and they may have different influercestates.

As | have argued elsewhere, there are two normssiggenocide, a legal one and
a social oné.The legal norm is set out in the Genocide Conwentivhich provides a
definition of genocide and a set of rules by wistdtes are to punish and prevent
genocide. The definition of genocide in the conimnis widely considered to be
constricting, with its demanding requirement toyaréntent to destroy’. Furthermore the
convention does not mandate garticular action with respect to ‘prevention’, instead
setting out certain requirements regarding thegiunent of individuals for carrying out
acts of genocide.

The UK'’s attitude towards the Genocide Conventuas lukewarm in 1948, and
for twenty years afterwards. It abstained in the 8ikth Committee vote on the
convention, and then very nearly abstained fronmgatn it in the General Assembly,
because of concerns that acceptance of the coowantd British law would require
changes to the laws on granting asylum and then@ahad not agreed to this. Though
the UK did in the end vote for the convention, Bréish delegate told the General
Assembly that the UK’s vote was without prejudioghe right to grant asylufiThe UK
did not sign the conventichand only moved to accede to it after Harold Wilbecame
prime minister in 1964. Until then, a bureaucrat&ndoff between the Foreign Office (in
favour of accession due to the reputational cdsteraining aloof) and the Home Office
(adamant that there was no support for changingyis law on asylum) had prevented

accession. Wilson, however, supported accessiomfdhe assumed office, his



government put the convention forward for apprdwaparliament, though not until
1968*° The main debate on the convention in the Hous@oofimons took place in
February 1969; the UK formally acceded to it onJa@uary 1970.

There is little evidence of British government cerrcabout any legal
requirements that the UK might have vis-a-vis Nigas a result of accession to the
Genocide Convention. Indeed, the Foreign Office emadident that accession would not
lead to claims that the UK was violating the cortimmby supporting the FMG, because
the observer team had proven that FMG was not cttinmgenocide’ Had the
observer team not been dispatched to Nigeria amudfao evidence of genocide, then it
is possible that when the UK acceded to the comwenit could have been accused by
Biafra’s supporters of contravening its legal oatigns*? But there is no evidence in the
files in the UK National Archives or parliamentatgbates to suggest that the question of
accession to the convention was linked to decisadioait the observer team.

What this indicates is that the legal norm plaltié to no role in the British
government’s considerations of either its vulndiigtio criticism over its policy
regarding Nigeria, or its defence of its policy.riiad the legal norm figure highly in
public contestation of the policy. Instead, theecathe UK and genocide in Biafra
illustrates the impact that social norms can havéceign policy-making.

The social norm against genocide entails a widénitien of genocide: in public
parlance, genocide usually just means large-sdldilegk(as happened in Cambodia under
the Khmer Rouge regime, for example). The sociaimalso requires a response going
beyond the legal norm: genocide is seen as raigitegal, political and moral obligation,

an irrevocable imperative that cannot be pushetkedsit must be acted on31n the



last two decades, this has entailed an expectttairstates will take measuresstop
genocide, measures which ultimately should inckirgeuse of coercive military force if
that is what it takes to stop the killing. But befohe end of the Cold War — when
‘humanitarian intervention’ was beyond the limifsagceptable action in international
affairs" — the social norm against genocide meant thatrgavents should take action
short of intervention, such as imposing arms endEs@r criticising countries in
international fora. Indicators of the social nomuiscourse include the use of the term
genocide to describe killings without referencéhi® Genocide Convention definition,
and use of the related argument that a governmpalisy has to change to try to stop
the killings. Whether and how the government daemdicates the norm’s impact: did
the norm enable, require or constrain action? Vestigate the way the social norm
impacted British policy vis-a-vis Nigeria, | haveadysed the public discourse
(declarations by the government, debates withiligmaent, newspaper editorials),
reviewed the relevant official documents in the N&tional Archives and read the

memoirs of the key British actors involved in theadissions.

2. The UK and the Nigeria-Biafra war

On 30 May 1967, the military ruler of the eastezgions of Nigeria (‘Biafra’),
Odumegwu Ojukwu, announced the secession of Biiefra the Nigerian federation, and
its independence as a sovereign state. He didlsaving the massacre of perhaps 30,000
Igbos in the north of the country in September 1866hd his declaration of
independence told the people of Eastern Nigerig'fy@u are] aware that you can no

longer be protected in your lives and in your propby any government based outside



Eastern Nigeria®

In response, the federal government (also militatgd) imposed a
blockade on Biafra and attempted to regain comtrtthe region by military means. It did
not do so until January 1970.

Initially, after Ojukwu had declared Biafran indegence, the Wilson
government adopted a ‘neutral’ position, thougtoitinued to fill the Nigerian
government's orders for supplies of arhA&ut British support for the FMG soon
became clear, reflecting an understanding of it®nal interests.

Those interests were economic in the first plasecéssion would threaten the
security of the 3,500 subjects in the Eastern regiad put investments at risk, especially
in the oil industry™® Shell-British Petroleum was a major investor imétia, and over a
tenth of British oil imports came from NigeriaWhen the Six-Day War broke out in the
Middle East in June 1967, the importance of seguoihimports from Nigeria was
reinforced. Secondly, the British feared the imgtiens of the breakup of states in
Africa: ‘if the principle of secession on a trillasis were once accepted there would be
chaos on the [African] continerf®. Thirdly, there were ‘geopolitical concerns’. Niger
was potentially a major power in Africa; a brealafghe federation would reduce such
power — and allow France and its francophone alli¢se region to exercise more
influence. The UK also needed to balance Soviepasdgor the FMG (the Soviets were
also selling arms to i)

Arms sales were justified by the government becéusmas undoubtedly right to
help an ex-colony and fellow Commonwealth counthewit faced secession....to

change our policy now when both sides have reacindlly irreconcilable positions,

would have a catastrophic effect on our relatioith the Federal Government and would



put our interests in Nigeria in jeopardy.In August 1968, in Parliament, the Secretary of
State for Commonwealth Affairs, George Thomson iplybdefended arms sales in this
way:

Our supplies have amounted to about 15 percenalne\of Nigeria’s

total arms purchases...[l]f we were to cut off ouply of defence

equipment unilaterally...we would, | believe, lose oapacity to

influence the Federal Governmént.

The 15 percent figure was inaccurate: the UK hambked most Nigerian arms
imports in 1963, less than 40 percent in 1964-66abmost half in 1967* (It was
revealed after the war that British arms import®anted to considerably more than that
during the war itself: British supplies made upIBpercent of Nigerian imports in 1968
and an astonishing 97.36 percent in 186% would have damaged the FMG’s war
effort had the UK cut off arms supplies, and alntestainly led the FMG to acquire
supplies from the USSR: this made the issue ofizsBrarms embargo on Nigeria such a
potent one. In comparison, at the start of thelatinthe US had refused to supply arms
to either side (arguably an easier decision thahftiting the UK, given that the US had
not been a major arms supplier to Nigeffa)y) June 1968 France and the Netherlands
announced an arms embargo on Nigeria (though witthdanmonths the French
government was supplying arms to Biafra), and atitater Belgium did sé’

As discussed further below, the Wilson governmamie under considerable
pressure to halt arms sales to the FMG, and wasgfaccusations that by not halting

arms sales, it was aiding a government that waagng in genocide. The rest of this



article explores why and how the Wilson governngatl to ‘square the circle’ by

combating the accusations of genocide and continitsrsupport for the FMG.

Accusations of genocide in Nigeria and oppositmt/K arms sales

Ojukwu referred to the massacres of Igbos in 1368 ‘genocide’ and the core
reason why the Igbos needed their own homelanahn laddress to the Organisation of
African Unity on 5 August 1968, he accused the FM@vaging a ‘genocidal war’
against Biafra, and argued that it was ‘appallihgt ‘this palpable genocide is being
openly financed and directed by major NON-AFRICAdINgrs whose interest in the
event is the economic and political advantage eif twn countries® (Although not
directly named, the UK was seen as the principapstter of the FMG, and therefore of
its ‘genocidal war’.) The accusations of genocidgewepeated by what some regarded
as a very well-oiled Biafran propaganda machind, &r John Stremlau, served the
primary purpose of magnifying the external threaas to promote internal unify.
Nonetheless, the accusations were repeated elsevilter Senegalese and Tanzanian
presidents (Leopold Senghor and Julius Nyerere)lalslled the Nigerian policy as
'genocide’, though it should be noted that mosiasin governments opposed the Biafran
move to seced®.

Above all, though, the genocide claims were hearfdurope. The capture of Port
Harcourt, Biafra’s only link to the outside worlaly Nigerian forces in May 1968,
combined with a blockade of Biafra that seemedetthie cause of malnutrition and
starvation of increasing numbers of victims, gawedccusations of genocide enough

force to generate widespread public concern in pirbor example, in the wake of the



fall of Port Harcourt, several British newspapesediHolocaust imagery: ‘worse than
Belsen’; ‘fate could be as dreadful as that ofwisims of the Nazi concentration
camps’®! It was widely believed (in Biafra and outsidetitht the Igbos would be at risk
if they were defeated by the FMG. Such fears wasdefuelled by the words of
Nigeria’s top military commander, Colonel Benjamidekunle, who declared in August
1968, ‘I want to prevent even one Ibo having evea piece to eat before their
capitulation. We shoot at everything that mov&#s The Guardiamoted, the Nigerian
government may not have had any intention of cotmmgigenocide, but it was less
certain this applied also on the battlefigid.

For almost a year, from November 1967 to AugusBl8te UK considered
participating in a Commonwealth peacekeeping oentes force as a solution to the war:
it could help persuade the Biafrans to surrendeabse their safety would be guaranteed
by the external forc& The idea was pushed principally by the Commonwealt
Secretary-General, Arnold Smith, who was attemptiingrrange a ceasefire and
negotiations between the two sides. The UK wasiircyple willing to contribute, but
only if certain conditions were met first, includithat Canada would help pay for the
force, and India and Ghana would contribute t&iln the end, however, the idea did not
gather enough support — in Nigeria or the reshef@ommonwealth. Instead, during the
course of the summer 1968, the proposal was tramefbinto the idea of sending
observers from the International Committee of tleel Rross or other governments who
would monitor the FMG’s conduct of the w&r.

Throughout the first half of 1968, opposition totBh policy increased — as

concern grew also about the accusations of genatiN@eria. In particular, the
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government’s defence of arms sales was criticisehsely inside and outside
parliament. The Archbishops of Westminster and &éotry called for a ban on arms
supplies to Nigerid’ In May 1968, the Church of Scotland assembly unaosly called

for the ends of arms sales to the FMG, and onekspetaimed the arms supplies would
‘link Britain’s name in history with premeditatedassacre®® Leading newspapers such
asThe Timeschoed the caff The Guardiarargued in July 1968 that ‘stopping the arms
is therefore the best way to save Biafrans fronh lstughter and starvatiof?.

Although ‘genocide’ was not a term that was usay oéen in parliamentary
debates (except, somewhat paradoxically, by thoBs &hd ministers arguing that no
genocide was taking place), several MPs used werilas terms. On 11 June 1968 in the
House of Commons, one MP asked the Foreign Segneteather he was ‘aware of the
depth of feeling in the country that arms suppt@the Nigerian Government should be
cut off so that we should not be a party to thegiter?’. Another asked him to
‘reconsider policy on this point [supply of armgérticularly now when the dangers of
massive slaughter appear to be brooding over #r@escA day later, an MP argued that
it has ‘now become a war leading possibly the exiteation of a race’. Another said that
‘so long as we are sending arms we are partly resple for the bloodshed®

However, it should also be noted that the numbgublfic protesters was never
particularly high: about 700 people attended a marearly June 1968; a 1968 petition
calling for a ban on arms sales was signed by peaple’? Although the Labour Party
conference passed resolutions calling for an erdrits sales in 1968 and 1963he
then Foreign Secretary, Michael Stewart, noted latbis memoirs that ‘the great

majority of Labour and Conservative M.P.s suppottedlGovernment...so we always
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had a decisive majority” Thus while the Nigeria-Biafra war was ‘the moshsistently
significant foreign policy issue’ in 1968-1970the government was not in serious
danger of falling over it. Instead, it appears that moral arguments used by protesters —
including the claims that arms sales were aidigg\wernment engaging in genocide —
had a particular force that put the British goveenirin a bind and led it to make
adjustments to its policy. Wilson wrote later thegieria ‘took up far more of my time,
and that of ministerial colleagues, and far moreahwear and tear than any other issue.
Commentators...rarely recognise the impact of thes@hpressures, internal as well as
external.*°
Evidence of the impact of the moral pressure @asden in the government’s
response to it. In the course of the 12 June HoiS®mmmons debate, the Foreign
Secretary, Michael Stewart, made the following destion:
If we make the supposition that it were the intemtf the Federal
Government not merely to preserve the unity of Nagbut to proceed
without mercy either with the slaughter or the wsion of the Ibo people,
or if we were to make the supposition that it witie intention of the
Federal Government to take advantage of a milgdanation in order to
throw aside with contempt any terms of reasonadtidesnent, then the
arguments which justified the policy we have sopiarsued would fall,
and we would have to reconsider, and more thamsgder, the action we
have so far takefT.
The British government needed not only to defemasasales to the FMG, but also to

indicate that it would stop supplying arms if tHd@ appeared to be slaughtering Igbos.
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Arguably this shows the impact of the social noifrslaughter — or genocide as some
supporters of Biafra termed it — is happening, thevernment policy must change.

The same message about the conditions for contiBtigsh support was given
directly by Wilson to the Federal Nigerian Comnusear for Information and Labour,
Chief Anthony Enaharo, in a meeting following tl2June debate. At the same time,
Wilson also asked what the FMG’s views were onpibgsible stationing of a
Commonwealth observer force before a ceasefire ingukace, and was told only that
the FMG would consider ¢

After the FMG publicly announced that it was lakimg the ‘final push’ to defeat
the Biafrans on 26 August, there was an uprodrerHouse of Commons, and a noisy
demonstration outside it. The House of Commondleas recalled to discuss the Soviet
intervention in Czechoslovakia, but the governniextt been successfully pressed into
adding a day during which there could be a debatdigeria. That debate occurred on
27 August. It was particularly uncomfortable foe t(povernment.

Numerous fears were expressed that the ‘final pwsiild lead to genocide/mass
slaughter of the Igbos. One Conservative MP s#ithiS invasion takes place and if
resistance continues, there is the gravest possitriger of genocide.” Another said that
the UK government’s policy ‘is not defensible iféads in Nigeria itself to indifference
to civilian suffering and eventually to the destroe of a whole people’. Once again, it
was the British government’s policy on arms supptieat attracted the most criticism. A
Labour MP accused the government ‘of helping theava worsening the terrible
situation’*® A motion calling on the government to halt armieséad been tabled by

fifty MPs, and they tried to force a vote on it,to avail — amid much ‘turmoil’ and ‘near
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chaos’ in the chamber, as both MPs and spectatdheigallery protested angriyA
large demonstration in Trafalgar Square marchédtBowning Street and ‘nearly
succeeded in battering their way through the fowatr’ >
That very evening, Chief Enahoro was called imaet the Commonwealth
Secretary, George Thomson, and informed that rethad been a vote, the government
would have been defeated (a view which contradtsvart’s optimism, reported above,
but seems to reflect both a real fear of the stfeafjopposition, and a bargaining chip
vis-a-vis the FMG). Thomson told Enahoro that & British government was to continue
its present policy in the midst of a final offersiby the FMG, then there needed to be
‘an invitation to outside observers to accomparmyttbops and to testify that there were
no massacres’. If the FMG did not do so, then thgsB government would not continue
supporting the FMG. Enahoro was then given a pdmevn up by the Commonwealth
Office on the proposal for observéfsThe paper suggested that the federal government
might find it
helpful to have a small number of outside obseradeched to their own
forces at this stage in the campaign. ... The marpgse of such
observers would be to demonstrate that the Fedathobrities were not
seeking to conceal the truth and to provide a agegf@bjective and
authoritative checking on future propaganda stabesut misconduct by
Federal troops, so that world opinion could be kjyiceassured about the
true facts in a supposed incidént.
The International Red Cross would be the most klgitarganisation to arrange for such

observers.
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Two days later, the Nigerian High Commissioned tbhomson that they were to
make an announcement about international obsetivarsery day” Thus, although
various UK ministers and diplomats portrayed theesber team as having been proposed
by the FMG — not only did the British push for thggerians to take such a move, but
they made it clear the kind of team desired. HoweStemlau suggests that the Nigerian
head of state, Yakubu Gowon, agreed to invite gseolers ‘to show his good faith’ —
given that British arms exporters had already caechithemselves to delivering arms
months in advance, he was not under serious peegseomply with the British
demands, plus he could also purchase equipmentRussia’

Of more relevance to this article is that the Wilgmvernment needed the FMG
to agree to observers to reduce the pressure iunder at home and abroad, as one
official indicated in an internal request for fundia third observer:

The Biafrans have gained a great deal of internatisympathy by
claiming that the Federal Government are bent paliay of genocide.
This sympathy throughout Europe and North Amerias lled to
widespread and most embarrassing criticisms of B8.M.[Her Majesty’s
Government] own policy...The Federal Government'ssien to
establish a team of international observers id@ade step in the
direction of countering Biafran allegations of geie, and it is very
much in our own interests that the observer teasalshsucceed®

The creation of the observer team indicates tresttial norm against genocide
had an impact, though not exactly the one hopetydhe British government’s critics —

the government needed to prove that genocide wasenng perpetrated in Nigeria. This
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would enable it to continue to support the FMGJuding by selling arms to it. The
social norm had enough of an impact to prompt paese to the concerns about

genocide, but not enough to prompt a change icp@iuspension of arms supplies).

The Observer Team

The formal invitation from the Nigerian Ministry &xternal Affairs was directed
to Canada, Poland, Sweden, the UK, the OAU, ant/t&ecretary-General.lt stated
that the ‘Federal Government’s reason for estaibigsthis Observer Team is in
pursuance of its desire to satisfy the world opinimontrary to the malicious propaganda
of the rebels, that there is no intentional or pithsystematic and wanton destruction of
civilian lives or their property in the war zond&’invited one observer from each country
or organization, who would ‘visit all war affectadeas and newly liberated areas, on the
Federal-controlled side, to witness the condudtexferal troops e charges of
genocide etc.”® The FMG would provide transport, and board an@awsnodation, for
the observers. The team was to serve for two months

The FMG allowed each observer to have an assjstandid not bow to pressure
from the British government to permit the furth&pansion of the observer team. The
FMG eventually agreed to allow the team to remaiNigeria ‘until such time as may be
determined by the Federal Military Government ueiially or by mutual consultation
with the respective governments or organisatiinsthough only after prodding by the
British government, which reminded Nigeria of theefulness of the observers in ‘taking
the sting out of Biafran claims of genocid®&The Nigerian government would not agree,

however, to allow the observer team to operateiafr® (assuming the Biafrans would
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allow them to do so), even though many MPs and saffreals in the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office tried to push for tfifsAllowing the observers to operate in
Biafra would confer status on the rebls.

Between September 1968 and January 1970, the abosgreriodically issued
reports on their activities, which included viditsdisplaced persons camps, prisoner of
war camps, and villages that had been retaken ggridin federal forces. Their reports
invariably found no evidence of genocide. The fiegiort, of 2 October 1968, concluded
that ‘There is no evidence of any intent by thedfabitroops to destroy the Ibo people or
their property, and the use of the term genocidie i® way justified ** Every

subsequent report repeated that mes&age.

Using the Observer Team’s Findings to Justify Bolic
The British government considered that the obseéran had performed the

important task of proving there was no genocides #nabling it to reassure public and

parliamentary opinion and reduce the pressuregpesud arms supplies to the FMG. In

October 1968, Wilson told the Commons that
the best guarantee against what the whole Hous seavoid, namely,
genocide or a massacre as a result of the lagisstddhe fighting, is our
success in securing the agreement of the Federar@oent to the
appointment of international observers, includinggy distinguished
military officer from this country. The reports whi we are getting are
more reassuring than some of us might have expaetedr three months

ago®®
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Foreign Secretary Michael Stewart told the Commnorisovember 1968 that ‘the story
about genocide has been proved beyond doubt torbpletely false®® The following
month, Wilson directly linked the observer teandtmnestic concerns about genocide:
‘Because of the concern of this House and all dbysrevent genocide, massacres and
undisciplined action, we have a military observeha battlefront, reporting all the time,
together with other observers, on what is happetiihg
A confidential diplomatic report written by the Bsh High Commissioner in
Nigeria (Sir Leslie Glass) in March 1970 (shortfieathe end of the war) argued that the
‘value of the [Observer] Team’s work cannot be esstimated’. The observer teams’
reports refuting the accusation of genocide ‘plagdarge part — perhaps a key part — in
enabling Her Majesty’s Government to resist demdhaswe should change our policy
of support for the FMG®®
Sir David Hunt, the British High Commissioner ingdéria for much of the war,
later wrote of the observer team:
The genocide story was killed stone dead by the sessible action on
the propaganda side that the Federal Governmentase[inviting in the
observer team]. It is startling evidence of thedatity of the world that it
was thought necessary to go to such lengths, edlyeas Nigerians, very
reasonably, resent foreign interferente.’
In his memoirs, Michael Stewart justified the caogd arms sales to Nigeria principally
because Britain could not side with secessionistisveould respect existing state
boundaries. It would have been different if Gowad been brutal, but his ‘conduct of

the war can only be described as chivalrous, dtiitamed though that word is. He agreed
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that his troops should be accompanied by U.N. eesgrwhose verdict on their conduct
was favourable’ But as seen below, there were still doubts atimibbserver team’s

objectivity and the extent to which its conclusiovexre credible.

Criticisms of the Observer Team

Despite the British government’s faith in the obgeiteam’s findings, the team
was criticised in Biafra and by its supportersha UK and elsewhere. The Biafran
government claimed it was ‘nothing but a shametesspiracy’, aimed at preventing the
UN and OAU ‘from taking a positive stand or positiaction against the genocide being
practiced.”* Ojukwu claimed that the observer exercise woutttdly achieve anything
that can be presented to the world as originaljrate and impartial’ so long as there are
so few of them and their movements are restrictethe federal sid&

In the UK The Guardiarexpressed scepticism: ‘There is alarming evidehae
the assurances given by General Alexander [thésBrabserver] and the other observers
— that Biafran fears of “genocide” are groundlesse-not the whole truth.” The
newspaper cited as evidence the televised picfuaeBafran being shot dead by an
FMG officer, the shooting of four Red Cross workeis raids on crowded Biafran
markets, and the reports of a group of Canadian thidsthere was an element of
genocide in the war. It urged the UK to put preesur the FMG to reach a compromise,
confederal solutio”® A piece inThe Timesoted that the conclusions of the observer
team may have helped ‘dispel in the public mind saithe horror raised by the sight’
of that televised execution, but then the newsittilions of people could die of

starvation disturbed them agdih.
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The impartiality of the British members of the obhsx team was questionable.
There was evidence that they gathered intelligémcthe British government,
commented on the military performance of the FM@sidered what the FMG could do
better and assessed FMG military neEdBvo somewhat bizarre episodes at the end of
the war illustrate this. In 1970, the Sunday Tedpgrpublished the Scott report, written
by a defence adviser to the British High Commissiobagos, which not only criticised
the FMG’s conduct of the war but also indicatedektent to which the UK supported
the FMG. Scott passed the report to Colonel Dougkasns, a British member of the
observer team at the time, who then showed it toe@z¢ Alexander, a former member of
the observer team. Alexander then passed a capy ournalist Jonathan Aitken, who
published it without permission. Cairns, Aitken d@hd editor of the Sunday Telegraph
were charged with violating the Official Secretst ftbey were all acquittedf. The key
point here is not about the case, but the factttieae was communication about the
FMG's war efforts between the British High Commassand the British members of the
observer team — thus feeding doubts about the imapsar of the observer team itself. In
the second case, a British member of the obsesaen,tlan Walsworth-Bell, was
withdrawn from Nigeria by the Foreign Office becadre had been in too much contact
with FMG army officers; Walsworth-Bell later claithiée had been wrongfully
dismissed, as he had been instructed to obtaiflslet&Russian arms supplies to the
FMG, to make reports for the Nigerian army ancetbthe Nigerians to destroy a Biafran
airstrip. The social security tribunal rejected ¢glsm for compensation, but indicated

that the evidence provided about his work couldeHasen truthful! These cases raise
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obvious questions about the extent to which theies team was acting in British
interests rather than objectively investigatingaleusations of genocide.

Cronje argues that the observer team was notaigittwas not instructed on
what genocide is nor how to identify it; it was dagent on the FMG for transport and
accommodation; it never investigated the 1966 ntassaf Igbo<® Indeed, at no point
did the British government ever provide its obsesweith a definition of genocide, nor
did it provide guidance on how one might determimether or not a genocide was
taking place or had taken plaCe.

The observer team did refer to the Genocide Cdioredefinition in one of its
reports® but as Cronje notes, all of its members exceptHfertUN representative were
military men (often retired): ‘they had no meanguafging in legal terms what
constituted genocide, and it was within their teohseference to pronounce on this
issue. At the very least the team should have dsdunternational jurists and
professionals experienced in the investigationrimhe and the recording of evidence, not
to speak of social workers, medical men and pecgyable of telling an Ibo from a non-
Ibo."®

Nonetheless, the observer team — and the rela¢sdyre on the FMG by the UK
government to moderate the level of violence — treye had some impact on the
ground. Wilson later wrote that the observers’ §amece was designed to be a guarantee
against “genocide™ This is not how it was presented initially, bug #xtent to which

the UK’s expressions of concern and its insistemcéhe observer team may have helped

to prevent violence against civilians merits furthesearch.
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The story of the observer team shows that theasnorm against genocide had an
impact on the British government: to continue withpolicy of support for the FMG,
including by supplying arms, it had to assuage ipuldncerns about genocide. However,
the story also illustrates the difficulty of proind ‘objective’ evidence regarding a
purported ongoing genocide. The suspicion is thgtadbserver team is simply there to

confirm the views of the sending state/organisation

Conclusion

This article has not taken a position on whetheiogele was or was not perpetrated in
Nigeria in the late 1960s; that is a matter foratelamong historians and experts on the
region. Instead, it has sought to show the powéarajuage, and particularly, of one
word. ‘Genocide’ is indeed so powerful that itsges#s linked to the imperative to act to
stop it. As Alain Destexhe has argued, genocidthésfirst and greatest of the crimes
against humanity both because of its scale anthtaet behind it: the destruction of a
group. It is, therefore, a crime that obliges titeiinational community to resporitf'.
Although there has long been controversy over whetresponse should entail (more
recently, for example, the debate centres on mylig@tion with or without United
Nations Security Council authorization), there as® long been an understanding that
there should be an appropriate response. Wils@mvergment clearly felt and understood
this pressure.

This, however, means that those governments, sufilaon’s, who are being

pressed to ‘take action’ will try to avoid usingtivord — because if a situation is not
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genocide, then there is less pressure to do somgeths we have seen in the case of the
observer team to Nigeria, a decision to send aargbsteam to investigate whether
genocide is ongoing or not, can be linked to prtotgahe interests of outside statex

to intervene or change policy, which thus leads memtators and others to cast doubt on
their objectivity.

This leads to a conundrum: if genocide is nev&nawledged while it is possibly
ongoing (so as to avoid having to respond totit)jli only ever be ‘discovered’ after the
fact. One way out of this conundrum is for governtaginternational organizations and
civil society to pay more attention to the taskpogventing genocide (and other mass
atrocities), entailing a shift in emphasis from ishierm crisis response to long-term
prevention. Numerous commentators have urged ssbiftaand there are indications of
government response, as with the 2005 UN agreeomeinésponsibility to protect’,
which includes the imperative to prevent mass #tesc and the creation of the US
Atrocities Prevention Board in 20#4 Prevention may thus become a higher priority for

governments and international organizations.

! The Igbos are an ethnic group originating in seedhtern Nigeria. In the past they were often
(incorrectly) referred to as ‘Ibos’, as the sourciéed in this article demonstrate.

2t is not mentioned in Chinua Achebihere was a country: a personal history of Biaftandon: Allen
Lane, 2012) or Chima J. Korieh, e@ihe Nigeria-Biafra war: genocide and the politidsneemory
(Amherst, NY: Cambria Press, 2012) or Frederickskfr, The Biafra story: the making of an African
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international politics of the Nigerian civil war967-1970(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977),
pp. 265-8. Of course, the fact that the obsenamnteperated only on the Nigerian side of the fipatl

meant that those inside Biafra would not have entoad it.
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