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Introduction

To date (1974), the area now known as Namibia, a country in southern Africa, continues to be in

the middle of an asymmetrical civil conflict between the People’s Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN),

which is the military arm of the South West African People’s Organization (SWAPO), and South African

Forces. The conflict began in 1966 following a decision by the International Court of Justice that it would

not rule on the legality of the South African occupation of the area then known as South-West Africa,

current day Namibia.1

The conflict is a part of the Cold War in Africa. The communist SWAPO receives support from the

Soviet Union and fights against the anti-communist US-allied South Africa. 2

Definition of Key Terms

South West African People’s Organization (SWAPO)

The communist organisation SWAPO is the primary organisation fighting for Namibian

independence from South Africa. In 1972, it was recognised by the UN General Assembly as the sole

legitimate representative of the Namibian people.3

People’s Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN)

PLAN is the military wing of SWAPO. It carries out the guerrilla war against South African forces.4

It consists largely of irregular insurgents. 5

International Court of Justice (ICJ)

5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People%27s_Liberation_Army_of_Namibia

4 https://www.namibiahc.org.uk/history.php

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SWAPO

2 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13890726

1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War
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The ICJ is the principal judicial organ of the United Nations (UN). Only states can submit cases to

the ICJ. In other words, it is a court with no true jurisdiction that makes advisory judgements on6

international disputes under international law.

South West Africa / Namibia

In this research report, Namibia refers to the territory and people of the country that would gain

independence in 1990. The territory was previously known as South West Africa under German and later

South African rule. In 1968 the UN General Assembly decided to begin calling the territory Namibia,

according to the wishes of the populace. In short, the territory will be referred to as South West Africa in

events taking place before 1968 and as Namibia in events following 1968. It is also referred to as

Namibia in all UN Security Council resolutions.

Asymmetrical conflict

For the purposes of this research report, an asymmetrical conflict is the same as an insurgency.

That is, a conflict between a large conventional force and one or more small, irregular and lightly armed

forces, which primarily use guerrilla tactics.

Human Development Index (HDI)

The HDI is a complex statistical measure created by the UN as a frame of reference in order to

measure the economic and social development of a country. It ranges from 0 to 1.7

Ovambo people

The Ovambo people are an ethnic group in northern Namibia and southern Angola. They can

also be found throughout Namibia, largely due to South African economic policies. This diaspora has led

to tensions within the group. In Namibia, Ovambos comprise around half of the population. 8

Apartheid

Apartheid is a system of legalised racial discrimination in South Africa, which promotes and

supports white South Africans. Apartheid means apart-ness in Afrikaans, the official language of South

Africa. 9

Explanation of the Question

9 https://www.un.org/en/events/mandeladay/un_against_apartheid.shtml

8 https://ehrafworldcultures.yale.edu/cultures/fx08/summary

7 https://photius.com/rankings/human_developement_index_1975-2005.html

6 https://www.icj-cij.org/index.php/frequently-asked-questions
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It is in the mission of the UN Security Council to maintain global peace and security. As stated previously,

Namibia is in a state of civil conflict. As such, it falls to the Security council to address the situation in

Namibia.

General information about Namibia

In 1974, Namibia's population was estimated to be around 850 000, with the majority of the

population being Christian. As of 1980, it had a Human Development Index (HDI) score of 0.698, which10

ranks it in the bottom third of all countries.11

Namibia has significant natural resource wealth, especially in diamonds. Other natural resources

mined in the country include uranium, copper, zinc, lead, magnesium, cadmium, arsenic, pyrites, silver

and gold. Namibia's diamond wealth was one of the key reasons for German colonisation.12 13

Namibia has a surface area of 823 290 sq km, most of which is dominated by the Namib desert,

which the country is named after. Among other factors, this has led to Namibia having an exceptionally14

low population density, with around half of the population residing in the Northern province of

Ovamboland on the border with Angola.15 16 17

Background

The first colonial efforts in Namibia began in 1883, when a German merchant established a

trading post in southwestern Africa. German Chancellor Otto von Bismarck declared South West Africa18

a German protectorate in 1884. The German government took direct control of the colony in the late19

1880s, which, among other colonial disputes, led to the Zanzibar treaty between Germany and the

United Kingdom. The treaty set borders between the German colony of South West Africa and the20

British colony of South Africa, giving Namibia the Caprivi Strip and access to the Zambezi river.21

As more and more Germans arrived in South West Africa, the treatment of native Africans

worsened. This culminated in the 1904 uprising of the Herero, a tribe in South West Africa, in which

Herero forces raided several German settlements. The uprising ended in the brutal battle of Waterberg,

where thousands of Herero died. The Germans began using brutal tactics to, in essence, carry out

21 https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/docpage.cfm?docpage_id=1365

20 https://www.britannica.com/place/Africa/Orange-basin

19 https://www.namibiahc.org.uk/history.php

18 https://www.britannica.com/place/Africa/Orange-basin

17 https://www.britannica.com/place/Africa/Orange-basin

16 https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/namibia/

15 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ovamboland#Since_independence_of_Namibia

14 https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/namibia/

13 https://news.stanford.edu/2021/04/06/tracing-colonial-origins-conflict-diamonds/

12 https://www.gaboronedeclaration.com/namibia

11 https://photius.com/rankings/human_developement_index_1975-2005.html

10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demographics_of_Namibia#cite_note-WPP_2010-7
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genocide on the Herero people. Following a second uprising by the Nama people, German forces placed

the surviving Herero and Nama in concentration camps. Horrible atrocities were undertaken in these

camps. Estimates from 1918 place the death toll for the Herero at 65 000, out of a total population of 80

000, with the death toll for the Nama being around half the total population of 20 000. As of 1974,22

neither German government had apologised for the events of 1904-1908. 23

In 1915, South African forces invaded and conquered South West Africa during World War 1. At

this point South Africa was a British colony, and the conquest of German South West Africa was just a

small part of the war in Africa. South West Africa continued to be run as a colony under South African

rule. After the war, the League of Nations classified South West Africa as a class C mandate, which24

meant South West Africa was “best administered under the laws of the Mandatory as integral portions of

its territory”. In other words South Africa had free reign to act as it pleased in South West Africa. 25

A system of contract labour was established in South West Africa by South African authorities by

1924. In this system, male Ovambos were transported from the north to the south of South West Africa to

work in the diamond mines. This system would continue to erode traditional African societies in Namibia

until independence. As of 1974, contract labour in the diamond mines would only provide enough for one

person to subsist and it was only later in the mid-1970s that trained black Namibians were employed on

a large scale. 26 27

A 1967 report by the International Commission of Jurists tells a stark tale of the societal situation

in South West Africa. At the time of the report, South West Africa was divided into two distinct

administrations. The European settler zone encompassed around two thirds of the country, with small

and completely segregated African reserves. The majority of Africans lived in tribal areas in the north.

South West Africa was represented in the South African assembly, however only by South African whites

living in South West Africa. The tribal areas were governed directly by the President of South Africa, with

complete dictatorial powers over the population. 28

The League of Nations was replaced by the UN in 1945 following World War Two. In 1946, the

General Assembly recommended that South West Africa be placed under UN trusteeship. South Africa

28

https://icj2.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/1967/01/South-and-South-West-Africa-apartheid-publicatio
ns-1967-eng.pdf

27 https://www.jstor.org/stable/2637589

26 https://www.britannica.com/place/Namibia/The-Boer-conquest

25

https://resources.saylor.org/wwwresources/archived/site/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/League-of-Nations-Mandate
.pdf

24 https://www.britannica.com/place/Namibia/The-Boer-conquest

23

https://www.iwgia.org/en/news/4538-reconciliation-between-germany-and-namibia-towards-reparation-of-the-first-
genocide-of-the-20th-century.html

22 https://www.aljazeera.com/features/longform/2022/11/6/reckoning-with-genocide-in-namibia
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refused to do this, and in 1949 informed the General Assembly that it would no longer transmit

information on the territory, which it was obligated to do under the mandate. In 1950, the ICJ ruled that

South Africa was still under international obligations towards South West Africa, and that the UN was

responsible for the supervisory duties previously upheld by the League of Nations. South Africa refused

to cooperate with the UN, instead arguing that the mandate had lapsed with the fall of the League of

Nations.

In 1966, the General Assembly terminated the mandate in South West Africa, citing South

Africa's violations of the mandate. In 1967, the UN created a council that would supervise the territory

until independence. In 1968, the General Assembly declared that the territory should be referred to as

Namibia, and recommended the Security Council take steps to assist the UN Council for Namibia

(UNCN) in carrying out the administration of Namibia. The Security Council would go on to pass several

resolutions on Namibia.29 30

Many Namibians also sought Namibian independence through more violent means. The primary

organisation arguing for this was SWAPO. It began recruiting insurgents from rural Namibia, most of

whom were trained in Eastern Europe. Insurgents also received military training in Egypt, Ghana,

Algeria, the People’s Republic of China and North Korea, while the organisation itself was largely based

in Tanzania. SWAPO also entered into military alliances with other anti-colonial movements, such as

those in the Portuguese colony of Angola. 31

In 1966, the ICJ ruled that parties seeking to challenge the South African mandate lacked “any

legal right or interest appertaining to them in the subject matter of their claims”. In effect, this meant that

the ICJ didn’t rule against South Africa. The ICJ would effectively overrule this decision in 1971 when it32

decided that “the continued presence of South Africa in Namibia was illegal and that South Africa was

under an obligation to withdraw its administration immediately”. This decision would unfortunately come33

too late, as insurgents had already entered the country following the first decision, and the first major

clash took place in August 1966. In the clash SWAPO forces were attacked by South African forces

using helicopters. This clash is widely considered the starting point of the armed conflict in Namibia.34 35

Following the clash, South African forces arrested several SWAPO politicians and charged them with

terrorism. This conflict has later been given several different names, but in this research report it will be

35 https://www.tutorchase.com/notes/ib/history/18-11-2-namibia-s-quest-for-independence-the-role-of-swapo

34 https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv1nzg2c9.7

33 https://www.icj-cij.org/case/53

32 https://www.icj-cij.org/case/47

31 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War

30 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War#Legality_of_South_West_Africa,_1946%E2%80%931960

29 https://peacekeeping.un.org/fr/mission/past/untagS.htm
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referred to as the Namibian war of independence. Independent African states close to Namibia were a36

key factor for SWAPO. 37

In 1967, South African forces performed an airstrike on PLAN forces in Angola. This airstrike had

been authorised by the Portuguese government, which controlled Angola at the time. The war would only

intensify from then onwards. In 1969, the UN Security Council (UNSC) passed Resolution 269,38

condemning the South African government for its failure to release the SWAPO politicians arrested in

1966 and 1967, and “for its persistent defiance of the authority of the United Nations”. The PLAN39

began using mine warfare against South African forces in 1970, which proved highly effective. UNSC

Resolution 283 was passed in July 1970, and called for the international isolation of South Africa, until it

ended its illegal occupation of Namibia.40

Namibians also exercised other means of resistance against South African rule. The most

notable of these was the 1971-1972 contract labour strike. The strike consisted largely of Ovambos, who

shut down much of the Namibian economy, and also began a migration back to Ovamboland. In January

1972, over 20 000 workers and all major mines were on strike. In the same month, the UN Council for

Namibia declared the contract labour system to be against the declaration of human rights. The South

African government began to heavily crack down on the protests until an agreement was reached

between the strikers and the government. The strike achieved better rights for Namibian workers, though

conditions were still poor. The strike also served to swell the numbers of the PLAN.41 42

Following the strikes, the PLAN began to attack South African forces much more aggressively. At

this point it must be acknowledged that before this escalation, dealing with the SWAPO insurgents was a

role left to regular South African police. Following this escalation, the South African military took centre

stage in the operation, and by 1974 all police units had been withdrawn from Namibia. 43

The following segment covers events in Namibia after 1974, but it is necessary to understand for

a complete picture of the situation. Following Angolan independence in 1975, the South African military

would stage conventional raids into Angola in order to destroy PLAN assets in the country. Fighting44

would continue until 1989. Namibia gained independence in 1990. 45

45https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War

44 https://www.recce.co.za/border-war/

43 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War

42 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War

41 https://nvdatabase.swarthmore.edu/content/ovambo-migrant-workers-general-strike-rights-namibia-1971-72

40 http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/283

39

https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2FRES%2F269(1969)&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangR
equested=False

38 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War

37 https://kapweine.ch/en/independence-from-namibia/

36 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War
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Key Member States and NGOs Involved and Their Views

South Africa

As of 1974, South Africa is at the peak of its confidence for its policies in Namibia. Due to

previous UN missions’ ineffectiveness the South African government believes that the UN is either

unable or unwilling to place significant pressure on South Africa for its actions in Namibia. The ICJ case

of 1969 was interpreted by the government in Pretoria as a tacit justification for its involvement in

Namibia. Following the initial ICJ ruling and initial failed attacks by SWAPO, Pretoria began to implement

a form of Apartheid in Namibia. In 1974 the US exerted diplomatic pressure on Pretoria to begin moving

towards Namibian self-determination. Pretoria issued some statements, but refused to deal with SWAPO

or consider Namibian independence. Pretoria also floated the idea of a Greater Ovamboland, which

would include the Ovambos of northern Namibia and southern Angola.46

South Africa is a country, the society of which is entirely based on a system of racial domination.

Many outside observers have predicted the collapse of the country, but it has remained remarkably

stable, with only relatively minor challenges to the status quo. 47

South Africa was enduring a period of relative international isolation in the 1960s and 1970s. Its

apartheid policies alienated it from its former allies the USA and UK. South Africa left the Commonwealth

of Nations in 1961, but relations between the former colony and coloniser remained cordial, due to the

economic links between the countries. Relations with the USA had worsened after the passage of the

Civil Rights Act of 1964 in the USA, however economic ties between the countries steadily grew during

the 1960s and 1970s. Both the UK and USA blocked economic sanctions against South Africa during

this time period. It is important to note that South Africa’s economy is largely reliant on global trade.48 49

SWAPO

As of 1974, SWAPO is a Marxist-Leninist independence movement in Namibia. It has received50

aid from other countries with similar ideologies such as the USSR and the PRC, additionally it has

50 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SWAPO#Ideology

49 https://www.jstor.org/stable/41035247?read-now=1#page_scan_tab_contents

48 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_relations_of_South_Africa_during_apartheid#United_Kingdom 7.1.2024

47 https://www.jstor.org/stable/41035247

46 https://www.jstor.org/stable/160344?read-now=1&seq=4#page_scan_tab_contents
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received support from sympathetic African countries such as Egypt, Ghana, Algeria, Nigeria and Angola.

SWAPO and its military wing the PLAN have spent the last 8 years fighting an asymmetrical conflict51

against South African forces, in order to gain Namibian independence. SWAPO is also an anti-colonial

movement.

United States of America (USA)

In 1963, under President Kennedy, the USA placed an arms embargo on South Africa. The US

also criticised South Africa’s apartheid policies. The two countries still maintained economic relations well

beyond 1974. The US also blocked sanctions against South Africa during the 1960s and 1970s. 52

The US and South Africa have deep economic links. Around 1.2% of all US foreign investment

goes into South Africa, more than into any other African country. Trade between the two countries has

also been of great benefit to the US, since it receives a large amount of raw materials from South African

mines. The US also has an important strategic and military relationship with South Africa, largely due to

the latter’s key position in the middle of the Indian and South Atlantic Oceans. South Africa is also an

important source of gold to the western world. The US has also helped South Africa with its nuclear

program. 53

It is important to note that the US is not in favour of communist regimes at this point in time. The

US would object to an independent Namibia solely ruled by SWAPO, due to the latter’s communist

ideology.

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)

The USSR has provided training and material assistance to the communist SWAPO from before

the outset of conflict in the mid 1960s to the current day in 1974. It is a keen supporter of Namibian

independence. 54

People’s Republic of China (PRC)

54 https://archive.org/details/sovietstrategyin00vann/page/37/mode/2up?view=theater

53 https://www.jstor.org/stable/41035247?read-now=1&seq=43#page_scan_tab_contents

52 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa%E2%80%93United_States_relations#Apartheid_Era

51 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_African_Border_War
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China has provided aid to Namibian independence movements like SWAPO since the 1960s. 55

On the other hand, as of 1974 South Africa maintains close relations with the Republic of China on the

island of Taiwan.56

Timeline of Events

Date Description of event

1883 German colonisation of South-West Africa begins

1890 Heligoland-Zanzibar treaty is signed, which set much of Namibia's
current border

1904-1908 The German colonial authorities commit genocide against native African
populations in South West Africa

1915 South West Africa is conquered by South Africa during WW1

1918 South West Africa is declared a Class C mandate by the League of
Nations

1924 The contract labour system is established in South West Africa

1946 The General Assembly calls for the establishment of UN trusteeship in
South-West Africa, which South Africa refuses

1950 The ICJ rules that South Africa is still obligated to follow the League of
Nations mandate, with the UN as the successor to the League of
Nations. South Africa refuses to abide by this ruling.

1962 SWAPO becomes the primary organisation championing for South West
African independence

1966 Fighting between PLAN and South African forces begins

1968 The UN General Assembly recognizes the territory as Namibia

1969 The UNSC condemns South Africa for its failure to release Namibian
political prisoners

1971-1972 Namibian contract labourers’ strike

1974 Following escalation of the conflict in Namibia, South African Police
withdraw from Namibia and are replaced by military units

56 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa%E2%80%93Taiwan_relations

55 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China%E2%80%93Namibia_relations
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UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

ICJ involvement

File Summary Year

South-West Africa Cases;
Advisory Opinion
Concerning the International
Status

The ICJ sided with the UN and ruled that the
League of Nations mandate still applied to South
West Africa, meaning that South Africa had to
submit reports and transmit petitions from the
inhabitants of that Territory, and that the UN
replaced the League of Nations as the supervisory
body of the mandate

1950

South West Africa (Liberia v.
South Africa)

Liberia and Ethiopia filed separate proceedings to
the ICJ, which allege that South Africa was in
violation of the League of Nations mandate. The
ICJ rejected the case because it believed that
Liberia and Ethiopia had insufficient interest in the
matter.

1966

Legal Consequences for
States of the Continued
Presence of South Africa in
Namibia (South West Africa)
notwithstanding Security
Council Resolution 276
(1970)

The ICJ ruled that the continued presence of South
Africa in Namibia was illegal and that South Africa
was under an obligation to withdraw its
administration immediately. It also ruled that all UN
member states had an obligation not to recognize
South African control of Namibia

1971

Important UN General Assembly resolutions on the topic

File Summary Year

UN General Assembly
Resolution 2145

This resolution terminated South Africa’s mandate

for South West Africa

1966

UN General Assembly
Resolution 2325

This resolution requested the UNSC to address the

situation in South West Africa

1967
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Important UNSC resolutions on the topic

File Summary Year

UNSCR 245 The First Security Council resolution on Namibia 1968

UNSCR 269 Calls for, among other factors, all states to “refrain
from dealings” with South Africa

1969

UNSCR 283 urges all states to refrain from co-operation with

the South African government, South African

companies and/or all companies operating in

Namibia

1970

UNSCR 301 reinforces points mentioned in resolution 283, also

recognises the ICJ ruling from the same year
1971

UNSCR 366 the most recent resolution on the topic 1974

Possible Solutions

It is of interest to all involved parties in Namibia to end the conflict. Here are 3 different proposals

for a solution to the conflict. Delegates are in no way required to follow these ideas.

Idea 1: Independence for Namibia

The UN supports the right to self-determination, meaning that if the majority of a territory’s

population supports independence, the UN would likely support this. First, it must be established whether
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or not independence has widespread support. If that is the case, then all obstacles to independence

should be overcome. In Namibia’s case, that means ending South African rule of Namibia by any number

of means.

Independence could be achieved by a variety of different means. Previous resolutions have set

the groundwork for economic sanctions against South Africa, though the United States will veto a

resolution explicitly calling for SWAPO to rule Namibia, due to the latter’s communist ideology. Another

solution would be a direct military intervention, such as in the Korean War , or a UN-sanctioned military57

intervention, such as in Kuwait in 1991 . A more subtle method would be for the member states to58

provide more support for SWAPO.

Idea 2: Continued South African rule

The situation in Namibia is detrimental to all involved parties, but it could be addressed by means

other than independence. Sweeping reforms in Namibia, and true representation for Namibians in the

South African government would be required. The current system of Apartheid in South Africa would

complicate this, but there are benefits to uniting into a single country. For one, Namibia’s economy could

more easily develop with South African guidance. Some permanent members would disagree with this

solution for ideological reasons.

Idea 3: Partition

Namibia could be partitioned in a way that lets both sides of the conflict get what they want. For

example, dividing the country into an independent North and South African South. While it is true that

African states generally agreed to respect colonial borders , it is by no means an absolute rule. Namibia59

may lose territory in its South, but it could gain territory from Portuguese Angola, for example. It could

also incorporate ideas from greater Ovamboland. This obviously would require consent from SWAPO

and the territories that would be annexed by the newly independent Namibia. As long as Namibia

became a sovereign and ideologically independent country, global superpowers would likely not object.

The UN also has a responsibility to respect the right to self-determination, so a plan like this would

require consent from all involved parties.

59

https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/09/the-dividing-of-a-continent-africas-separatist-problem/
262171/

58

https://undocs.org/Home/Mobile?FinalSymbol=S%2FRES%2F678(1990)&Language=E&DeviceType=Desktop&LangR
equested=False

57 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Forces_in_the_Korean_War
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