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Introduction 

In 1814 the United Kingdom acquired the territory of British Guiana, now known as Guyana, 

from the Netherlands. However, no western border was specified leading the British Guianas 

western neighbor, Venezuela, to claim the border was at the Essequibo river, which would 

lead to Venezuela claiming about two-thirds of British Guiana’s territory. Though many 

attempts have been made at solving this long-running dispute, no permanent agreement has 

been made between Guyana and Venezuela. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 
Border dispute – A disagreement between two territorial entities over a specific piece of 

land. 

 Arbitration – The process of solving an argument between two parties by helping them to 

agree to an acceptable solution.1 

Essequibo Region – The territory which the conflict centers on. 

Schomburgk Line – The borderline which the United Kingdom settled on. 

Arbitral Award of 1899 – A settlement on the border between Guyana and Venezuela, 

where the border was decided to be the Schomburgk line. 

Geneva Agreement of 1966 – An agreement that set up a mixed commission to come up 

with solutions for the border dispute, and steps to be taken if a solution cannot be found. 

Protocol of Port-of-Spain – An agreement to suspend the Geneva Agreement of 1966 for a 

minimum of 12 years, after which either country could withdraw and in this case the Geneva 

Agreement of 1966 would be revived. 

“Good Offices” – A term used for third-party assistance in a conflict, provided by the UN. 

 

 
 
 

 
1 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/arbitration (18/10/2019) 
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Background Information 
To understand the different proposed borders in the dispute, the following maps can be used:                     

                    Figure 1: Map of British Guiana and the different proposed border lines 2 

 

 

 

 
2 https://esacademic.com/dic.nsf/eswiki/1347919 (06/01/2020) 
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       Figure 2: Map with proposed borderlines and the current borderline (black line)  3    

 

To get an outline of the history of the border dispute, the following timeline can be used.                                     

 Timeline 

1810 Venezuela declares its independence from the Spanish Empire 

1814 The Anglo-Dutch treaty allows Great Britain to acquire the territory that 

becomes British Guiana from the Netherlands. In this treaty there is not a 

specified western border, which is the one shared with Venezuela. 

1823 The Monroe Doctrine4 is proposed by the president of the United States, 

James Monroe. It has four points that relate to colonialism in the Americas, 

and the relationship between the “old” and the “new” world.  

 
3 http://presidencia.gob.ve/Site/Web/Principal/paginas/classMostrarEvento3.php?id_evento=9048 (06/01/2020) 
4 https://www.britannica.com/event/Monroe-Doctrine (18/10/2019) 
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These four points are: 

• The United States would not interfere with internal affairs or wars in 

Europe. 

• The United States recognized and would not interfere with all existing 

colonies and dependencies in the Americas. 

• No further colonization of the Americas would be accepted. 

• Any European power trying to assert control or power over any nation 

in the Americas would be viewed as hostile towards the United States. 

1840 The United Kingdom creates a commission to establish the Western border of 

British Guiana. The man leading this commission is Robert Schomburgk, and 

the border he proposes is known as the Schomburgk line. This border takes 

into account previous Dutch settlements in the disputed territory, seeing as 

this was the grounds for the territories Great Britain acquired in the Anglo-

Dutch treaty. 

1844 Venezuela makes it first formal statement on its wish to gain control of the 

Essequibo region. 

1850 Following Venezuela’s continuous tries at occupying parts of the Essequibo 

region, “The Agreement of 1850” is created between Great Britain and 

Venezuela. Among the terms in the agreement it is written “that neither 

country should occupy or encroach the territory in dispute”. Something which 

Venezuela comes to violate further in the following years. 

1850-1876 There is civil unrest in Venezuela, which causes no further progress to be 

made with regards to the dispute.  

1876 The civil unrest in Venezuela calms, and Venezuela restates its claims on the 

Essequibo region. At the same time Venezuela establishes contact with the 

United States and petitions for assistance, citing the Monroe Doctrine as the 

reason for US-involvement.5 

1881 Venezuela proposes a new borderline, but Great Britain refuses as it would 

lose territory if this line were to be in place. The proposed borderline would 

run from the Moruka river then westward towards the 60th Meridian and 

running south along the Meridian. 

 
5 https://history.state.gov/milestones/1866-1898/venezuela (19/10/2019) 
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1883 Great Britain proposes discussions on the matter of the borderline. Venezuela 

refuses due to discussions be unconstitutional and instead proposes 

arbitration. 

1885 Great Britain officially responds to the proposal of arbitration and refuses due 

to this being unconstitutional. 

1886 The territory in dispute is asserted to be that between the two proposed 

borderlines, the Essequibo river and the Schomburgk line. 

1887 Venezuela expels the British ambassador from its capital Caracas and breaks 

of all diplomatic relations due to Great Britain wanting to extend its proposed 

border line (see figure 1 and 2 for extreme boundary) 

1895 The United States of America begins it involvement in settling the issue and 

urges a settlement while favoring Venezuela’s side due to the Monroe 

doctrine. The president holds a speech that is seen as threatening towards 

Great Britain on the issue. 

1897 The “Treaty of Washington” is signed between Great Britain and Venezuela, 

where the two parties agree to an arbitration and that this be the “full, perfect 

and final settlement”. 

1899 After the arbitration committee has been set, lead by a Russian judge whom 

both parties agreed on, the “Arbitral Award of 1899” is made. It heavily 

favors the Schomburgk line and is the current border between Venezuela and 

Guyana. However, Venezuela claims the award to be a victory as it gained 

access to important territory. 

1899-1949 During this period there are no further discussions on the matter, as the 

“Arbitral Award of 1899” is seen as fair and final. 

1949 A Venezuelan lawyer claims that the “Arbitral Award of 1899” and its 

decision be void, as Great Britain allegedly made a deal with the Russian 

judge who led the arbitral committee. 

1962 After the sentiment in Venezuela rises that the “Arbitral Award of 1899” 

should be nullified, and this sentiment is brought up at the UN, a British 

representative at the UN repudiates Venezuelan claims to Guyanian territory. 

Venezuela responds that it only wanted to go on record as of to why it did not 

recognize the “Arbitral Award of 1899”. 
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1962-1964 There is suspected American involvement in pressuring for pro-American 

Venezuela to reopen the case, as a way of hindering Guyana’s independence 

from Great Britain. 

1963-1965 Venezuela is allowed to examine documents related to the “Arbitral 

Award of 1899” in Great Britain to support its claim of misconduct in the 

decision on the borderline. This examination continues until 1965, and no 

documents are found to support the claim of misconduct. 

1966 British Guiana becomes independent, and officially becomes Guyana. 

The Geneva conference is hosted, and the “Geneva Agreement of 1966” is 

made which includes points as: 

- No further territorial expansion can be added to either parties claim 

when the agreement is in effect. 

- A mixed commission is set up to find and revise evidence of 

misconduct with regards to the “Arbitral Award of 1899”. 

The agreement is made to allow Venezuela to find evidence to support its 

claim, if it exists, and to keep peace with the existing boundary. This is seen 

as a bad idea on the home front in Guyana as it suggests and fuels the claims 

by Venezuela. 

The mixed commission meetings are further hindered when Venezuelan 

members want to work on rework the borderline, and not revise evidence as 

the commission is set up for. 

1966 After having signed the Geneva agreement in February that states “no further 

territorial expansion can be added to either parties claim” Venezuela sends a 

group of soldiers and civilians to Ankoko Island, a piece of Guyanese 

territory. Something the Guyanese government does not discover until later as 

it is a largely uninhabited area. The government of Guyana chooses to take no 

international action. 

1969 A group of citizens in the Essequibo region rebel against the Guyanese 

government, claiming an independent state and seeking protection with the 

Venezuelan government. The rebellion was named the Rupununi Uprising 

and served to further tension between Guyana and Venezuela, as the 

Guyanese government claimed that Venezuela aided the rebellion. However, 

Venezuela officially declined the request by the rebels to annex the Rupununi 
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territory. Because of the suspicion from the Guyanese government, Guyana 

accused Venezuela of aiding the rebellion at the UN, which lead to Venezuela 

becoming concerned over reclaiming the territory. 

1970 Following the Rupununi Uprising both Guyana and Venezuela saw a need to 

amend the Geneva Agreement when the Mixed Commission expired in 1970, 

leading to the Protocol of Port of Spain. This gave Venezuela and Guyana to 

promote cooperation while letting the matter rest for a period of 12 years, 

which could be extended, but only by both parties. 

1983-2017 The Protocol of Port of Spain expires and Venezuela refuses to extend it, 

following its expiry the Office of the Secretary General mediates the 

discussions by a representative within “Good Offices”. 

2011 Guyana applies to the United Nations’ Commission on the Limits of the 

Continental Shelf to extend its continental shelf further. A requirement for 

such an application is that no territorial dispute be in concern with this 

application. This point was raised by Venezuela that also was not consulted 

on the application, unlike Guyana’s other neighbors. 

2018 Guyana submits an application to the International Court of Justice to 

initiate proceedings with regards to the matter of the Arbitral Award of 

1899. Following a recommendation made by the representative of the 

Secretary General within the “Good Offices” after years of stillstand in the 

border dispute. 
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Major Stakeholders in the Border Dispute 
Guyana – One of the two major parties in the current conflict, however, it did not become 

independent until 1966. Believes “The Arbitral Award of 1899” to be the final agreement on 

the border dispute. 

Venezuela – One of the two major parties in the conflict, both since the beginning and up 

until the present. Believes it still holds claim to areas not granted to it in “The Arbitral Award 

of 1899” and disputes the agreement. 

United Kingdom – The United Kingdom acquired the territory of British Guiana and was 

behind agreements made up until the independence of Guyana in 1966. Has not in recent days 

had any sway in the border dispute but does believe “The Arbitral Award of 1899” to hold 

true. 

United States of America – The USA took interest in reaching a settlement and pushed for 

the different settlements reached by Venezuela and Great Britain. Has an involvement due to 

“The Monroe Doctrine” and its role as the major player in the Americas. 

The Office of the Secretary General – Recently the Office of the Secretary General has 

attempted to mediate the dispute after years of stillstand. 

International Court of Justice – The question of the dispute has been referred to the 

International Court of Justice following a long process involving “The Office of the Secretary 

General”. 

 

Relevant UN Documents and Previous Solutions 
The Arbitral Award of 1899  

http://legal.un.org/riaa/cases/vol_XXVIII/331-340.pdf 

This arbitration is the basis of the border dispute and the current settlement on the issue. 

The Geneva Agreement (1966) 

https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/unts/volume%20561/volume-561-i-8192-english.pdf 

This agreement focuses on allowing Venezuela to gather a basis for its contest to the Arbitral 
Award of 1899 and involving Guyana in the process. At the same time it seeks to establish a 
cease in the disagreement. 
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Protocol of Port-of-Spain (1970) 

https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%20801/volume-801-I-11410-
English.pdf 

This is a protocol to the Geneva Agreement which adds the importance of friendship between 
Guyana and Venezuela, and has both parties agree to respect each other’s territorial 
sovereignty.  

Statement by Spokesman of the Secretary-General (2018) 

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2018-01-30/statement-attributable-
spokesman-secretary-general-border 

This statement comes after a long process of “Good Offices” between Guyana and Venezuela 
and establishes the path moving forward. 

Application Instituting Proceedings at the International Court of Justice (2018) 

https://www.icj-cij.org/files/case-related/171/171-20180329-APP-01-00-EN.pdf 

The application filed by Guyana to take the matter of the “Arbitral Award of 1899” to court 
at the International Court of Justice. 

Order of the 19th of June 2018 

https://www.icj-cij.org/files/case-related/171/171-20180619-ORD-01-00-EN.pdf 

An order made by the International Court of Justice following the received application by 
Guyana to initiate proceedings. 

 
Possible Solutions 
The question of peace and security in the Venezuelan-Guyanian border dispute is one that has 

not been raised in an official capacity in the United Nations for decades. The dispute has 

grown over these decades, but international involvement has been limited. Because of this, 

solutions to the dispute may come from acknowledging both Guyana and Venezuela, they 

have to find common ground in terms of what is to happen with the Essequibo region. 

Looking at previous solutions, an active solution and decision on the matter seems a course 

that could provide closure. Seeing as it is important to note “The Treaty of Washington” in 

1897, signed by both parties that the arbitration be the “full, perfect and final settlement”.  

Delegates should focus on finding a middle ground for Guyana and Venezuela, that focuses 

on the validity of the “Arbitral Award of 1899” while considering the grounds for 

Venezuela’s contest to it. In terms of solutions, it should be noted that no international 

involvement or discussion has been had of the issue in decades, with the exception of the 

“Good Offices” something worth considering for delegates. To find inspiration for possible 
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solutions, delegates can search for other border disputes that have been solved with or 

without the United Nations aid.  
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