
The Berlin Conference: The General Act of Feb. 26, 1885

i"h: Beri:,r Conf.rence (1885)

It r,vi:s not until after the mid-nineteenth century that the imperialist great powers of Europe showed renewed interest in the
continenl of Africa, particularly in the hitherto unexplored central regions comprising modern-day Zaire, Zarnbia and
Zimbabwe. This interest was heightened by the expected opportunities for raw materials and investment that these territories
could provide for Europe's continuing industrialization. There was competition, of course, among the powers as they eyed the
opportunities and set the stage for intrusion. Much interest was concentrated on the Congo region (modern Zaire) upon which
King Leopold II of Belgium had set his sights (it later tumed out to be a lucrative source of rubber). However, the old
colonial nation of Portugal, with African interests in Angola and Mozambique extending back over three centuries, also saw

the Congo region as its historical sphere of influence.Intemational rivalry and diplomatic infighting such as developed out of
this competition for influence prompted France and Gennany to suggest the notion of a European conference to resolve

contending claims and provide for a more orderly 'carving up' of the continent. The Conference met at Berlin from
November 1884 through Februart 1885 and resulted in the following agreement-The Berlin Act of 1885. It was attended by
representatives of Great Britain, Austria-Hungary, France, Germany, Russia, U.S.A., Portugal, Denmark, Spain, Italy, the

Netherlands, Sweden, Belgium and Turkey.

The Act allotted "spheres of influence" to the relevant powers and established the Congo basin as the Congo Free State under

the sovereignry of Leopold ll in his personal capacity as head (and chieffinancial backer) ofthe private International Congo

Association. Some of the main provisions of the Act are as follows; note in particularthe doctrine of "effective occupation"

as prescribed in Art. XXXV.

Chap. I frelating to the Congo River Basin and adjacent territories]

I. The trade of all nations shall enjoy complete freedom

II. All flags, without distinction of nationality, shall have free access to the whole of the coast-line of the

territories. . .

III. Goods of whatever origin, imported into these regions, under whatsoever flag, by sea or river, or

overland, shall be subject to no oih.t taxes than such as may be levied as fair compensation for
expenditure in the interests of trade . . .

IV. Merchandise imported into these regions shall remain free from import and transit duties [subject to

review after 20 years]

V. No power which exercises or shall exercise sovereign rights in the . . regions shall be allowed to grant
therein a monopoly or favor of any kind in matters of trade..,

VI. All the powers exercising sovereign rights or influence in the aforesaid territories bind themselves to

watch over the preservation of the native tribes, and to care for the improvement of the conditions of
their moral and material well-being and to help in suppressing slavery, and especially the Slave Trade.

They shall, without distinction of creed or nation, protect and favor all religious, scientific, or charitable
institutions and undertakings created and organized for the above ends, or which aim at instructing the

natives and bringing home to them the blessings of civilization.
Christian missionaries, scientists, and explorers, with their followers, properg, and collections, shall
likewise be the objects of especial protection.
Freedom of conscience and religious toleration are expressly guaranteed to the natives, no less than to
subjects and to foreigners . . .

Chlg it Documents relative to the Slave Trade

IX. ............1he Powers which clo or shall exercise sovereign rights or influence in the territories forming
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the .. basin of the Congo declare that these territories may not serve as a market or means of transit for
the trade in slaves, of whatever race they may be, Each of the Powers binds itself to employ all the
means at its disposal for putting an end to this trade and for punishing those who engage in it.

Clhap. IV Act of Navigation fbr the Congo

XIII. The navigation of the Congo, without excepting any of its branches or outlets, is, and shall remain,
free for the merchant ships of all nations equally . . . the subjects and flags of all nations shall in all
respects be treated on a footing of perfect equality . . . no exclusive priviiege of navigation will be
conceded to Companies, Corporations, or private persons whatsoever . . .

Chap. V Act of Navigation for the Niger.

XXVI. The navigation of the (River) Niger, without excepting any of its branches and outlets, is and
shall remain entirely free for the merchant ships of all nations equally . . .[both Britain and France which
had parts of the region of the Niger under protectorate status also undertook to apply the principle of free
trade in their territories]

Chap. VI [Regarding new occupations on the coasts of Africa]

XXXIV. Any power which henceforth takes possession of a tract of land on the coasts of the African
Continent outside of its present possessions, or which, being hitherto without such possessions, shall
acquire them and assume a protectorate. . . shall accompany either act with a notification thereof,
addressed to the other Signatory Powers of the present Act, in order to enable them to protest against the
same if there exists any grounds for their doing so.

XXXV. The Signatory Powers of the present Act recognize the obligation to insure the establishment of
authority in the regions occupied by them on the coasts of the African Continent sufficient to protect
existing riglrts, and, as the case may be, freedom of trade and of transit under the conditions aggreed
upon.

XXXVII. The Powers signatory to the present general Act reserve to themselves the right of eventually,
by mutual agreement, introducing therein modifications or improvements the utility of which has been
shown by experience ...........

Done at Beilin, the 26th day of February, 1885.

RETURN TO HOMEPAGE

a"'
http ://web jj ay. cuny. edu/-j obrien/reference/ob4{html

' 
-t-

/

2126t02


	Berlin p1.pdf
	Berlin p.2

