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UNCLOS and Maritime Boundaries

Geoscience Australia, “Maritime 

Boundary Definitions” retrieved 

December 8, 2013, from 

http://www.ga.gov.au/marine/juri

sdiction/maritime-boundary-

definitions.html

• One of the major features of the UNCLOS Is the definition
of a number of jurisdictional zones.

• These zones refer to an area of ocean in which the coastal
state has specific rights relating to the seabed, the subsoil,
airspace and the water column



How is this defined under 

UNCLOS?
• Article 16 (para.1&2): Charts and lists of geographical coordinates for the

baseline which draws the territorial sea, or the limits derived therefrom to be

shown on charts, or alternatively in a list of coordinates and this is to be given due

publicity and deposit a copy with the UN.

• Article 47 (para.8&9): Charts and lists of geographical coordinates for the

archipelagic baselines to be shown on charts, or alternatively in a list of

coordinates and this is to be given due publicity and deposit a copy with the UN.

• Article 75 (para.1&2): : Charts and lists of geographical coordinates which show

the outer limits of the EEZ and lines of delimitation to be shown on charts, or

alternatively in a list of coordinates and this is to be given due publicity and deposit

a copy with the UN.

• Article 84 (para.1&2): : Charts and lists of geographical coordinates which show

the outer limits of the continental shelf and the lines of delimitation to be shown

on charts, or where appropriate, a list of coordinates and this is to be given due

publicity and deposit a copy with the UN, and in the case of those showing the

outer limits lines of the continental shelf, with the Secretary General of the

Authority



Nauru

http://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/NRU.htm



Fiji

http://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/FJI.htm



Regional Maritime Boundaries 

Project background
• Started in the late 1990s under the fisheries 

programme at Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA) 
based in Honiara, Solomon Islands

• Governing Council agreed to transfer the Project 
to the South Pacific Applied Geoscience 
Commission (SOPAC) in 2000

• Project is funded by the Government of Australia

• Project staff: 
– 1 Technical officer (Full time) + 1 Senior Project 

Officer: Surveying (Part-time)

– Team Unit Manager, Programme Administrator



Regional Maritime Boundaries 

Unit
1. Baseline development – definition of “low water

line” along edge of reef, or outer most edge of
outlying islands and drying reefs of an archipelago
using best available datasets.

2. Maritime Zones development – calculating the
zones of the 12 nautical miles (Territorial Sea), 24
nautical miles (Contiguous Zone) and the 200
nautical miles (Exclusive Economic Zone).

3. Technical solutions prepared with PICs for
shared/overlapping EEZs

4. Extended Continental Shelf activities (ECS) –
extending the seabed territory beyond the 200
nautical miles (EEZ).



• Hydrographic Charts

• Topographical Maps

• Satellite Imagery

• Aerial Photographs

• Promulgated Baselines (& treaties)

Source Data & Information



Capacity Building

• Since 2002, SPC has been building the capacity of Pacific Island

surveyors, cartographers to develop the baseline and the outer

limits of the maritime zones

2005

2015

2007 2008



Since 2007, the SPC Regional Maritime Boundaries Unit has been working with country teams, 

Geoscience Australia & other technical partners in a series of working sessions to develop PICs 

submissions in relation to the Extended Continental Shelf (ECS) claims and the development of the 

Maritime Boundaries.

The intensive face to face training with PICs., the funding grants by the Government of Australia and the 

good will of many people and institutions have been instrumental in facilitating these workshops.

Regional MB working sessions

2005

2007 2008

2008



14th Pacific Islands Maritime Boundaries 

Working Session (December 2015)

Successfully built a community of maritime boundary technical and legal 

expertise in the region who lead in their national Maritime boundary 

negotiations in their respective countries



Treaty Development opportunities

• An excellent example of a successful partnerships

between regional organisations and testament to the

excellent relationships between Pacific Island

neighbours.



Treaty Development (2012)

Marshall Islands, Kiribati and Nauru meeting

This trilateral meeting was funded by the Forum Fisheries Agency 

(FFA) and held at the Geoscience Division of SPC in April 2012



Milestone: Signing of the 7 Bilateral

Maritime Boundaries, 2012 Forum Meeting

NIUE & COOK IS KIRIBATI & COOK IS KIRIBATI & TUVALU KIRIBATI & TOKELAU

KIRIBATI & NAURU
NAURU & MARSHALL IS KIRIBATI & MARSHALL IS

KIRIBATI –NAURU-MARSHALL IS



USA – Kiribati Maritime 

Boundary (2013) 
Technical and legal meeting hosted at the Geoscience 

Division of SPC in May 2013

This bilateral meeting was funded by the Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA) 

who also provided legal advice to the Kiribati team, and technical advice 

provided  by SPC Maritime Boundaries team



Signing of the Kiribati and USA

Maritime treaty, Forum Meeting, 2013



USA – FSM Maritime Boundary 

negotiations (2014)
Technical and legal meeting hosted by the US in Hawaii in 

April 2014 (FSM team officials travel costs were supported 

by the Forum Fisheries Agency)



Signed maritime boundary treaties

October 2014

Sept  2015

Sept  2015



Deposit of MB information

International Declaration -

http://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/TUV.htm



Tuvalu

National Declaration - http://www.tuvalu-legislation.tv/



Maritime Legislation for Kiribati 

deposited with the UN in December 2014

International Declaration -

http://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/KIR.htm



Maritime Legislation for Marshall 

Islands deposited with the UN in April 2016

International Declaration -

http://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/MHL.htm



Overall Regional progress in implementing 

UNCLOS and the PICs maritime boundaries
2002

2016



Lessons learnt

• Lack of legal capacity within the Project

– Drafting new legislation (and replacing out-dated maritime

spaces legislations) to allow the use of latest and more

accurate technical/geodetic datasets in the development

of PIC maritime boundaries work.

• Given this lack of legal capacity within the Unit, the

Geoscience Division sought legal advice and support

from the Australian Attorney General’s Department in

early 2011

• SPC also strengthened its collaboration with the Forum

Fisheries Agency (FFA) and the Commonwealth

Secretariat.



Issues
• Requires the political will and support of National Governments

(ground work has taken the past 10 years of this project)

• There are certain technical and legal capacity constraints within

the project teams (trained staff get promoted internally)

• Sovereign issue but it is heavily dependent on regional support

and assistance (cost of field surveys to collect data, purchase of

satellite imagery, etc.)

• National Maritime Laws and Legislation needs to be reviewed

and updated to reflect the technical datasets being used to

develop the baselines and maritime zones

• The 10 project countries who have submitted their claims for

Extended Continental Shelf (under Article 76 of UNCLOS) are

facing capacity constraints in the process of the defence of the

these claims to the UN.



Status of efforts at regional scale as 

compared to efforts at the national scale



Why is it important?

The clear definition of the limits of the maritime jurisdiction is

important as it provides the legal framework for the governance of

maritime space and the management of the valuable marine

resources within the country’s national jurisdiction areas:

• Fisheries management

• Deep sea minerals development

• Security

• Biodiversity

• Conservation

• Research

• Transport

• Vessel monitoring



Fisheries Management

• Formalising the shared boundaries between neighbouring 

countries; AND 

• Declaring the outer limits of the EEZs which borders with the 

high seas



Future Challenges

• Increasing reports of IUU fishing activities in the region

Leaders need to formally establish their maritime boundaries

(including signed treaties for overlapping EEZs) in a legal manner

and deposit this information with the UN.



Future Challenges

• Tools, Technology to combat IUU using effective methods of

Monitoring, Control and Surveillance (MCS) is improving



Future Challenges

• Deep Sea Mining Implications

Application and approval of mining leases for seabed

exploration and exploitation within a country’s EEZ and also in

“the Area”



Deep sea minerals development 

“The Area”



Regional support for remaining 

Negotiations (14 shared EEZs yet to be finalised)

• Country visit to Palau in March 2015 for a national consultation workshop.

Outcome was to develop a strategy paper for the national taskforce to

consider in upcoming negotiations.

• SPC & FFA provided technical & legal assistance to the delegation from

Palau during the fourth (4th) round of negotiations between Palau and

Indonesia in July 2015.



Future Directions (for Project)

• Build on a common platform to share legal MB, Treaties (GIS

layers) with other stakeholders (FFA –VMS, etc.)

• Current funding mechanism (via the Enhancing Pacific

Ocean Governance – EPOG) from Government of Australia

for the regional workshops ceases in 2016



POLICY (at regional level)

• Pacific Oceanscape Framework (2010)- to protect,

manage and sustain the cultural and natural integrity of

the ocean for present and future generations and for

the broader global community.

• 6 strategic priorities identified for the implementation:

– establishing ‘jurisdictional rights and responsibilities’,

– fostering ‘good ocean governance’,

– supporting ‘sustainable development, management and

conservation’,

– promoting ‘listening, learning, liaising and leading’,

– sustaining action, and

– facilitating adaptation to a rapidly changing environment.



POLICY (at regional level)

• The Palau Declaration “The Ocean: Life & Future”

Charting a Course to Sustainability (2014)

– Annex B

10. “We call for strengthened regional efforts to fix

baselines and maritime boundaries to ensure that the

impact of climate change and sea level rise does not

result in reduced jurisdiction.”



Thank you

Emily Artack – emilya@spc.int


