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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

1.1 The Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf

The rules of international law concerning the continental shelf that today apply
to the vast majority of the world’s states are found in the 1982 United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (the LOS Convention).! This Convention
builds on several decades of economic, political and legal developments, of
which the final stage—its implementation—is currently ongoing.

Article 76 is among the key provisions of the LOS Convention. Marked by
its exceptional complexity, it defines the continental shelf by criteria that dif-
fer considerably from those under Article 1 of the 1958 Convention on the
Continental Shelf.2 Notably, Article 76 brings a new identification of the outer
limits of the continental shelf by reference to geographical and, especially, geo-
logical features. The provision establishes the right of coastal states to deter-
mine the outer limits of the continental shelf by means of two criteria: based
on a distance of 200 nautical miles from the territorial sea baselines, or based
on natural prolongation to the end of the continental margin. These two crite-
ria differ in nature. Whereas 200 nautical miles is a distance limit that need not
necessarily correspond to that part of the continental shelf which is a natural
prolongation of the continent under the sea, the outer edge of the continental
margin denotes a geo-morphological feature determinable in terms of geology
and susceptible to the natural prolongation test.3

For cases where a coastal state intends to claim a continental shelf extend-
ing beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the breadth

1 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Montego Bay, 10 December 1982; entered
into force 16 November 1994. Reprinted in ILM, Vol. 21, p. 1245. In accordance with Article
308, the LOS Convention entered into force 12 months after the date of deposit of the 60th
instrument of ratification or accession. The LOS Convention comprises 320 Articles and nine
Annexes, governing all aspects of ocean space, such as delimitation of maritime zones, envi-
ronmental control, marine scientific research, economic and commercial activities, transfer
of technology and the settlement of disputes relating to maritime areas and resources. As at
1January 2014, there were 166 parties to the LOS Convention.

2 Convention on the Continental Shelf, Geneva, 29 April 1958; entered into force 10 June 1964.
Published in UNTS, Vol. 499, p. 311

3 Mahmoudi, Said, The Law of Deep Seabed Mining (Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1987),
p-73.
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