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Abstract 
The Maritime Jurisdiction Bill 2021 aims to revise and 
consolidate relevant maritime jurisdiction law and to provide for 
definitions of the State’s maritime zones in accordance with the 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea adopted in 
1982 (UNCLOS). The Bill provides for definitions of the State’s 
internal waters and territorial sea and provides a means of 
establishing boundaries and zones in the territorial sea in 
accordance with UNCLOS, including its baseline, continental 
shelf, contiguous zone, exclusive economic zone, and outer 
limits. 
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Summary 
The aim of the Maritime Jurisdiction Bill 2021 (‘the Bill’) is to revise and consolidate relevant 
maritime jurisdiction law and to provide for the State’s maritime zones in accordance with 
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea adopted in 1982 (UNCLOS, ‘the 
Convention’). The Bill will repeal Sections 21 and 32 of the Continental Shelf Act 1968 and Part 33 
of the Sea-Fisheries and Maritime Jurisdiction Act 2006. The Bill re-enacts numerous parts of the 
2006 Act and this is to be a new stand-alone piece of primary legislation governing the State’s 
maritime jurisdiction. 

The Bill provides for definitions of the State’s internal waters and territorial sea and provides a 
means of establishing boundaries and zones in the territorial sea in accordance with UNCLOS, 
including its baseline, contiguous zone, exclusive economic zone, and outer limits. This has 
significance for natural resources, marine development, potential energy and geothermal energy, 
submarine storage of natural gas and carbon sequestration, fishery limits, and submarine cables. 

The Bill provides for a definition of outer limits of the exclusive economic zone as the line every 
point of which lies at a distance of 200 nautical miles from the nearest point of the baseline. 

Table of provisions 
A summary of the Bill’s provisions is included in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 Table of provisions of the Maritime Jurisdiction Bill 2021 

Section Title Effect 

Part 1: Preliminary and General 

1 Short title and 
commencement 

States that the Act may be cited as the Maritime 
Jurisdiction Act 2021 and sets out the Bill’s 
commencement provision. Different sections of the Bill 
can be commenced at different times.  

2 Interpretation Definitions and terms are provided in this section. 

3 Laying of orders before 
Houses of Oireachtas 

Details the required timeframe for laying of orders. 

4 Repeals Provides for the repeal of: 

• sections 2 and 3 of the Continental Shelf Act 1968; 

 

 
1 Section 2 deals with the exploration and exploitation of the continental shelf. 
2 Section 3 deals with the application of certain laws of the State. 
3 Part 3 which deals with maritime jurisdiction including Exclusive Economic Zone and Exclusive Fishery 

Limits of the State. A Sea Fisheries (Amendment) Bill is listed as priority legislation in the Government 
Summer Legislative Programme 2021. 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2021/63/
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1968/act/14/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/1968/en/act/pub/0014/print.html#sec2
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Section Title Effect 
• part 3 of the Sea-Fisheries and Maritime Jurisdiction 

Act 2006.  

5 Expenses Associated expenses can be paid as sanctioned by the 
Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform. 

Part 2: Baseline, Territorial Sea, Contiguous zone etc. 

6 Baseline Section 6 defines the baseline from the coastline as the 
low-water mark from the coast of the mainland or island, 
with clarifications on a bay, river mouth, estuary, and 
island. 

7 Territorial sea Defines the territorial sea of the State is that portion of the 
sea which lies between the baseline and the outer limit of 
the territorial sea and provides for future delimitation in 
line with UNCLOS. 

8 Internal waters Covers definitions of inland waters and notably ports and 
harbours, lakes and rivers. 

9 State sovereignty and 
ownership of territorial 
sea 

The sovereignty of the State extends to its territorial sea, 
the seabed and subsoil of the territorial sea and to the 
airspace above it. This section sets out the inclusion of 
the submarine as well as sea surface in the territorial sea, 
and associated resources (mineral, other non-living, 
energy). 

10 Jurisdiction in case of 
offence on foreign ship in 
territorial sea 

Offences committed on or by a foreign ship within the 
territorial sea or inland waters are within the jurisdiction of 
the State. 

11 Prosecution for offence 
on foreign ship 

The section sets out that prosecution of non-Irish citizens 
or non-ordinarily resident persons for offences in the 
maritime jurisdiction can only be with express permission 
by means of a certificate from the Minister. A number of 
maritime and sea fisheries related offences are excluded 
from this. 

12 Contiguous zone Section 12 defines: 

• the contiguous zone of the State is that portion of the 
sea within the exclusive economic zone that lies 
between the outer limit of the territorial sea and the 
outer limit of the contiguous zone; 

• “outer limit of the contiguous zone” means the line 
within the exclusive economic zone every point of 
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Section Title Effect 
which lies at a distance of 24 nautical miles from the 
nearest point of the baseline. 

Part 3: Exclusive economic zone 

13 Exclusive economic zone Defines the Exclusive economic zone, its outer limits. 
Relevant S.I.s are to continue. 

14 Rights and jurisdiction of 
State in exclusive 
economic zone 

The State has sovereign rights in the exclusive economic 
zone of its waters and seabed: living and non-living 
natural resources, energy production, energy storage, 
carbon sequestration; and; establishment of artificial 
island, installations, research stations and overall marine 
protection. 

15 Criminal and civil 
jurisdiction of State in 
exclusive economic zone 

Broadly the effect of this section is that an act or wrong 
committed on, in, or under the seas, islands, installations 
as defined exclusive economic zone will be treated the 
same as if done in the State (criminal or civil). 

Part 4: Continental shelf 

16 Continental shelf Defines the continental shelf, its limits, and margins, in 
accordance with article 76 of the UNCLOS. In effect it is 
200 nautical miles from the baselines and with agreed 
boundaries with neighbouring state(s). 

17 Designated area This section provides for the Government to designate 
area of continental shelf beyond the outer limit and 
exercise its jurisdiction via further S.I.  

18 Rights and jurisdiction of 
State in designated area 

This section describes the rights that the State may 
exercise relating to the sea and seabed resources. It 
includes authorisation of exploration and production of 
resources, laying of submarine pipelines, and jurisdiction 
of monitoring and research. 

19 Civil and criminal 
jurisdiction of State in 
designated area 

Similarly to section 15, this section provides for offences 
in the designated area to be treated the same as if done 
in the State. 

Part 5: Miscellaneous 

20 Construction of 
references and 
consequential 
amendments – territorial 
seas 

Provides for any act referring to the sea to adopt the 
meaning of territorial sea. 
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Section Title Effect 

21 Evidence as to extent of 
internal waters, territorial 
sea, exclusive economic 
zone and continental 
shelf 

Describes the evidence and data for defining the seas 
notably of the UK Hydrographic Office for defining the low 
water mark and other territory definitions.4  

22 Offences committed on 
board Irish ship outside 
territorial sea 

That an offence committed on or by an Irish ship outside 
of the territorial waters is deemed the same as if 
committed in the State. 

23 Offence - directors and 
others of body corporate 

Directors or other officers of a body corporate can be 
prosecuted for offences committed by the body corporate.  

24 Prosecutions Prosecution proceedings for an offence to which this Act 
applies may take place anywhere in the State. 

Part 6: Amendments of other Acts of Oireachtas 

25 Amendment of Act of 
1968 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill. 

26 Amendment of National 
Monuments 
(Amendment) Act 1987 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill.. 

27 Amendment of National 
Monuments 
(Amendment) Act 1994 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill. 

28 Amendment of Dumping 
At Sea Act 1996 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill. 

29 Amendment of Taxes 
Consolidation Act 1997 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill. 

30 Amendment of Electricity 
Regulation Act 1999 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill. 

31 Amendment of Act of 
2006 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill. 

32 Amendment of Merchant 
Shipping (Registration of 
Ships) Act 2014 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill. 

 

 
4 Ireland contributes bathymetry and other data from its national seabed surveys to the UK Hydrographic 

Office. See: Section 3.1.2, Integrated Mapping for the Sustainable Development of Ireland's Marine 
Resource INFOMAR Proposal & Strategy March 2007 

https://www.infomar.ie/sites/default/files/pdfs/INFOMAR_Proposal_Strategy.pdf
https://www.infomar.ie/sites/default/files/pdfs/INFOMAR_Proposal_Strategy.pdf
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Section Title Effect 

33 Amendment of Minerals 
Development Act 2017 

This is a technical amendment to reflect changes made in 
this Bill. 

Schedule 1: Parts II, V and VI of the United Nations Convention for the Law of the Sea 

Part II Territorial Sea and 
Contiguous Zone 

Articles 2 to 33 of the Convention. 

Part V Exclusive Economic Zone Articles 55 to 75 of the Convention. 

Part VI Continental Shelf Articles 76 to 85 of the Convention. 

Schedule 2: Consequential Amendments 

Source: Derived from Maritime Jurisdiction Bill 2021 and Explanatory and Financial Memorandum. 

Introduction 
The Maritime Jurisdiction Bill 2021 was initiated in May 2021 and its purpose is to revise and 
consolidate relevant maritime jurisdiction law and to provide for the State’s maritime zones in 
accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea adopted in 1982 
(UNCLOS). 

The Bill provides for repeals to parts of previous legislation dealing with definitions of maritime 
territories, specifically repeals of sections 2 and 3 of the Continental Shelf Act 1968 and Part 3 of 
the Sea-Fisheries and Maritime Jurisdiction Act 2006; Bill provides for updated definitions of the 
State’s internal waters and territorial sea and provides a means of establishing boundaries and 
zones in the territorial sea in accordance with UNCLOS, including its baseline, contiguous zone, 
exclusive economic zone, and outer limits. This has significance for natural resources, marine 
development, potential energy and geothermal energy, submarine storage of natural gas and 
carbon sequestration, fishery limits, and submarine cables. 

The Bill provides for a definition of outer limits of the exclusive economic zone as the line every 
point of which lies at a distance of 200 nautical miles from the nearest point of the baseline. 

The Explanatory and Financial Memorandum describes the Purpose of the Bill: 

“The purpose of the Bill is to update and set out in one standalone enactment the law 
relating to the State’s maritime jurisdiction, including by giving further effect to relevant 
provisions of the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, and to repeal 
sections 2 and 3 of the Continental Shelf Act 1968 and Part 3 of the Sea-Fisheries and 
Maritime Jurisdiction Act 2006, and to provide for related matters.” 

The Bill contains a total of 33 sections across six Parts and two Schedules which reflect the 
Articles of the UNCLOS. The text of its Parts II, V and VI are reproduced in Schedule 1 of the Bill. 
Schedule 2 sets out consequential amendments of a number of enactments. 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2021/63/
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/bill/2021/63/eng/memo/b6321s-memo.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/bill/2021/63/eng/initiated/b6321s.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1968/act/14/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/bill/2021/63/eng/memo/b6321s-memo.pdf
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Background 
Policy and legislative context 
The Maritime Jurisdiction Act 1959 set out definitions of the various territorial limits and boundaries 
including for sea fisheries. Since then a number of amendments regarding the State’s maritime 
jurisdiction were made in the Continental Shelf Act 1968 and the Sea-Fisheries and Maritime 
Jurisdiction Act 2006. 

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea adopted in 1982 (UNCLOS) defines the 
agreed parameters of the near and far shore limits, and means for changes to territorial limits to be 
evidenced and agreed amongst nations. This Bill sets out to provide primary legislation in 
recognition of that international treaty. The Bill will repeal Part 3 of the Sea-Fisheries and Maritime 
Jurisdiction Act 2006.  

Ireland has successfully agreed in May 2014 on a single maritime boundary with the UK under the 
UNCLOS (see Agreement between the Government of Ireland and the Government of the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland establishing a single maritime boundary between 
the exclusive economic zones of the two countries and parts of their continental shelves.)  

In recent years, strategic use of marine zones for activities both submarine and on the seas have 
come into focus, with activities including exploration for and production of natural resources, 
marine planning and development, potential energy and geothermal energy, submarine storage of 
natural gas and carbon sequestration, fishery limits, and submarine cables for energy and 
telecommunication transmissions. The legislation needs clarity in providing for definitions of marine 
and maritime zones for fisheries and other marine development activities. This Bill sets out to 
disentangle matters of maritime jurisdiction from those concerning sea fisheries regulation. 

Terminology used in maritime jurisdiction 
A number definitions are defined in the Bill. Those shown in Table 2 below are noteworthy; note 
that these are not the full definitions as provided for in the Bill but are given here to aid 
understanding of this Bill Digest. Figure 1 below is an illustrative map of Ireland’s straight baselines 
and exclusive economic zone (in black outline) which extends to 200 nautical miles from the 
baselines. 

Table 2 Glossary of some of the terminology in the Maritime Jurisdiction Bill 2021. Note that 
these are not the legal definitions as defined in the Bill. 

Terminology Description 

Artificial island any part of the seabed or of a submerged seabed feature that, by 
human modification, has been brought above water at low-tide 

Baseline/s the low-water mark on the coast of the mainland or of an island; the 
dividing line between internal waters and the territorial sea ; the line 
from which the seaward limits of the territorial sea are measured. 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1959/act/22/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1968/act/14/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/IRL-GBR2014EEZ.PDF
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/IRL-GBR2014EEZ.PDF
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/IRL-GBR2014EEZ.PDF
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Terminology Description 

Contiguous zone portion of the sea within the exclusive economic zone that lies between 
the outer limit of the territorial sea and the outer limit of the contiguous 
zone 

Continental shelf As per Article 76 of UNCLOS: 

The continental shelf of a coastal State comprises the seabed 
and subsoil of the submarine areas that extend beyond its 
territorial sea throughout the natural prolongation of its land 
territory to the outer edge of the continental margin, or to a 
distance of 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the 
breadth of the territorial sea is measured where the outer edge 
of the continental margin does not extend up to that distance. 

(The Article provides additional detail regarding the extent of the 
continental shelf accounting for the bathymetry of the seabed.) 

Designated area area in which the State may exercise its rights and jurisdiction 

Exclusive economic 
zone 

portion of the sea that lies between the outer limit of the territorial sea 
(12 nautical miles offshore) and the outer limit of the exclusive economic 
zone (200 nautical miles offshore). 

As per Article 56 of UNCLOS, in the exclusive economic zone, the 
coastal State has: 

(a) sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring and exploiting, 
conserving and managing the natural resources, whether living 
or non-living, of the waters superjacent to the seabed and of the 
seabed and its subsoil, and with regard to other activities for the 
economic exploitation and exploration of the zone, such as the 
production of energy from the water, currents and winds; 

(b) jurisdiction as provided for in the relevant provisions of this 
Convention with regard to: 

(i) the establishment and use of artificial islands, installations 
and structures; 

(ii) marine scientific research; 

(iii) the protection and preservation of the marine environment; 

(c) other rights and duties provided for in this Convention. 

Installation fixed or floating structure or maintained device 

Internal waters all sea areas which lie on the landward side of the baseline 

Outer limit of the 
contiguous zone 

the line within the exclusive economic zone every point of which lies at a 
distance of 24 nautical miles from the nearest point of the baseline 

https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/part6.htm
https://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/part5.htm
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Terminology Description 

Outer limit of the 
territorial sea 

the line every point of which is at a distance of 12 nautical miles from 
the nearest point of the baseline 

Territorial sea portion of the sea which lies between the baseline and the outer limit of 
the territorial sea 

 

Figure 1 Illustrative map of the Exclusive Economic Zone (black outline) for Ireland and the 
Straight Baselines (feint lines). 

Source: Figure 1 from UN Law of the Sea: legislation and treaties - Ireland.  

Submissions seeking changes in the Continental Shelf Limits 
Ireland's maritime area extends to almost seven times its land mass, one of the largest sea to land 
ratios of any EU State.5 Ireland first formally claimed a limited area of continental shelf in 1968 by 
means of designation by statutory order made pursuant to the Continental Shelf Act 1968.6  

 

 
5 gov.ie - Natural Resources (www.gov.ie) 
6 Submission to the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf pursuant to Article 79, paragraph 8 of 
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 1982 in respect of the Hatton-Rockall area. 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1968/act/14/enacted/en/html
https://www.gov.ie/en/policy/39e5f9-natural-resources/#marine-planning-and-development
https://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/irl09/irl09_exsum.pdf
https://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/irl09/irl09_exsum.pdf
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In submissions to the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) Ireland has 
sought to extend its outer limits of continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines. 
The most recent is the 31 March 2009 Submission to the Commission on the Limits of the 
Continental Shelf pursuant to Article 79, paragraph 8 of the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea 1982 in respect of the Hatton-Rockall area. The map (Figure 1) below displays the 
various extensions and the associated statutory instruments. Note that a further S.I. is relevant but 
is not denoted on this map: Continental Shelf (Designated Areas) Order 2014 (S.I. No. 87/2014), 
which also revokes S.I. No. 657/2001 (regarding the small boundary line between Ireland and UK 
in the Irish Sea). 

 

Figure 2 Ireland’s history of continental shelf areas with each extension denoted by relevant 
S.I. 1968–2009. Note that a further S.I. is relevant but is not denoted on this map: 
Continental Shelf (Designated Areas) Order 2014 (S.I. No. 87/2014), which also revokes S.I. 
No. 657/2001 (boundary between Ireland and UK in the Irish Sea). 

Source: Figure 1.1 from page 2 of Hatton-Rockall Area Continental Shelf Submission of Ireland. 

Previous legislation related to the current Bill 
The Continental Shelf Act 1968 was the first to define the maritime territorial limits for Ireland. This 
is now outdated and this Bill shall repeal and replace its sections 2 and 3. 

 

 
 

https://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/irl09/irl09_exsum.pdf
https://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/irl09/irl09_exsum.pdf
https://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/irl09/irl09_exsum.pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2014/si/87/made/en/print
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2001/si/657/made/en/print
https://www.un.org/depts/los/clcs_new/submissions_files/irl09/irl09_exsum.pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1968/act/14/enacted/en/html


Library & Research Service | Maritime Jurisdiction Bill 2021  

 

11 

A number of amendment acts has been passed with amendments to the primary legislation for the 
maritime jurisdiction. Part 3 of the Sea-Fisheries and Maritime Jurisdiction Act 2006 dealt with 
definitions of fishery limits and maritime and territorial zones and limits. This Bill shall repeal the 
whole of Part 3 of the 2006 Act, entitled ‘Maritime Jurisdiction (Including Exclusive Economic Zone 
and Exclusive Fishery Limits) of the State’. 

Ireland’s Instrument of Ratification for the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 1982 
was deposited with the Secretary-General of the United Nations on 21 June 1996 and it entered 
into force with respect to Ireland on 21 July 1996. 

Public consultation 
There are no recent public consultations regarding maritime jurisdiction. 

Pre-legislative Scrutiny of the General Scheme of the Bill 
The General Scheme of the Bill was approved 27 May 2019. Pre-legislative scrutiny (PLS) was 
waived by the Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence.  

Regulatory Impact Analysis (RIA) 
There is no recent RIA in respect of maritime jurisdiction. 

Principal provisions of the Bill 
This section of the Bill Digest examines the main provisions of the Bill, which contains a total of 33 
sections across six Parts and two Schedules. A synopsis of each Section of the Bill is given in 
Table 1 above. 

• Part 1 includes sections 1 to 5 of the Bill and relates to the short title and commencement 
of the Bill, definitions, and repeal of parts of Continental Shelf Act 1968 and of Sea-
Fisheries and Maritime Jurisdiction Act 2006 and of the Submarine Telegraph Act 1885. 

• Part 2 relates to definitions of various elements of the State’s waters and seas and clarifies 
the sovereign rights and that the State’s criminal jurisdiction is extended to its maritime 
jurisdiction. 

• Part 3 provides for the definition of the exclusive economic zone in accordance with 
UNCLOS and covers the rights and jurisdiction of State in its exclusive economic zone. 

• Part 4 provides for the definition of with the continental shelf and the designated zone 
based on the extent of continental shelf in accordance with UNCLOS and covers the rights 
and jurisdiction of State in its designated zone. 

• Part 5 includes a number of miscellaneous provisions including offences onboard Irish 
ships, and the data and evidence relating to the maritime jurisdictions.  

• Part 6 lists the amendments to all associated Acts. 
• Schedule 1 reproduces Parts II, V and VI of the United Nations Convention for the Law of 

the Sea. 
• Schedule 2 details the consequential amendments (38 items). 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/treatyseries/uploads/documents/treaties/docs/199801.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/ourrolepolicies/internationallaw/lawofthesea/General-Scheme-of-the-Maritime-Jurisdiction-Bill-2019.pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1968/act/14/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2006/act/8/enacted/en/html
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1885/act/49/enacted/en/print
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Implications and implementation issues 

Claims to Rockall (uninhabitable islet) and fishing rights 
Rockall is a small uninhabitable granite rock islet located approximately 160 nautical miles west of 
Scotland’s Western Isles islands of St. Kilda and 230 nautical miles to the north-west of Donegal. It 
measures just 30 m wide and 21 m high above the sea. The Bill has no direct implications 
regarding Ireland’s claim to Rockall. However, Rockall is discussed below, given that there has 
been engagement in recent years between Ireland and Scotland, and that claims over Rockall are 
not resolved. 

Rockall is the subject of a quadrilateral dispute between the UK, Ireland, Denmark (on behalf of the 
Faroe Islands) and Iceland, albeit only the UK have made any claim to it. The UK annexed Rockall 
in September 1955 and the UK Island of Rockall Act 1972 provides that “the Island of Rockall into 
that part of the United Kingdom known as Scotland.” The UK since ratified the UNCLOS in 1977 
and it entered into force in November 1994 (the UK acceded in 1997). The University of Durham 
IBRU Centre for Borders Research Boundary & Security Bulletin published a detailed overview 
‘Ireland and the Rockall dispute’ in 1998. This academic commentary describes how the UK have 
effectively “pulled back” on utilising Rockall as part of its territorial claim (in 1996): “…it appears 
that the British (then Conservative-led) Government had publicly acknowledged that accession to 
the [UN]LOSC would bring with it an inevitable obligation to pull back the existing Rockall-based 
fishery zone to internationally permissible baselines under the Convention.” Further, in 1997, the 
then British Foreign Secretary Robin Cook stated: ”The United Kingdom’s fishery limits will need to 
be redefined based on St Kilda, since Rockall is not a valid base point for such limits under Article 
121(3) of the Convention.“7 

Ireland does not and has not claimed sovereignty over Rockall, and it does not recognise another 
jurisdiction’s claim. These positions are in accordance with UNCLOS. As an unhabitable rock, 
Rockall has no significance in establishing claims to either continental shelf or exclusive economic 
zone. 

In reply to a PQ on the “the progress in having the international community, including the EU and 
the UN, recognise Ireland’s sovereignty over Rockall“ in the Dáil Éireann Debate of 26 November 
June 2020 the Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade Simon Coveney TD replied: 

“Rockall is a small uninhabitable rock located approximately 160 nautical miles west of the 
Scottish islands of St. Kilda and 230 nautical miles to the north-west of Donegal. During the 
1960s and 1970s the issue of Rockall was a source of legal and political controversy in 
both Ireland and the United Kingdom. The UK claimed sovereignty over Rockall in 1955 
and purported to annex it under its 1972 Island of Rockall Act. 

While Ireland has never recognised British sovereignty over Rockall, neither have we ever 
sought to claim sovereignty ourselves. The consistent position of successive Irish 

 

 
7 Symmons, Clive R. “Ireland and the Rockall Dispute: An Analysis of Recent Developments,” 1998, 16.  
 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/september/21/newsid_4582000/4582327.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/september/21/newsid_4582000/4582327.stm
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1972/2#:%7E:text=1972%20CHAPTER%202,and%20for%20purposes%20connected%20therewith.
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetailsIII.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXI-6&chapter=21&Temp=mtdsg3&clang=_en
https://treaties.un.org/pages/ViewDetailsIII.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXI-6&chapter=21&Temp=mtdsg3&clang=_en
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/ibru/publications/full/bsb6-1_symmons.pdf
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2020-11-26/26/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2020-11-26/26/
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Governments has been that Rockall and similar rocks and skerries should have no 
significance for establishing legal claims to continental shelf or an exclusive economic 
zone. Ireland, together with a number of like-minded countries, worked hard to advance this 
position at the United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea which took place from 
1972 to 1982 and I'm glad to say that it is fully reflected in the Convention adopted at the 
end of that Conference. Article 121, paragraph 3 of the UN Law of the Sea Convention 
provides that: ‘Rocks which cannot sustain human habitation or economic life of their own 
shall have no exclusive economic zone or continental shelf.’” 

When asked about the “difficulties between Ireland and Scotland over fishing rights around Rockall 
either in the present context or future post-Brexit scenario “ in the Dáil Éireann Debate of 18 June 
2019 the then Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade Simon Coveney TD replied: 

“Largely due to efforts made by Ireland through the 1970s, international law is now clear 
that uninhabitable rocks such as Rockall have no entitlement to a continental shelf or an 
EEZ and so sovereignty over such a rock is irrelevant for the purposes of establishing 
boundaries between continental shelves and EEZs of neighbouring states.” 

Further, in referring to the UK-Ireland UNCLOS agreement on its boundary made in 2013, the 
Minister stated: 

“Ireland has never made any claims to Rockall nor have we recognised British claim to 
sovereignty over it. Nothing in either agreement altered that position or represented a 
departure from our long-held view, nor does either agreement have any implication for the 
present difficulties between Ireland and Scotland over fishing rights around Rockall.” 

Fisheries around Rockall were discussed at The Scottish Parliament Meeting of the Parliament 11 
June 2019. The reply from The Cabinet Secretary for Culture, Tourism and External Affairs Fiona 
Hyslop whose position was supportive of Scottish patrols of fisheries around Rockall: 

“In 2017, the Scottish Government became aware of a significant increase in fishing by 
Irish vessels in the territorial seas and fishing grounds within 12 nautical miles of Rockall. 
Irish and other European Union vessels with quota can, of course, fish in the external 200 
nautical miles of the exclusive economic zone. 

[…] In September 2018, given that no resolution had been reached, we notified the Irish 
Government that, in the absence of an agreed way forward, we would need to prepare 
enforcement options, in line with international law, and that we would give the Irish 
Government notice of such action.” 

In the Scottish Parliament, the subject of claims to Rockall was most recently noted by the then 
Minister for Enterprise, Energy and Tourism Jim Mather 28 January 2008 in response to “To ask 
the Scottish Executive what representations it has made to Her Majesty’s Government over the 
sovereignty of Rockall and its associated sea area”: 

“The Scottish Government has not made any representations to the UK Government 
concerning the sovereignty of Rockall nor its 12nm territorial sea, both of which constitute 
recognised parts of Scotland. 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2019-06-18/34/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2019-06-18/34/
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/what-was-said-and-official-reports/official-reports/meeting-of-parliament-11-06-2019?meeting=12180&iob=109989&qry=rockall#109989
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/what-was-said-and-official-reports/official-reports/meeting-of-parliament-11-06-2019?meeting=12180&iob=109989&qry=rockall#109989
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/debates-and-questions/questions/2008/01/14/s3w08388?qry=rockall
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The Scottish Government has made representations to the UK Government concerning the 
conduct of negotiations with neighbouring coastal States over the agreement of boundaries 
to the UK’s claim for an Exclusive Economic Zone including the area extending 200nm from 
the St Kilda baseline to seas beyond Rockall and its adjacent sea area. Following these 
representations, the negotiating aims and conduct, including the participation of the 
Scottish Government, have been agreed with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. 

With regard to energy issues, while again we have not made any specific representations 
regarding Rockall, we have made clear, as part of the national conversation, that we would wish to 
undertake discussions with the UK Government regarding options for the transfer of responsibility 
of oil and gas resources to the Scottish Government in the long-term.” 
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