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Representatives of the 12 governments that origi-
nally signed the Antarctic Treaty met in London,
England, from February 3 to 10, 1972, to negotiate a
convention for the conservation of antarctic seals. The
conference was the culmination of 8 years of prepara-
tory work.

Background

The need for such a convention arises from Article
VI of the Antarctic Treaty, which states:

The provisions of the present Treaty shall apply to the
area south of 600 South latitude, including all ice
shelves, but nothing in the present Treaty shall preju-
dice or in any way affect the rights, or the exercise
of the rights, of any State under international law
with regard to the high seas within that area.

Because of this provision, conservation measures
adopted under the Antarctic Treaty afford protection
to seals and other animals only on the land and ice
shelves south of 60° S. They are not applicable to the
much larger numbers of seals in the water and on the
sea ice.

Early efforts were made to rectify this situation
within the context of the provisions of the Antarctic
Treaty, but it was soon recognized that an agreement
with greater international applicability was needed.
On the basis of suggestions submitted by the Scien-
tific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR)—a
scientific committee of the International Council of
Scientific Unions—and discussions at the Fifth Con-
sultative Meeting, selected delegates to the Sixth Con-
sultative Meeting in Tokyo, meeting ad hoc, reached
agreement on a draft text of the Convention to serve

as the basis for negotiations. The United Kingdom,
which initiated discussion of the subject at the Third
Consultative Meeting in 1964, circulated this text to
governments together with an invitation to participate
in the London conference. All 12 nations signatory to
the Antarctic Treaty responded to the invitation and
took part in the negotiations. Canada was invited but
declined to participate.

Results

The conference, which had as its objective the es-
tablishment of conservation measures in advance of
the possible development of a commercial sealing in-
dustry in the area, attracted widespread attention
from private conservation organizations in the United
States and abroad. The U.S. delegation to the con-
ference included as advisers representatives from sev-
eral of these organizations. Two members of the Sub-
committee on Fisheries and Wildlife Conservation of
the House of Representatives Merchant Marine and
Fisheries Committee also attended the conference to
advise the U.S. delegation. Dr. Donald B. Siniff of the
University of Minnesota and Dr. George A. Llano of
the Office of Polar Programs, National Science Foun-
dation, attended the conference as scientific advisers
to the U.S. delegation.

The Convention, which emerged from the negotia-
tions, sets conservative total annual take limits, based
on scientifically established seal population estimates.
Only three species may be hunted: the crabeater
(175,000 annually), the leopard (12,000 annually)
and the Weddell (5,000 annually). The killing or cap-
ture for commercial purposes of the Ross, the south-
ern elephant, and the Artocephalus fur seal is pro-
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hibited. The Convention also establishes reserve areas
where sealing is prohibited and prohibits the killing
or capturing of seals in the water, except in limited
quantities for scientific research.

An interesting and unusual feature of the Conven-
tion is found in Article 5, which provides for the ex-
change of information on sealing activities among the
Parties to the Convention and invites SCAR to under-
take a careful and critical annual review of these ac-
tivities. SCAR is asked to determine the kinds, form,
and frequency of data required on commercial sealing
operations and to advise the Parties to the Conven-
tion when catches are approaching the seasonal limit.
SCAR is currently conducting a canvas of its National
Committees with a view toward the development of
suitable mechanisms for handling this new responsi-
bility at its 12th meeting.

U.S. objection

The U.S. delegation made a vigorous attempt to in-
clude in the Convention clear, workable provisions
for international inspection and enforcement of com-
mercial sealing operations. This effort, although un-
successful, resulted in provisions that will permit the
establishment of a system of international inspection
at any time after commercial operations begin. To
record its disappointment at the failure of the Confer-
ence to include adequate inspection and enforcement
provisions in a direct manner, the United States, at
the conclusion of the meeting, submitted this state-
ment for the Conference record:

The Delegation of the United States of America
believes that the Convention should contain stronger
provisions for the observation of operations and enforce-
ment of regulations, especially with regard to the use
of observers of the Contracting Parties with each
others' sealing expeditions. Opposition to stronger pro-
visions has chiefly arisen not from commercial but from
juridical interests.

Nevertheless, the Convention is a new and valuable
International Agreement, achieved in advance of the
development of commercial sealing in the Antarctic,
that contains many provisions important to the con-
servation of seals and their protection against over-
exploitation. We understand exploratory commercial
sealing ventures may be imminent.

In order not to diminish the progress achieved by
this Conference in international cooperation for effec-
tive conservation in the Antarctic, the delegation of
the United States of America has decided to sign the
Final Act and will submit the Convention for its
government's consideration.

The Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic
Seals, as agreed upon at the London conference (see
complete text below), is open for signature by gov-
ernments from June 1 to December 31, 1972. The
U.S. Department of State is in the process of discuss-
ing the Convention with members of the Congress,
other government agencies, and interested private
groups.

Convention for the
Conservation of Antarctic Seals

The Contracting Parties,
Recalling the Agreed Measures for the Conservation of
Antarctic Fauna and Flora, adopted under the Antarctic
Treaty signed at Washington on 1 December 1959;
Recognizing the general concern about the vulnerability of
antarctic seals to commercial exploitation and the consequent
need for effective conservation measures;
Recognizing that the stocks of antarctic seals are an important
living resource in the marine environment which requires
an international agreement for its effective conservation;
Recognizing that this resource should not be depleted by
overexploitation, and hence that any harvesting should be
regulated so as not to exceed the levels of the optimum
sustainable yield;
Recognizing that in order to improve scientific knowledge
and so place exploitation on a rational basis, every effort
should be made both to encourage biological and other
research on antarctic seal populations and to gain information
from such research and from the statistics of future sealing
operations, so that further suitable regulations may be
formulated;
Noting that the Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research
(SCAR) of the International Council of Scientific Unions
is willing to carry out the tasks requested of it in this
Convention;
Desiring to promote and achieve the objectives of protection,
scientific study, and rational use of antarctic seals, and to
maintain a satisfactory balance within the ecological system,
Have agreed as follows:

Article 1. Scope

(1) This Convention applies to the seas south of 600
South latitude, in respect of which the Contracting Parties
affirm the provisions of Article IV of the Antarctic Treaty.
(2) This Convention may be applicable to any or all of
the following species:

Southern elephant seal Mirounga leonina
Leopard seal Hydrurga leptonyx
Weddell seal Leptonychotes weddelli
Crabeater seal Lobodon carcinophagus
Ross seal Ommatophoca rossi
Southern fur seals Arctocephalus sp

(3) The Annex to this Convention forms an integral part
thereof.

Article 2. Implementation

(1) The Contracting Parties agree that the species of
seals enumerated in Article 1 shall not be killed or captured
within the Convention area by their nationals or vessels
under their respective flags except in accordance with the
provisions of this Convention.
(2) Each Contracting Party shall adopt for its nationals and
for vessels under its flag such laws, regulations, and other
measures, including a permit system as appropriate, as may
be necessary to implement this Convention.
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