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J
ust as massive chunks of glacier are splintering off from 
Antarctica, Britain is preparing to stake a claim to nearly 
one million square kilometres of the region, the Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office has confirmed. At first sight, 
it may seem odd that the UK should suddenly claim an 

area the size of Egypt undergoing rapid dissolution. But the 
UK’s claims, and those made by other countries over this same 
territory, have more to do with the huge reserves of fossil fuel 
believed to be lying under the ice than anything else.

The ‘scramble for Antarctica’ comes ahead of the deadline set 
by the UN’s Committee on the Limits of the Continental Shelf 
(CLCS), which announced that all nations trying to expand their 
sea boundaries must submit their applications by May 2009. 
Continental shelf limits are critical factors in resolving a variety 
of maritime disputes – from invasion of a valuable fishing 
territory to a squabble over which state has the right to explore 
for oil in a particular seabed. By expanding these shelf limits, 
nations will be granted complete sovereignty over the awarded 
area, and will not be subject to international adjudication 
over how these ocean areas should or should not be used. And 

continental shelf issues do not just apply to oceans – they involve 
ownership over the North and South Poles as well. The greatest 
competition over seabed rights concerns the Lomonosov Ridge, 
which stretches from Siberia to the Canadian Arctic. When the 
CLCS decides in 2009 which country controls the Ridge, that 
country will effectively own vast swathes of the area around the 
North Pole.

Martin Pratt, of the International Boundaries Research 
Unit of Durham University, describes these claims as ‘political 
manoeuvring’ in preparation for potential exploration for 
mineral and fossil fuel resources. However, the Foreign Office 
insists that Britain is ‘absolutely committed to upholding 
our obligations under the Antarctic Treaty’, which includes a 
ban on mineral and oil exploration. The FCO plans to submit 
applications for British sovereignty over parts of the continental 
shelf in the area of the Bay of Biscay, around Ascension, around 
the Falkland Islands, South Georgia, and in the Hatton/Rockall 
Basin. Each of these territories are strategically close to the North 
and South Poles, and continental shelf extensions would grant 
the UK complete freedom to drill for oil and gas there.
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ocean law and ownership
Until comparatively recently, the oceans, as well as the poles, 
were perceived as ‘beyond ownership’ – the freedom of the 
seas was a revered principle that embodied the spirit of the 
untameable waves. From the 18th century, when maritime 
law first began to be formalised, until the latter half of the 
20th century, a nation’s ‘territorial waters’, over which it had 
complete jurisdiction, typically extended to three nautical 
miles (about six kilometres) from its coast. 

As competition intensified over maritime resources, 
however, states increasingly saw the importance of claiming 
sovereignty over them, to protect their borders as well as 
their maritime industries. Thus, state control began to be 
unilaterally extended further into what had previously been 
regarded as international waters.

One of the first conflicts over resources in such waters 
arose in 1958, flaring up again in 1972-73, when Iceland and 
the UK became embroiled in a series of petty skirmishes 
known as the ‘cod wars’. An island nation in the north 
Atlantic, Iceland relied heavily on cod fishing to sustain 
itself. Icelandic fishermen 
used more traditional and less 
environmentally damaging 
ships and tools to net their catch, 
and were increasingly unhappy 
when British trawlers came 
close to Iceland’s established 
coastal boundary. Trawlers, 
while remarkably efficient in 
amassing vast catches of fish, are 
also extremely disruptive to the 
ocean’s ecosystem because they 
destroy the ocean floor and all 
species residing near it. 

Iceland unilaterally extended 
its territorial waters. Petty 
battles ensued, which saw nearly a dozen injuries and 
one accidental death, before an agreement was eventually 
reached that resulted in Iceland successfully expanding 
the area of sea over which it had control. The 1982 UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea fixed a nation’s territorial 
waters at a maximum of 12 nautical miles, while ‘exclusive 
economic zones’ (EEZs), over which a nation had control 
of all marine and seabed mineral resources, were set at 200 
nautical miles.

Beyond these EEZs and continental shelf boundaries lie 
what are referred to as the ‘high seas’ – those ocean areas that 
are beyond any nation’s jurisdiction and management. It is 
estimated that 70 per cent of ocean waters are classified as 
high seas, governed only by the Law of the Sea and a network 
of international agreements, including the UN Fish Stocks 
Agreement and various regulations on shipping. But ocean 
destruction is taking place at a fierce rate in these regions. 
‘Overfishing, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing 
activities and destructive fishing practices are depleting 
species, destroying habitats, killing non-target species, 
endangering vulnerable species, shifting food webs and 
degrading ecosystems,’ says Kristina Gjerde of the IUCN 
Global Marine Program.

antarctica
In 1961, nations recognised that a separate treaty explicitly to 
preserve the Antarctic land mass needed to be drafted. Twelve 
nations, including the UK, signed the Antarctica Treaty, and 
resolved to preserve the continent for peaceful purposes and 
scientific inquiry. A total of 46 nations have now signed the 
document. Thirty countries have established research stations in 
Antarctica, while eight, including Britain, Chile, Argentina, and 
Australia, have already established claims on Antarctic territory, 
some through previously submitted continental shelf claims.

Since 1961, however, there has been an increasing pressure 
to find new sources of fossil fuels – even if that means drilling 
in previously protected areas. The US’s attempts to initiate oil 
drilling of the Alaskan National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR), to 
obtain what experts admit would be a relatively limited supply 
of oil, signalled this new pressure. And now it has moved on to 
Antarctica.

In response to the UK’s claims to ownership of all 
continental shelf areas emanating from South Georgia and 
the Falklands, Chile and Argentina are expected to follow 

suit shortly and file their own 
competing claims for the South 
Georgia and Falkland Islands. 
Both countries have even gone 
so far as to fly pregnant women 
down to their Antarctic research 
bases to strengthen their claims 
over the area: having a native 
‘Antarctican’ can only fortify 
a nation’s connection to the 
territory, the thinking goes. 
Chile also re-opened its naval 
base on Greenwich Island, 
closed five years ago, to further 
its claim. The other main 
competitor, Australia, had lodged 

an application for 42 per cent of the Antarctic land mass, but has 
since rescinded it out of concern that it violated the spirit of the 
Antarctic Treaty.

How much oil could these nations be entitled to, if the CLCS 
approves these continental shelf extensions? The figures are 
uncertain, due to the difficulty of penetrating what is still a thick 
layer of ice in the region. But there could be as much as 50 billion 
barrels of oil in the Weddell and Ross sea areas alone, according 
to the US Energy Information Administration. Other estimates 
point to nearly 90 billion barrels of oil beneath the Antarctic ice. 

At the moment, it is too difficult to extract oil from the region 
because of the layers of ice of that cover the South Pole. As the 
Antarctic begins to thaw, however, it will become much easier 
to explore the seabed and retrieve fossil fuels. This is why news 
of massive glaciers breaking off the Antarctic continent has 
generated excitement within the foreign policy community going 
beyond concern over climate change, and has led to predictions of 
an intensifying conflict over the region in the years to come.

Scientists are equally concerned by the renewed attention 
to Antarctica. Professor Peter Wadhams, who heads the Polar 
Ocean Physics Group at Cambridge University, is dismayed 
by Britain’s plans to claim more Antarctic seabed. ‘Now here’s 
Britain, one of the main countries that set up the Antarctic Treaty, 
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arctic warning
Anyone who doubts that the age of gas drilling in Antarctica 
is near, however, needs only to look to the North Pole. Russia 
made headlines last summer when it sent a submarine through 
the Canadian Arctic to plant a flag on the North Pole seabed, 
making a very public claim to sovereignty over the region and 
all that lay beneath it. Experts believe it holds nearly 25 per cent 
of the world’s undiscovered oil and gas. The rapid melting of the 
Arctic is also likely to open up the fabled and elusive Northwest 
Passage, a strategic waterway for shipping and military vessels, 
making the route from Europe to Asia 4,000 miles shorter. This 
was already navigable last summer, confounding previous 
climate models, and many of the latest estimates predict an ice-
free Arctic summer by 2030.

Last December, Russian ships increased their presence off 
Svalbard, the Norwegian archipelago located halfway between 
Norway’s coastline and the North Pole. Although officially 
belonging to Norway, there are Russian settlements on the 
island of Spitsbergen, which have received renewed attention by 
Russian officials, who, according to the Aftenposten newspaper, 
have pledged to build an airport and fishing terminal there. 
The heightened Russian interest in the region has refocused 
attention on the division of the Arctic, and reignited fears of a 
piecemeal division of precious northern waters. 

Competition for control over the North Pole will also be 
mediated by the CLCS. Currently, five countries – the US, 
Canada, Denmark, Norway, and Russia – are claiming that the 
Arctic region extends from their continental shelf boundaries. 
The Lomonosov Ridge, which stretches from the north of Russia 
to the Canadian Arctic, is the centre of contention. Russia has 
been the most aggressive in establishing its claims over the 
disputed waters.

Stephen Harper, the Canadian prime minister, is adamant 
about protecting Canadian sovereignty over the area. ‘Rest 
assured,’ he said in a speech in Churchill, Manitoba, last 
October. ‘As the world beats a path to our Arctic doorstep, our 
government is working hard to ensure Canada’s ready to greet 
them when they arrive.’

Andrew Serdy, from the Institute of Maritime Law at the 
University of Southampton, doesn’t believe Russia’s presence 
in the Arctic was particularly ominous. ‘Russia didn’t do a 
particularly good job of their first submission [of their claim 
to the CLCS],’ he said. They were in Canada, he says, to obtain 
scientific data and identify the extent of their North Sea 
boundaries. 

Scientists are much more concerned about the rate of Arctic 
melting than that occurring in Antarctica. Arctic sea ice is 
retreating much faster than ice in the South Pole, which is already 
having an effect on ecosystems. ‘Warm-water species are reported 
to shift pole-ward, which already appears to be occurring in some 
fisheries,’ said Dr. Scott Doren, in testimony to the US Senate. 
‘Global warming should be called ocean warming, as more than 
80 per cent of the added heat resides in the ocean.’

Ultimately, little stands in the way of full-scale exploration 
and exploitation of oil at either pole. When the CLCS announces 
new continental shelf limits in May 2009, nations are likely to 
sidestep international treaties and the promise to protect these 
valuable regions, citing the need for new resources to fuel their 
oil and gas-driven economies.  n

going back to its bad old ways of grabbing pieces of seabed for 
mineral exploration,’ he says. ‘It’s not adhering to the spirit of the 
convention.’

Environmental groups are also concerned that an Antarctic 
land-grab will result in monumental environmental changes 
through oil and gas exploration. ‘We need to make sure that 
Antarctica stays as pristine as it can. Our weather systems are 
largely driven by the Antarctic, so as global warming brings 
change, we have to watch what is going on there even more 
closely so we can understand where that weather is coming from 
and what the possible ramifications are,’ says Karen Sack, an 
ocean policies advisor at Greenpeace.

‘The Antarctic Treaty is being chipped away,’ says Martin 
Pratt. ‘The global demand for resources will lead to the 
exploration of resources in Antarctica.’ However, Pratt points out 
that the current technology to do so in such a hostile climate has 
not yet been created, buying Antarctic oil fields some time before 
full-scale drilling could begin.

Dr Simon Walmsley, the director of the marine programme 
for the World Wildlife Federation-UK, does not believe that oil 
drilling in Antarctic waters is inevitable. ‘There’s a moratorium 
on oil and gas exploration until 2048, and we want to keep it that 
way forever – that part of the world should be pristine,’ he says. 
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Twenty-one of 28 Antarctic consultative nations have 
made no claims to Antarctic territory (although Russia 
and the United States have reserved the right to do so) 
and they do not recognize the claims of the other nations.
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