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Summary of Talk

• Origin of the Statement of Understanding (SoU)

• Interpretation of the SoU

• Practical challenges of applying the SoU

• Sri Lanka’s application of the SoU

• Myanmar’s application of the SoU

• Kenya’s application of the SoU
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UNCLOS article 76 recognizes 2 categories of 
continental shelves

Art 76 (4) (5)
350 M

Art 76 (4) (5)
2500 m+100 M

typical shelf

broad shelf

maximum extent of the continental shelf



L-98 Map (A/CONF.62/C.2/L.98/Add.1)

Irish formula

Outer edge of the 

continental 

margin

The L-98 map highlighted the inequity of
Article 76 for Sri Lanka
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UNCLOS acknowledged Sri Lanka’s special 
conditions

“The conference also decided … that the statement of 
understanding on … delimitation of the continental 
shelf applicable to certain specific geological and 
geomorphological conditions would be incorporated in an 
annex to the Final Act.“ 

(from the Final Act of the 3rd UN Conference on the Law of 
the Sea)
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The SoU extends the definition of the continental shelf 
to States with broad rises

The Statement of Understanding 

was drafted to address the 

inequity of the application of 

Article 76 to Sri Lanka



SoU recognizes an additional category of 
continental shelf

Art 76 (4) (5)
350 M

Art 76 (4) (5)
2500 m+100 M

SoU
1 km thick

typical shelf

broad shelf

broad rise

maximum extent of the continental shelf
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Does the 350 M cutoff apply?

CLCS Technical Guidelines 8.1.12

“The Commission acknowledges that .. an exception to the 
provisions of paragraph 4 is provided for by the Statement of 
Understanding… A State that is entitled to implement this 
provision, and opts to do so, is expected by the Commission to 
submit data at fixed points not more than 60 M apart along the 
submitted boundary line of the continental shelf to document 
that the thickness of sedimentary rock is not less than 1 km at 
each of these fixed points.”
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The Four Elements of the Statement of 
Understanding

The average 

distance to the 

200 m isobath

is not more 

than 20 M

The greater 

proportion of 

sedimentary 

rock lies 

beneath the 

rise

The average 

sedimentary 

thickness is at 

least 3.5 km along 

the maximum line 

drawn in 

accordance with 

para 4(a) article 

76

Application of 

this maximum 

outer limit would 

exclude more 

than half of the 

continental 

margin

special characteristics confirmation of inequity



• The average distance to the 200 m isobath
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The Four Elements of the Statement of 
Understanding

• The greater proportion of sedimentary rock is 
beneath the rise

• The average sedimentary thickness along the maximum line 

• This maximum outer limit would exclude more than half of the 
continental margin



Some questions arising from the application of 
the SoU

1. Who is entitled to use the SoU?

2. Can the SoU and article 76 be used on the same margin?

3. “The greater proportion of the sedimentary rock of the 
continental margin lies beneath the rise”
• How is the outer limit of the rise determined?

• Does “the greater proportion” refer to area or volume?

• What data are used and how is this calculated?

4. What data are required to demonstrate the inequity of 
article 76 paragraph 4 (a) (i) and (ii)?
• article 76 requires data at 60 M spacing

5. Does the 350 M cutoff apply?
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Sri Lanka’s application of the SoU
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limit of fan deposits

figure from Cochran et al. 1988

Sri Lanka’s 1 km sediment points
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Sri Lanka’s application of the SoU
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Myanmar’s application of the SoU

SoU point

1% sediment

points

350 M line

2500 m +100 M
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Myanmar’s application of the SoU

figure from Curray 1994

FoS
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Myanmar’s application of the SoU

SoU point

1% sediment

points
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Kenya’s application of the SoU
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Kenya’s application of the SoU

37 points along 350 M constraint

1 point where sediment is at least 1 km thick



Seismic data offshore Kenya
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Conclusions
• Three States have used the SoU to establish all or 

part of the outer limits of their continental shelves

• They have all interpreted the SoU and supporting 
documents differently

• Differences include
• how to show most of the sediments lie under the rise

• how the sediment thickness along a line of maximum 
distance permissible according to article 76 is 
determined

• how to demonstrate that more than half the margin 
would be excluded by the application of article 76

• whether the 350 M constraint of article 76 applies 
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