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UNCLOS

Part VIII

[Article 121  Regime of islands] 

[An island is a naturally formed area of land, surrounded by water, which is 
above water at high tide.] 

[Except as provided for in 
paragraph 3, the territorial sea, the contiguous zone, the exclusive economic zone and the 
continental shelf of an island are determined in accordance with the provisions of this 
Convention applicable to other land territory.] 



[Rocks which cannot sustain human 
habitation or economic life of their own shall have no exclusive economic zone or continental 
shelf.] 
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While remote antiquity human beings have enjoyed the benefits of the ocean such as 
maritime resources and energy resources like petroleum and minerals in the seas, the 
rate of increase in the population and economic growth has advanced too far to the 
degree surpassing the workings of nature, and such excess has now results in producing 
a phenomenon of, for instance, a natural disaster throughout the world.  

In a circumstance that maintenance of maritime order and environmental protection 
are thought as global issues, we, the Ocean Policy Research Foundation (OPRF), 
advocating the principle of “mankind and ocean living in symbiosis”, are undertaking 
various activities as a think tank of nongovernmental institute. We deal with 
wide-ranging ocean problems in fields from social to natural sciences, which include the 
ocean policy and marine traffic, security, coastal zone management and maritime 
environment, and maritime education. Our projects include not only conducting research 
and study activities, but also international cooperation as well as joint research with 
other countries, and making policy proposals to related government sectors and research 
institutes through our R&D efforts. Another main pillar of our projects is information 
dissemination for the sake of enlightenment about the ocean problems. 

On the basis of the objectives, the research for the restoration and maintenance of 
Okinotorishima island, small island in Japan, is classified into one of our major projects, 
since 2005. The island has been a cardinal point for the establishment of a 
200-nautical-mile exclusive economic zone in the waters around Japan. However, no 
specific measures against global warming or for the UNCLOS coming into force have 
been taken on this island since the late 1980s, when embankment work was undertaken. 

In such a circumstance that importance of the ocean has enhanced all over the world, 
public attention has been refocused on the island, causing relevant ministries and 
agencies as well as the Tokyo metropolitan government to begin studies on conservation, 
restoration, and utilisation of the island’s resources. 

OPRF monitors to see whether or not activities being carried out by these legal bodies 
are comprehensive, consistent and well balanced. If not, or if something is lacking in the 
research for the maintenance and recovery of the island, the foundation will notify them 
and make appropriate suggestions. In addition, this initiative has yielded much new 
knowledge and other benefits, which we believe should not be enjoyed by our country 
alone but shared with Pacific island states and international society at large. There are 
many issues for which we share a common concern with Pacific island states, especially 
regarding sea level rise and coastal erosion. 



a.

b.

2

Do you have the islands in which geomorphological transformation in the coastal area 
occurred in the past?  

Did the transformation induce disaster such as flood or inundation? 

What kind of impact do you think that the development such as countermeasure to 
coastal erosion (embankment) or land reclamation has on environment?  

What do you think about uncertainties concerning the subsidence of small islands and 
low tide elevations by coastal erosion and the loss of land through rising sea levels 
caused by global warming? How much are the local people interested in that?  

Have you considered any measures for their protection?  

Do you have an educational campaign to sustain such interest over the next generation 
in your organisation?  

Do you deal with environmental issues related to the ocean from elementary school? 

What do you think of the necessity of the ocean education? 



Do you have any experience in exchanging views and information regarding the 
problem of submerging islands from the technical perspective between countries or/and 
international organisations? How has it been done?  

What is your opinion concerning the international exchange of views and information 
in international symposiums for the purpose of sharing concern about the submerging 
islands problem? 

What do you think of the plan to construct islands by a coral reef?  

What do you think about raising the issue of submerging island with us at the 
international level?  
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Introduction of Introduction of OkinotorishimaOkinotorishima

Maiwa, Kazuyuki

Research Fellow
Policy Research Department

Ocean Policy Research Foundation

Sep., 2007
1. In troduction1. Introduction

Okinotorishima

# Location 
- On the south of  the  tropic of the C ancer 

136 05’E, 20 25’N
the only land, belonging to Tropics in Japan

- On the Kyusyu Palau Ridge

- On the vic inity of the Subtropical Front 

# Current f ield around the Islands  
- In terms of circulation at surface,

Large variability of  the current system 
and 

Small  amplitude of annual mean currents 

# Vast Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)
over 400,000km**2

Schematic diagram of the territorial w aters of Japan etc.
http://www1.kaiho.mlit.go. jp/JOD C/ryokai/ryokai_setsuzoku.html
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Characteristics of Characteristics of OkinotorishimaOkinotorishima

# Scale
- Width;  4.5km (Zonal) 1.7km (M eridional)
- Area;   7.8 km**2 
- Depth in the m oat;  3 5m

# Classification of the Coral Reef 
- Table Reef

# Geographically isolated, biological recruitment  
out of the islands is crucially restricted

# Two sm all islands, called as Kitakojim a and 
Higashikojima are above the ocean surface 
at high tide and about  20 islands at  low tide.

4.5km

1.7km

Kita-
kojima

Higashi-
kojima

Base of 
observat ion

Stat ion

N

Results from observation by Japan Agency for Marine-Earth Science and 
Technology (JAMSTEC)
1. Seasonal variability of the Sea Surface Temperature (SST)

# Difference of the warming period
Shift of the warm pool that extends 

the sea surface in the South Pacific
Change of the winds over the sea surface

# Effects on the climate in the summer 
around Japan

2. Typhoons 

# Okinotorishima is located on the passage of typhoons,
which tend to approach to Japan

Track of typhoons generated from 1 993 to 
199 8. Red line shows the track, which 
entered within the diameter of 500km 
centred on Okinotorishima. Time series  of wind velocity  (red line) and atmospheric pressure (blue 

line) from 6th , to 19 th August, 1997

# Sudden decrease of the wind velocity accompanied with the passage 
of the eye

# Association with El Nino and Southern Oscillation (ENSO)

OkinotorishimaOkinotorishima’’ss brief history of the possessionbrief history of the possession

1931 After WWI, the islands were incorporated in Japanese territory

1952 After WWII, the islands were put under the U.S. trusteeship

1968 The administration of the islands with Minami-torishima and 

Ogasawara islands, was returned to Japan



Importance for the restoration and maintenance of the status as islands 
#  Establishment of EEZ and continental shelf
#   Base of observation without effects from land not only in domestic point of view but also in 

international point of view

Problem
# Difference of the interpretations by the states for the text of the United Nations Convention 

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS); for definition of islands (Clause 1, Article 121) and for 
reference for rocks (Clause 3, Article 121)  and artificial islands (Clause 8, Article 60)

Our projects to date
- Analytical research for coral and foraminifera that have a potential for the restoration 
- Studies about a legal basis in UNCLOS for the jurisdiction of the islands

Implementation of Japanese public organisation
# Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport Japan (MLIT Japan)
- Construction for maintenance
1987-1989 Embankment work for maintenance of Kita-kojima and Higashi-kojima
1990-1993 Construction for the base of observation
1998 Protection of Higashi-kojima by titanium net

2006-2007   Protection of Kita-kojima by titanium net

- Research for  topography, geological feature and observation of meteorology, oceanographic 
phenonena, longshore drift, currents, hydrology at the field

# Fisheries Agency
- Observational research of marine biology, marine resources, tidal currents, etc
- Development of the producing technique for young plants of coral

set as the goal on a guideline for transplantation of coral 

# Tokyo Metropolitan Government
- Aid to setting up floating fish reef 
- Watching and research of the surrounding sea 

Our proposals triggered these public projects after 2005  
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