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Understanding the Law of the Sea is essential for grasping how nations manage maritime rights,
responsibilities, and boundaries. The Law of the Sea encompasses a comprehensive framework established
primarily by the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which outlines rights and
responsibilities of nations in their use of the world's oceans, seas, and resources. One key aspect of this legal
framework is the concept of maritime zones, including the territorial sea, contiguous zone, exclusive
economic zone (EEZ), and the high seas. Among these, the contiguous zone is often misunderstood, leading
to misconceptions about what rights a coastal state holds in this area.

In this article, we will explore the nuances of the contiguous zone, clarify common misconceptions, and
identify which statements about the Law of the Sea—particularly regarding the enforcement rights in the
contiguous zone—are not true.

---

Understanding the Maritime Zones Under the Law of the Sea

Before delving into the specifics of the contiguous zone, it is important to understand the broader context of
maritime zones defined by UNCLOS.

1. Territorial Sea
- Extends up to 12 nautical miles from a coastal state's baseline.
- The coastal state has sovereignty over this area, including the airspace above and the seabed below.
- Foreign ships have the right of innocent passage through the territorial sea.

2. Contiguous Zone
- Extends from the outer edge of the territorial sea up to 24 nautical miles from the baseline.
- The coastal state can enforce laws related to customs, immigration, sanitation, and pollution.
- It does not have full sovereignty over this zone but holds certain enforcement rights.



3. Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)
- Extends up to 200 nautical miles from the baseline.
- The coastal state has exclusive rights to explore, exploit, conserve, and manage natural resources.
- Other states have freedom of navigation and overflight, subject to the rights of the coastal state.

4. High Seas
- Areas beyond national jurisdiction.
- Open to all states for navigation, fishing, and resource exploitation under international law.

---

The Contiguous Zone: Definition and Rights

The contiguous zone is a transitional area between the territorial sea and the EEZ. It provides a limited
extension of sovereignty mainly focused on enforcement of certain laws.

Legal Basis
- Defined in UNCLOS Article 33.
- It extends up to 24 nautical miles from the baseline.
- The coastal state’s authority is limited to preventing and prosecuting violations of laws concerning
customs, taxation, immigration, and sanitation.

Enforcement Rights in the Contiguous Zone
- The coastal state can exercise control necessary to prevent infringement of its laws within the zone.
- It can undertake measures such as inspections, boarding, and arrest, but only related to specific violations.
- It cannot claim sovereignty over the zone or extend its laws beyond enforcement.

---

Common Misconceptions About the Contiguous Zone

Despite clear legal definitions, several misconceptions persist regarding the rights and enforcement
capabilities of states in the contiguous zone.



1. The Contiguous Zone Is an Extension of Sovereignty
- False: The contiguous zone does not confer sovereignty or sovereign rights.
- The zone allows enforcement of certain laws but does not permit a state to control the area as it would its
territorial sea.

2. A State Can Enforce All Laws in the Contiguous Zone
- False: Enforcement is limited to customs, immigration, sanitation, and pollution laws.
- Commercial navigation, fishing, and resource exploitation are governed under different zones, primarily
the EEZ and high seas.

3. The Contiguous Zone Extends Up to 200 Nautical Miles
- False: This is the extent of the EEZ.
- The contiguous zone only extends up to 24 nautical miles from the baseline.

4. The Contiguous Zone Allows for Military Enforcement
- False: The zone does not authorize military enforcement or the exercise of sovereignty.
- It is mainly a zone for enforcement of specific laws, not for military control.

5. A State Can Prevent All Activities in the Contiguous Zone
- False: The state’s authority is limited to law enforcement related to specific violations.
- It cannot prevent innocent passage or other lawful activities of foreign vessels.

---

Examples of Enforcement in the Contiguous Zone

To clarify what actions a coastal state can take, consider the following examples:

- Boarding a vessel suspected of illegal dumping of pollutants.
- Inspecting ships for compliance with customs laws.
- Arresting individuals for immigration violations.
- Seizing contraband such as illegal drugs or weapons.

Note: These actions are only permissible if related to the enforcement of specific laws within the scope of



the contiguous zone rights.

---

Distinguishing Between the Contiguous Zone and Other
Maritime Zones

Understanding the differences is crucial in grasping what is and isn't true about the law of the sea.

Key Differences
| Aspect | Contiguous Zone | Territorial Sea | EEZ |
|---------|-------------------|------------------|-----|
| Extent | Up to 24 nautical miles | Up to 12 nautical miles | Up to 200 nautical miles |
| Sovereignty | Limited enforcement rights | Full sovereignty | Sovereignty over resources, navigation
rights maintained |
| Enforcement | Customs, immigration, sanitation, pollution | Full sovereignty | Resource management,
economic activities |

---

Legal Limitations and International Norms

The rights of states in the contiguous zone are carefully circumscribed by international law.

- The zone cannot be used to extend sovereignty.
- Enforcement actions must respect international law, including the rights of other states.
- Violations of laws outside the scope of the contiguous zone are outside the jurisdiction of the coastal state.

---

Implications for Maritime Security and International Relations

Understanding the limits of enforcement rights in the contiguous zone is vital for maintaining good
international relations and ensuring maritime security.



- Overstepping jurisdiction can lead to disputes and conflicts.
- Proper adherence to UNCLOS provisions helps prevent misunderstandings.
- Collaborative efforts are often necessary for law enforcement in overlapping zones.

---

Conclusion: Clarifying the Truth About the Contiguous Zone

In summary, the statement that the contiguous zone "identifies a zone in which a state may enforce" all
laws is not true. A more accurate understanding is that:

- The contiguous zone allows enforcement of specific laws related to customs, immigration, sanitation, and
pollution.
- It does not grant full sovereignty or the right to enforce all laws.
- It extends beyond the territorial sea but falls short of the EEZ and high seas in terms of rights and
enforcement capabilities.

By recognizing these distinctions, policymakers, maritime authorities, and international stakeholders can
better navigate the complex legal landscape of the Law of the Sea. This clarity is essential for upholding
international law, ensuring fair resource management, and maintaining peaceful maritime relations.

---

Final Note: Always refer to UNCLOS and official legal sources for precise legal rights and responsibilities
related to maritime zones. The law continues to evolve, and international jurisprudence plays a vital role in
interpreting these provisions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of the Law of the Sea regarding maritime
zones?
The primary purpose is to define different maritime zones and their respective rights and responsibilities of
states over those zones.

Does the Law of the Sea specify that a contiguous zone allows a state to



enforce all laws within it?
No, it specifies that a state can enforce laws related to customs, immigration, sanitation, and taxation within
the contiguous zone, but not all laws.

Is the contiguous zone considered part of a country's territorial sea?
No, the contiguous zone extends beyond the territorial sea but is still under the sovereignty of the coastal
state for specific enforcement purposes.

Which of the following is NOT true about the contiguous zone?
It allows a state to exercise full sovereignty over the zone like it does in its territorial waters.

Can a state enforce criminal laws in its contiguous zone?
Generally, enforcement of criminal laws is limited; the zone mainly allows enforcement of customs,
immigration, sanitation, and taxation laws.

Is the contiguous zone part of the exclusive economic zone (EEZ)?
No, the contiguous zone is a separate zone that extends up to 24 nautical miles from the baseline, whereas
the EEZ extends up to 200 nautical miles.

Which statement correctly describes the rights of a state in the contiguous
zone?
A state can enforce certain laws related to customs, immigration, health, and pollution control within the
contiguous zone.

Additional Resources
The Law of the Sea is a comprehensive international framework that governs the rights and responsibilities
of states concerning the use of the world's oceans. It encompasses a wide array of issues, from navigation
rights and economic zones to environmental protections and dispute resolution mechanisms. A common
point of confusion revolves around the specific provisions related to different maritime zones, such as
territorial seas, exclusive economic zones (EEZs), and contiguous zones. Among these, understanding what
is not true about the Law of the Sea, especially regarding the enforcement rights within these zones, is
crucial for clarity. This article aims to clarify common misconceptions, focusing on the statement: "It
identifies a contiguous zone in which a state may enforce," and examining what is true and false about this
aspect.



---

Understanding the Law of the Sea and Its Maritime Zones

To appreciate the nuances, it is essential first to understand the different maritime zones established under
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). These zones delineate the rights and
jurisdictional powers of coastal states and navigational freedoms for others.

Territorial Sea
- Extends up to 12 nautical miles from the baseline (usually the low-water line along the coast).
- The coastal state has sovereignty, similar to land territory.
- Foreign ships enjoy the right of innocent passage.

Contiguous Zone
- Extends from the outer edge of the territorial sea up to 24 nautical miles from the baseline.
- The coastal state can enforce laws related to customs, immigration, sanitation, and pollution.
- The state does not have full sovereignty but has limited enforcement rights.

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)
- Extends up to 200 nautical miles from the baseline.
- The coastal state has sovereign rights for exploring, exploiting, conserving, and managing natural
resources.
- Other states have the freedom of navigation and overflight.

High Seas
- Beyond national jurisdiction.
- Open to all states; no one state has sovereignty.

---

Common Misconceptions About the Contiguous Zone

One of the most frequent misunderstandings pertains to the legal powers of a coastal state within the



contiguous zone. The statement in question suggests that the contiguous zone is a region where a state may
enforce certain laws. While this is partly true, it also contains misconceptions that need clarification.

What Is True About the Contiguous Zone?
- The contiguous zone extends from the outer limit of the territorial sea (up to 24 nautical miles).
- The coastal state can enforce laws related to customs, immigration, sanitation, and pollution.
- Enforcement in this zone is limited to ensuring compliance with specific laws, not sovereignty over the
zone itself.

What Is Not True About the Contiguous Zone?
- That the state has full sovereignty over this zone.
- That the zone allows enforcement of all laws, including criminal jurisdiction.
- That it confers rights similar to those within the territorial sea.

---

Analyzing the Statement: "It identifies a contiguous zone in
which a state may enforce"

This statement, while partially accurate, simplifies the scope of enforcement rights within the contiguous
zone and may lead to misconceptions. Let’s analyze this in detail.

Legal Basis for Enforcement Rights
Under UNCLOS, the contiguous zone serves as an extension of the territorial sea for specific enforcement
purposes. The primary rights include:

- Enforcement of Customs Laws: To prevent smuggling and illegal imports.
- Immigration Control: To prevent illegal entry or stay.
- Sanitation Laws: To prevent the spread of diseases.
- Environmental Protection: To combat pollution from ships.

These enforcement rights are limited to these areas and purposes. The zone does not grant broad
sovereignty or criminal jurisdiction over ships or persons beyond these specific contexts.



Limitations of Enforcement in the Contiguous Zone
- The coastal state cannot arrest or prosecute individuals for crimes committed outside the scope of customs,
immigration, sanitation, or pollution laws.
- It does not have the authority to extend criminal jurisdiction over individuals in the zone for general
criminal acts.
- Enforcement actions require compliance with international law and respect for the rights of other states.

---

Why the Statement Is Not Entirely True

The misconception that the contiguous zone is an area where a state may enforce all laws is false. Instead,
the zone's purpose is focused and limited.

Reasons It Is Not True:
- Limited Enforcement Scope: Enforcement is confined to specific laws, primarily those related to customs,
immigration, sanitation, and pollution.
- No Sovereignty: The state does not possess sovereignty over the zone; it cannot, for example, prohibit
innocent passage or conduct general criminal enforcement.
- Jurisdictional Limits: Enforcement actions must adhere to international law, and the rights granted are not
equivalent to sovereignty over the zone.

---

Features and Pros/Cons of the Contiguous Zone

Understanding the features of the contiguous zone helps clarify its role and limitations.

Features
- An intermediate zone between territorial sea and EEZ.
- Up to 24 nautical miles from baseline.
- Provides a buffer zone for enforcement of specific laws.



Pros
- Allows coastal states to prevent illegal activities close to their coast.
- Enhances ability to protect environmental and public health interests.
- Acts as a legal mechanism to prevent smuggling and illegal immigration.

Cons
- Limited enforcement rights; cannot exercise full sovereignty or criminal jurisdiction.
- Potential for conflicts if enforcement actions are overstepped.
- Enforcement depends on cooperation with other states and adherence to international law.

---

Summary: Which Is Not True About the Law of the Sea and the
Contiguous Zone?

In conclusion, the statement claiming that the Law of the Sea "identifies a contiguous zone in which a state
may enforce" laws is partly true but oversimplifies the legal reality. It is not true that the contiguous zone
grants full enforcement powers comparable to sovereignty or that it allows enforcement of all laws. Instead,
it provides limited enforcement rights relating mainly to customs, immigration, sanitation, and pollution
control, serving as a buffer zone that extends the coastal state's authority slightly beyond its territorial
waters.

Key Takeaways:
- The contiguous zone extends up to 24 nautical miles from the baseline.
- Enforcement rights are limited to specific laws; the zone is not a sovereign territory.
- The zone does not confer full jurisdiction or sovereignty.
- Misconceptions often stem from conflating the rights within the zone with those within territorial or
EEZ boundaries.

By understanding these distinctions, policymakers, maritime professionals, and international law students
can better interpret the scope and limitations of the Law of the Sea, ensuring compliance and fostering
peaceful maritime relations.

---

Final note: Always refer to UNCLOS and relevant legal commentaries for detailed legal interpretations to
avoid misconceptions about maritime zones and enforcement rights.
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