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Territorial claims: 
a slice of history 
Early Southern Ocean explorers, sealers and whalers claimed for their countries the islands closest to Antarctica as they discovered them in the late 1700s and early 1800s. Once expeditions began to discover the Antarctic continent, they too claimed the parts they saw. 

Seven Antarctic territorial claims still exist today, all using lines of longitude to define their boundaries. On a map these boundaries divide Antarctica into slices like a pie, with different countries each claiming a wedge of the continent, and one piece left unclaimed. The timeline shows the order of key events relating to the claims.  During the 1940s and 1950s the claims were a source of international conflict. Countries with overlapping claims disagreed, countries with none refused to recognise any of the claims, and the USA and the former USSR said they had a right to make claims in future if they wanted to. 

The Antarctic Treaty found a very clever way to make sure these difficulties wouldn’t get in the way of international cooperation for the research and protection of Antarctica. The Treaty doesn’t allow or disallow claims, but instead puts them to one side, and no new claims can be made.

Because none of the countries were forced to give up their own claims (or accept anyone else’s), they were willing to put aside their disagreements. As a result, researchers from different countries work all around the continent, regardless of the claims. The Treaty ensures freedom of scientific investigation, exchange and co-operation and prohibits military activity - there have been no armed conflicts over Antarctica since it was agreed.

Questions:
1. Why do you think countries wanted to claim part of Antarctica?
2. Why do you think the claims are all wedge shaped?
3. Why do you think there is a segment of Antarctica which no country has claimed?
4. Can you think of other places in the world which no country has claimed?
5. Can you think of other parts of the world where different countries disagree over who owns or controls territory? Would the Antarctic Treaty approach work there? Why or why not?
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