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Introduction 

The Antarctic Treaty System refers to the arrangements made in order to regulate relations              

among countries in the Antarctic. This system consists of the Antarctic Treaty itself, as well as several                 

other agreements including the Sealing Convention and the Convention on the Conservation of the              

Antarctic Marine Living Resources. The Treaty System deals with issues such as scientific cooperation,              

environmental protection, and information exchange between states. The purpose is to ensure that             

Antarctica is only used for peaceful purposes such as scientific research. For this, it prohibits all military                 

and nuclear activities and suspends territorial claims. Such a treaty to be ratified still remains a shock to                  

many, as an agreement was managed between the United States and the former USSR, as well as other                  

states who had claims on the region. The treaty was signed in 1             

December 1959 and has had 53 countries sign it ever since. 

Definition of Key Terms 

The Antarctic: The region around the South Pole that         

comprises the continent Antarctica and the seas and islands         

surrounding it. 

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR): A former         

empire located in Eurasia, which included Armenia, Azerbaijan,        

Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia,      

Lithuania, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine,      

and Uzbekistan. 

Treaty: A formal agreement between countries. 

 

  Picture 1: The Antarctic Region 

 

 



Common Heritage of Mankind: This concept suggests that global heritages that are of benefit to               

humanity as a whole should not be exploited for certain parties’ individual interests, but rather under an                 

international agreement. 

General Overview 

The Antarctic continent is huge and it embraces the South Pole with both permanent ice and snow. Only                  

2% of the continent is free of ice and it allows a small toe-hold for animals and plants. The exploration and                     

discovery of Antarctica was shaped by its extraordinary environment. It kept humans away from the               

continent for centuries. In fact, the exploration of the land is actually recent and most of it was                  

accomplished during the 20th century.  

 

With the improvements made and the knowledge gained over the last 100 years, the access to the                 

continent, detailed research and documentaries were made by scientific stations and organizations. Later             

on, permanent stations in the continent and territorial positions were established for the International              

Geophysical Treaty (IGY), the first substantial research program in Antarctica, in 1957-58. 

 

The International Geophysical Treaty (IGY) 

The IGY was recognized as pivotal to the scientific characteristics of Antarctica. The twelve nations that                

are active in the continent, nine of which made territorial claims or reserved the right to do so, agreed that                    

their political differences shouldn't interfere with this research program and put aside their differences.              

The success of the IGY led these nations to agree on continuing this peaceful scientific cooperation.                

Negotiation of the Antarctic Treaty just commenced after the IGY. 

The Antarctic Treaty 

The Antarctic Treaty was signed in Washington on December 1st, 1959 by the twelve nations that had                 

been also active in the IGY (Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Chile, France, Japan, New Zealand, Norway,               

South Africa, United Kingdom, United States and USSR). The treaty is short but effective with its fourteen                 

articles stipulating; that Antarctica should be used for peaceful purposes, that military activities are              

specifically prohibited, that scientific research and cooperation should continue, that sovereignty disputes            

between nations must be set aside, that nuclear explosions and the disposal of radioactive waste should                

be prohibited and parties should discuss about the problems and come up with a solution. The Treaty                 

now has 53 signatories, 28 are Consultative Parties on the basis of being original signatories or by                 

conducting substantial research there. Since 23 June 1961, the Treaty has been recognized as one of the                 

most efficient international treaties. The Treaty parties remain firmly committed to a system that is still                

 



effective in protecting their essential Antarctic interests and it creates an environment in which science is                

proceeding swiftly. According to the UN, the primary purpose of the Antarctic Treaty is to ensure "in the                  

interests of all mankind that Antarctica shall continue forever to be used exclusively for peaceful purposes                

and shall not become the scene or object of international discord."  

Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting (ATCM) 

The Parties, meet annually in order to discuss issues as diverse as scientific cooperation, measures to                

protect the environment, and operational issues. This process has allowed the Antarctic Treaty to evolve               

into a system with a number of nations that are determined to committed to taking measures. During each                  

ATCM, there is also a meeting of the Committee for Environmental Protection (CEP). The Scientific               

Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR) is an Observer at ATCMs and CEPs, and provides              

independent and objective scientific advice for the parties.  

The Antarctic Treaty System 

The Antarctic Treaty System is the whole complex arrangements made for the Treaty itself. It comprises a                 

number of related agreements and organizes decision making forums and conferences. The System             

includes the recommendations, decisions and resolutions relating to matters such as scientific            

cooperation, protection of the Antarctic environment, preservation of the historic sites, conservation of             

plants and animals. The development of these agreements have been successful and allowed the              

implementation and the regulation of activities in Antarctica.  

The treaty is accepted as one of the most successful and unproblematic treaties and collaborations 

between powerful countries. However the question on this Treaty also emerges from the fact that only the 

Consultative Party have the right to vote and decide on the important actions in the area and reinforces 

the elitist view of these governments. 

 

One of the other questions is the still ongoing territory claims. Parties should be concerned about the 

potential for conflict between claimant and non claimant governments since there could be conflicts to 

gain access to possible hydrocarbon resources offshore the continent (Joyner). “Legally speaking, 

Antarctica belongs to no one. During the first half of the twentieth century, however, seven nations 

formally staked claims to portions of the continent, some of which overlap.” The claims are not retracted 

and they pose concern for the peaceful scientific research facilities and the Antarctic Treaty itself. Another 

concern is the rapid increase in the number of bases and their functions. There is a common knowledge 

that there are excessive oil resources in the area and as it occured in the past, the problem of commercial 

exploitation could arise again since oil resources are rapidly decreasing in other areas. As for the military 

 



action, it seems that the parties do not intend to cross the treaty, however, the inspections are done by 

very few countries and with increasing technological development, it has recently become easier to hide, 

experiment, and store military equipment. Strengthening the regulations on a military basis is especially 

important due to the strategic location of the Antarctic. The parties that remain in charge however are still 

the only members of the Consultative Party and not the rest of the members. This raises concerns and 

discredit the Antarctic Treaty since the Consultative Party consists of elitist parties and while the Antarctic 

is a common heritage the fact that only the most dominant countries are allowed to make decision over it 

justifiably raises questions. The number of members should be increased to prove that Antarctic Treaty 

was not signed to serve the elitist parties. The more environmental concerns of the treaty is regulation of 

tourism, sanctions on unlawful fishing, whaling and protection of marine living resources.  

“Faced with intensifying competition over abundant natural resources and unforeseen 

intelligence-gathering opportunities” (Teller) the Antarctic Treaty could be in the verge of losing its 

influence and should be reinforced. Regulations should be increased over the bases with the addition of 

more countries to the agreement. 

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

United States of America (USA) 

USA is a part of the Consultative Party and one of the original 12 countries that agreed to reserve 

Antarctic region only for scientific purposes. “The The Department of State coordinates US policy on 

Antarctica and works with the National Science Foundation (NSF) which supported the International Polar 

Year strongly. Under the Antarctic Treaty agreement, they are allowed to conduct inspections of foreign 

stations and equipment at any time same as the remaining Consultative Party members. US conducts 

inspections every 4 years (U.S.). US also implemented an Antarctic Conservation Act that states the civil 

and criminal penalties in case of any crimes that is committed by their citizens in the region. They operate 

the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station and currently have 5 active bases in the Antarctic that are 

administered by different scientific programs and departments. The country has not yet made any claims 

but reserves the right to make a claim (Joyner). 

 

Russia 

The Antarctic Treaty was ratified as the Soviet Union and they were also a part of the Consultative Party 

and one of the original 12 countries that agreed to reserve Antarctic region only for scientific purposes. 

Now as Russia, they have 7 active bases including one joint with Poland. They teamed up with  United 

 



States in 2012 for an inspection visit to research stations of New Zealand, Italy and France. No violation 

was found.  

 

China 

China had 4 bases in 2014 in the Antarctic region and made plans to build a fifth one the following year 

(Teller). The Australian government identified China’s newest base as a threat, stating that “Antarctic 

bases are increasingly used for 'dual-use' scientific research that's useful for military purposes.” 

 

Greenpeace 

Even though the Antarctic Treaty was signed in 1959 and parties has acted accordingly there are some                 

events that caused trouble for the future of the Antarctic. In 1980’s it was found out that there was                   

evidence of existence of oil and mineral deposits under the rock and ice and thus governments and                 

companies wanted to mine and make Antarctic another victim of commercial exploitation. Greenpeace             

started a campaign to warn these governments, remind them of their responsibility to act according to the                 

treaty and reveal to the media the environmental damages that these mines caused. In 1987,               

Greenpeace established a World Park Base and stayed in the Antarctic until 1991 (International).  

Timeline of Events 

1 July 1957-31 December 1958 International Geophysical Year 

1 December 1959 (Signed) 

23 June 1961 (Entered into Force) 

Antarctic Treaty 

18 May 1972 Sea-Bed Treaty 

1987-1991 Greenpeace existence in the Antarctic 

4 October 1991(Signed) 

1998 (Entered into force) 

The Protocol on Environmental Protection     

to the Antarctic Treaty 

 



2007-2008 International Polar Year 

22 May-1 June 2017 XX Committee for Environmental Protection     

(CEP) 

22 May-1 June 2017 XL Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting     

(ATCM)  

16-27 October 2017 36th Meeting of the Commission for the       

Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living     

Resources (CCAMLR) 

  

UN Involvement 

United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs(UNODA): The UNODA works on disarmament treaties and             

the Antarctic Treaty was opened for signature under the UNODA. The Sea-Bed Treaty was also made                

under this office.  

Relevant UN Documents 

The Antarctic Treaty, 15 February 1960  

Question of Antarctica, 6 December 1991 (A/RES/46/41) 

Question of Antarctica, 9 December 1992 (A/RES/47/57) 

Question of Antarctica, 11 January 1995 (A/RES/49/80) 

Zone of peace and cooperation of the South Atlantic, 25 November 1996 (A/51/L.16) 

Treaties and Events 

Antarctic Treaty 

As stated in the general overview section, the Antarctic Treaty was signed in Washington on 1 December                 

1959 by 12 nations that were active in the Antarctic during the International Geophysical Year. These                

 



countries were Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Chile, France, Japan, New Zealand, Norway, South Africa,             

United Kingdom, United States and Russia (at that time USSR). The treaty consists of 14 main                

agreements, it is short but effective. Now, there are 53 signatories and the treaty system strives to gain                  

more support. After the regulation of the treaty, the countries either withdraw or suspended their claims on                 

the region and agreed to usage of territory only for scientific purposes (The Antarctic Treaty) . 

Sea-Bed Treaty 

1960’s revealed concerns related to nuclear weapon placement and usage due to advances in              

oceanographic technologies. The Soviet Union and USA proposed different drafts on the issue but on 7                

October 1969 both of the nations submitted a collaborative draft to Conference on Disarmament (CCD)               

and the final draft was approved by UN General Assembly on 7 December 1970. The treaty entered into                  

force on 18 May 1972. The treaty forbid parties from placing or storing any nuclear weapons or any type                   

of weapon of mass destruction on the seabed or ocean floor beyon a 12-mile territorial zone(Seabed                

Treaty). 

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

The Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting (ATCM) 

The ATCM is hosted by Consultative Parties and is held annually since 1994. The resolutions of this                 

meetings “give effect to the principles of the Antarctic Treaty and the Environment Protocol and provide                

regulations and guidelines for the management of the Antarctic Treaty area and the work of the ATCM.” It                  

is the most commissioned meeting and decision making and implementing event on the issue of Antarctic                

Treaty. Only the consultative parties take part in the decision-making process. Committee for             

Environmental Protection (CEP) advises the ATCM regarding the implementations and they take place at              

the same time. The latest meeting, ATCM XL focused on assessing the Antarctic Specially Managed Area                

(ASMA) agreement. The ASMA states that if an activity in the area propose a risk of interference or                  

environmental threat the ASMA will take control, assist and coordinate the said activity in order to prevent                 

such risks. While ASMA initiation is widely supported, it needs to be more detailed and still continues to                  

evolve as an implementation, especially the management plans of ASMA which need special interest              

(Final Report).  

Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR) 

Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research was established under the International Council for Science             

(ICSU) in 1958. The mission of SCAR is to initiate, develop and coordinate research in the Antarctic                 

 



region including the Southern Atlantic Ocean. SCAR provides organizations and conventions such as             

ATCM, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change-Conference(UNFCCC) and         

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) scientific advice in the area of conservation of the               

environment. SCAR is one of the most effective establishments since it is unbiased and separate from                

governments and private institutions (User). 

Committee of Managers of National Antarctic Programmes (COMNAP) 

COMNAP consists of governmental personnel who are in charge of operating the Antarctic observation              

projects. The committee is held annually since 1988 and discusses issues regarding transportation,             

international cooperation and observation of the Antarctic (Organizations). 

Zone of Peace and Cooperation of the South Atlantic (ZPCSA) 

The ZPCSA was established in 1986 after a United Nations General Assembly resolution. The 24               

countries that are involved came together for an agreement upon maintaining the Antarctic as a nuclear                

weapon free zone. The preservation of the natural life and the health of the environment took held the                  

utmost importance. Since its inception, seven ZPCSA Ministerial Meeting have been held, the latest being               

in 2013. The latest meeting tried to revitalize ZPCSA and focused on the amount of involvement of the                  

parties. The meeting was partially successful since it established a Contact Group to monitor the parties                

however the need for more countries to sign this cooperation still remains (Zone). 

International Polar Year  

Before the International Polar Year which was held in 2077-2008, the last and most comprehensive               

initiative to raise awareness and to encourage science initiatives in the area was the International               

Geophysical Year in 1957-1958. The IPY emphasized the importance of international science initiative in              

Polar Regions and understanding the polar environment and processes in order achieve scientific             

discoveries. The technological developments such as earth observation satellites, autonomous vehicles           

and molecular biology techniques offered opportunities to understanding this environment and opened            

room for more development. While not being a political event, the IPY is a crucial step in understanding                  

the importance of making scientific researches, the benefits of these researches and ensuring their              

continuation (Antarctica’s Exploration).  

Possible Solutions 

The Antarctic is abundant with marine living resources and energy resources therefore the question of 

exploitation of these resources should be considered. As a solution any type of base that exercises 

 



misconduct should be terminated immediately. To regulate the bases efficiently and to prevent 

exploitation the number of the bases should be regulated and diminished. The requirements to open a 

base should be more strict and environmental ngos as well as qualified scientific research organization 

should aldo provide opinions on the uses of these resources in the area.  

 

One of the other main concerns is that even though the Antarctic is a common heritage of mankind it is 

still represented by elitist parties and only members of the Consultative Party actually have the right to 

make a decision on the region. This exclusiveness should come to an end in order to take the power from 

the hands of this privileged group but to actually give other countries the equal right to be in charge of the 

preservation and of the Antarctic. A special sub-committee or conference organized and regulated by UN 

would be the easiest and most efficient way to bring together delegates from around the world and reach 

a consensus. This problem also concerns the decision making process since it is flawed due the very low 

number of participants that actually vote and is very slow, concerning the important decisions that should 

be taken due to consensus-based decision making process.  

 

The observation and inspection of the bases are much less than required and with increasing amount of 

bases there should be periodic and frequent inspections not only made by members but also with by 

observation teams and officials.  

 

“Several finfish species were subsequently depleted from waters of the northern continental and island 

shelves and exploitation of whales increased.” This shows that under the name of the scientific research a 

danger for marine animals could occur. The solution to this also lies in regulation of the area and more 

assistance by scientific organisations.  

 

The IGY and IPY proved very successful in raising awareness on proper scientific research and 

abandoning military activity in the Antarctic. However the last one of these events was held in 2007-2008. 

The parties could collaborate to increase awareness and raise problematic subjects on the Antarctic 

region that emerged recently by means of organizing another year event. 
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