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Legal Definition

Is it a ship?

Yes

What kind of 
ship?

Commercial
Foreign 

jurisdiction may 
apply

Government/ 
Military

Exempt from 
any foreign 
jurisdiction

Have Passage 
Rights

Depends on the 
location

Some 
exceptions may 
apply, e.g., Art. 

234

No No Passage 
Rights

UNCLOS provides no definition of ‘ship,’ defining only ‘warships’ (Art. 29) 
and using terms like ‘vessel’ and ‘underwater vehicles’ without clarifying 

their meaning or relationship.

UUVs



The Problem

UUVs

Navigation

Detection & 
monitoring issues

Activities not 
having a direct 

bearing on 
passage?

Research or 
Survey

No definition in 
UNCLOS

Consent depends 
on the nature & 

location
e.g., bathymetry, ocean currents, 

water temperature, & acoustic data

Inherent dual-use:
the same data can be 
used for both scientific 
and military purposes



UUVs found in Indonesian waters



Other Reported Incidents in Asia



UUVs for Military Surveys



Uncrewed Submarines



UUVs for Criminal Activities



UUVs for Maritime Law Enforcement



UUVs for Scientific Data Collection

Gliders Robot Submarines Underwater logged 
robots

Remote Operated 
Vehicles Reef Scanners

• Phytoplankton biomass 
& diversity

• Zooplankton biomass & 
diversity

• Fish abundance & 
distribution

• Sea turtle abundance & 
distribution

• Marine mammal 
abundance & 
distribution

• Sea bird abundance & 
distribution

• Coral cover & 
composition

• Seagrass cover & 
composition

• Mangrove cover & 
composition

• Macroalgal Canopy 
cover & composition

Pollution

Climate 
change

Biodiversity



Harbin Engineering 
University China 2021: The 
autonomous underwater 
vehicle Wukong has broken 
records by reaching the 
incredible depth of 10,896 
meters in the Mariana 
Trench. 

National Oceanography 
Centre, UK, 2022: Over a 
period of five weeks the 
Autosub Long Range 1500 
travelled from Plymouth out 
to the continental shelf edge 
south of Ireland and back to 
Plymouth, covering a distance 
of almost 2,000km while 
venturing to depths of over 
1,000m. 

Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution, 
USA: Slocum Gliders 
carrying a wide variety of 
sensors, they can be 
programmed to patrol for 
weeks at a time, surfacing 
to transmit their data to 
shore while downloading 
new instructions at 
regular intervals.



Enablers or Disruptors?

UUV
s

Military 
Surveys

Scientific 
Research

Maritime 
Law 

Enforcemen
t

Criminal 
Activities


