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SOUTH PACIFIC PERSPECTIVES ON THE 2001 UNESCO CONVENTION 

ON UNDERWATER CULTURAL HERITAGE 
 

 

 

The number of States Parties to the 2001 UNESCO Convention on Underwater Cultural 
Heritage now totals 58 but it is not evenly distributed.  In some regions, like the 
Mediterranean, the Convention is becoming dominant but in others, like Asia, there is only 
the occasional ratification.  The Pacific is another such region, although there are countries in 
the Americas like Mexico, Panama, Guatemala, Honduras and Ecuador on one edge of the 
Pacific that have ratified, the only territories in the Pacific that are under the Convention are 
the French territories: Tahiti, New Caledonia and its dependencies, the Wallis and Futuna 
Islands and Clipperton Island (North of the equator).  These add up to an area of just under 
7 million square kilometres and are a major part of the French Exclusive Economic  Zone, which 
is the largest in the World.  The exact size and ranking of EEZs is subject to some dispute, 
depending on what is included, e.g. Antarctic Territory claims and what is excluded, e.g. 
disputed territories. 
 
In some regions, once several countries have ratified the pressure goes on neighbouring 
countries to ratify, but that has not happened in the South Pacific since the ratification by 
France in 2013 and there is unlikely to be any domino effect until Australia ratifies. 
 
The position in Australia has been marked by a slow but unsteady progress towards 
ratification that has been halted by periods of political uncertainty when the Government has 
had difficulties in retaining a stable majority in both houses of Parliament.  The more 
optimistic UCH experts believe that there will be real progress during the next 12 months, 
other UCH experts are more cautious.  Australia has much to lose in the way of Underwater 
Cultural Heritage.  The discovery of valuable Dutch East India Company wrecks in Western 
Australia resulted in the Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976 and Regulations.  Australia has an 
extensive coastline and the third largest Exclusive Economic Zone of approximately 8.2 million 
square kilometres, plus a further 2 million square kilometres in its Antarctic Territory, so the 
potential effect of ratifying the UNESCO Convention cannot be underestimated.  The number 
of wrecks is calculated to be in excess of 8,000 and only a quarter of these have been found.  
In comparison the Great Lakes Shipwreck Museum calculates that there are 6,000 wrecks in 
the Great Lakes and Historic England asserts that there are nearly 40,000 shipwrecks waiting 
to be discovered around the British Coast.   
 
The amount of Underwater Cultural Heritage in New Zealand is comparatively small because 
it has been occupied by humans for probably under a 1,000 years.  The number of shipwrecks 
is calculated at less than 2,500. In addition to shipwrecks, there are wakas (canoes), 
Maori stone fish traps, oven sites and shell middens.  However New Zealand has an extensive 
coastline of 15,000 km’s and an EEZ of over 4 million km’s, the fifth largest, this figure is for 
New Zealand proper and does not include the EEZ of other territories in the realm of New 
Zealand – Tokelau, Niue, the Cook Islands and the Ross Dependency in Antarctica.  The 
position in New Zealand is that although the Ministry for Culture and Heritage approves of the 
principles in the 2001 UNESCO Convention it has not been part of its agenda to progress 
matters further.  Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga, which regulates any underwater 
exploration of pre-1900 shipwrecks, has adopted the Rules annexed to the Convention as best 
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practice.  With the new Labour/NZ First/Greens coalition Government there may be a change 
of policy and, if so, as Jacinda Ardern is Minister for Culture as well as Prime Minister then 
implementing any such change would be easy.  Often in the past Ministers for Culture have 
been minor political figures or have been distracted by their other portfolios.  Underwater 
Cultural Heritage has become understandably marginalised in the Ministry as it has struggled 
to deal with the after effects of the succession of major earthquakes in Christchurch, Kaikoura 
and Wellington.  
 
The issue of whether New Zealand should ratify the Nairobi International Convention on the 
Removal of Wrecks 2007 is also being discussed.  It is fervently hoped that any consideration 
of the 2001 UNESCO Convention and/or the Nairobi Wrecks Convention will be 
comprehensive and holistic and avoid the unfortunate failure to exercise a reservation under 
article 30(1)(d) of the International Convention on Salvage 1989 relating to historic wrecks 
before incorporating that convention  in New Zealand domestic  law. 
 
The South Pacific has states ranging in size from the continent of Australia to very small coral 
islands, some so small that they would have difficulty functioning as an independent nation 
state and have governance arrangements that stretch back to the colonial eras of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, like the Tokelau Islands and New Zealand or 
American Samoa and the USA.  Many of these islands are worried about the effects of rising 
sea levels and global warming.  Kiribati is concerned that some, if not all, of its territory will 
be submerged and it purchased a block of 5,000 acres in Fiji in 2014 for future resettlement 
of its population if needed.  So far arguments in New Zealand tribunals for status as climate 
change refugees have been unsuccessful but that may well change. 
 
Fiji has identified 30 villages that will suffer from rising sea levels and is starting to rehouse 
the villagers inland.  The first villagers to be moved were from Vunidogoloa in 2014 and their 
former homes lie abandoned.  This is having a profound effect on the life styles of the villagers 
concerned as they are no longer able to fish in the traditional ways.  Fiji was the President of 
the recent 23rd Climate Change Conference (COP23) at Bonn in November 2017. 
 
Consequently the small island nations of the South Pacific will be concentrating on survival of 
their peoples from rising sea levels rather than the 2001 UNESCO Convention despite there 
being some very important wrecks scattered throughout their territories, including a 
notorious pirate ship the “Port-au-Prince” sunk in Tonga in 1806.  In any event these small 
island nations will need considerable assistance to up-skill their capabilities; this would need  
the type of capacity building that UNESCO provides.   
 
Many of the major cities in Australia and New Zealand are also potentially vulnerable to rising 
sea levels if these reach the higher limits of what is being forecast.  Sydney and Brisbane would 
be particularly vulnerable in Australia and Auckland and Wellington in New Zealand have 
much low-lying reclaimed land which would also return to the sea.  Wrecks, like the 
‘Inconstant’ which was turned into a warehouse in Wellington known as Plimmer’s  Ark  by 
being rammed into the shoreline in 1849, would need to be excavated and relocated to higher 
ground. 
 
So, although there is great potential for the ratification/acceptance of the 2001 UNESCO 
Convention in the South Pacific, it is unlikely to be realised in the immediate future unless  
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there really is a concerted drive in Australia. 
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