
 

 

U.S. Territorial Sea 
 

Description -  The U.S. asserts sovereignty over its lands, airspace, seabed and water from the baseline to the 12-

nautical-mile territorial sea boundary (also termed the marginal sea). Prior to the Presidential Proclamation, the 

territorial sea designation was 3 nautical miles and was coextensive with boundaries for states under the Submerged 

Lands Act (SLA). 

 

Primary  Agency --- National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), National Ocean Service, 

Office of the Coast Survey. 

 

Spatial Extent - 12 nautical miles from the baseline. 

 

Description - Presidential Proclamation of December 27, 1988, No. 5928 (3 C.F.R. 547 (1989)), consistent with 

international law as described in the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). Part II, art. 2. 

 

Official Depiction --- NOAA nautical charts (Loy 1999). 33 U.S.C 883a-i. 

 

Known Digital Data Source - Available on-line at nauticalcharts.noaa.gov/csdl/mbound.htm 

 

Notes - This boundary, like the baseline from which it is measured, may be ambulatory. Although the official 

chart may provide a presumption on that line's location, that does not preclude the submission of extrinsic evidence 

to prove the actual line defined through methods employed by the official charting agency, NOAA. 

 

Issues - Offshore boundary lines are measured along an arc over the earth's ellipsoidal surface (chord length); 

therefore, arc distance varies with latitude and azimuth corresponding to variations in the radius of the earth's 

surface. As a result, the arc length must be computed (in three-dimensional space) separately for each stretch of 

coastline, even though the projection distance remains unchanged (Ball 1997). Many boundaries have been created 

using a buffer function in a geographic information system. This process does not take into account chord length or 

distortion due to projection and often may result in an inaccurate representation of the "envelope of arcs." 

Accordingly, the GIS boundary data may not accurately reflect the official or actual boundary. 


