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ABSTRACT

The concept of being entitled in the jurisprudence of the International Court of Justice (ICJ) regarding continental
shelf disputes essentially refers to the existence of a legitimate and specific right of a state, which, according to the
principles of international law, pertains to a defined geographical area and maritime interests. In the Court’s
decisions, states’ rights over the continental shelf—particularly within the 200-nautical-mile limit—are recognized
as rights that cannot be extended indefinitely to the detriment of neighboring states. The ICJ has affirmed that
states’ claims over the continental shelf must be based on provable legal and scientific principles and standards,
and that a state’s rights cannot infringe upon the equivalent rights of other states in marine areas. Using a
descriptive-analytical method, the author concludes that in cases related to Iran’s continental shelf, the International
Court of Justice has acknowledged Iran’s right to delimit its continental shelf up to 200 nautical miles and has
emphasized that any extension beyond this limit must be consistent with the rights of other states. In its rulings, the
Court has also treated the concept of entitlement as a legal right—not merely a political or technical claim—and has
considered the existence of a legal dispute between states as a prerequisite for examining its jurisdiction. In this
regard, the Court has underscored that the concept of entittement must be grounded in scientific evidence,
customary law, and international practice, and must be combined with the principle of good faith and mutual respect
for the rights of other states. Concerning the legal dimension of the entitlement concept, the Court has contributed
to the preservation and assurance of the rights of states such as Iran in determining the boundaries of their
continental shelf through dynamic interpretation and the application of international legal principles. The concept of
entittement in continental shelf cases represents a combination of legal rights, scientific criteria, and the
requirements of good faith, which has been clarified and affirmed in the jurisprudence of the International Court of
Justice for the resolution of maritime boundary disputes, including Iran’s maritime rights.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of “legal entitlement” as

recognized in the jurisprudence of the
International Court of Justice (ICJ) plays a
critical role in resolving maritime boundary
disputes, particularly those concerning the
continental shelf. In these cases, the ICJ has
moved beyond narrow textualist
interpretations, instead adopting a dynamic
approach that integrates legal, scientific, and
equitable considerations. The continental
shelf, defined under the 1958 Geneva
Convention and the 1982 United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS),
encompasses seabed areas rich in strategic
resources such as hydrocarbons. According to
UNCLOS Article 76, states may claim rights to
the continental shelf up to 200 nautical miles,
and in special circumstances, up to 350 miles
if justified by scientific evidence (Aalizadeh et
al., 2024). The ICJ has repeatedly emphasized
that entitlement to such rights must be
substantiated by verifiable legal and scientific
standards rather than unilateral political
assertions. Importantly, this entitlement is not
absolute; it must be reconciled with the rights
of neighboring states to prevent unjust
encroachment. This principle is central to the
jurisprudence established in key rulings such
as the North Sea Continental Shelf Cases
(1969) and Nicaragua v. Colombia (2012),
where the ICJ affirmed the need for a balance
between state claims and international equity
(Evans & Ioannides, 2023).

In evaluating entitlement claims, the ICJ relies
heavily on core legal doctrines such as equity,
natural prolongation, and proportionality,
while also accounting for “relevant
circumstances” that may include geographical
configurations, historical usage, and socio-
economic needs (Mohammadi, 2023). In the
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context of Iranian maritime rights, these
doctrines are especially pertinent due to the
Gulfs complex topography and strategic
sensitivity. Iran’s maritime claims intersect
with those of multiple neighboring states—
most notably Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
and Qatar—leading to overlapping assertions
in resource-rich areas such as the Arash gas
field. While UNCLOS provides a basic
framework, the ICJ’s role in interpreting and
applying these provisions ensures a
contextualized resolution that respects both
textual law and on-the-ground realities. The
ICJ’s case law has clarified that claims based
on mere geographical distance or legal
formalism are insufficient without scientific
support and equitable justification (Alizadeh &
Zamani, 2024). For instance, the Court has
consistently rejected mechanical equidistance
lines in favor of adjusted boundaries when
required by special features such as islands or
concave coastlines (Azarakhsh, 2022). These
judicial  adjustments underscore the
importance of integrating fairness into the
legal reasoning process, particularly in semi-
enclosed seas like the Persian Gulf.

Iran’s invocation of ICJ precedents in defense
of its continental shelf rights reflects a
deliberate legal strategy that blends doctrinal
adherence with pragmatic adaptation.
Specifically, Iran emphasizes the principles of
equity and relevant circumstances in disputing
overly simplistic delimitation claims from
other Gulf states. In the Arash field case, for
instance, Iran has contested joint development
deals between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia,
asserting that any exploitation must be
contingent on its explicit consent and
participation (Piri Damaq & Razmpa, 2019).
Iran argues that the ICJ’s equity-based
approach supports its claim, given the
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geographical proximity, historical
exploitation, and established patterns of
resource sharing in the area (Rezaei
Pouzanjani, 2024). Similarly, Iran has resisted
UAE proposals to refer disputes over Abu
Musa and the Tunb Islands to the ICJ,
maintaining that such matters fall under
Iranian sovereignty and should be resolved
bilaterally. These positions align with Iran’s
broader preference for diplomatic negotiation
over adjudication, although the ICJ’s
jurisprudence continues to serve as a
normative reference for reinforcing legal
legitimacy. Iran’s engagement with ICJ case
law is therefore strategic—it leverages
international norms to advance its claims
while avoiding forums that might challenge its
sovereign assertions.

The ICJ’s contribution to maritime dispute
resolution extends beyond mere adjudication;
it offers a jurisprudential framework that
promotes the coexistence of legal certainty and
contextual fairness. In particular, the principle
of equity—though not strictly defined—has
been developed through ICJ rulings to include
geographic, economic, and historical
variables. In cases like Libya/Tunisia and
Nicaragua/Colombia, the Court considered
not only the physical characteristics of the
seabed but also the socio-political context and
economic dependency of coastal states
(Azarkasht et al., 2022). This has led to the
emergence of a hybrid model of entitlement
that balances quantitative metrics (such as
coastal length and resource access) with
qualitative factors (like development needs
and geopolitical tensions). Scholars have
proposed formalizing this hybrid approach
into a “composite model” that could be applied
uniformly across complex regions like the
Persian Gulf (Moeini, 2022). Under this model,
legal entitlement would be determined
through a combination of scientific data,
proportionality  analysis, and regional
dialogues. The Persian Gulf—with its narrow

geography, resource competition, and political
rivalries—stands as a prime candidate for this
model. It provides a testing ground for
integrating universal legal standards with
localized adaptations that reflect the region’s
unique historical and physical contours.

A major limitation of the ICJ’s jurisprudence
lies in its reliance on vague standards such as
“relevant circumstances” and “equitable
solutions,” which lack operational -clarity.
While this flexibility allows for case-by-case
customization, it also leads to unpredictability
and potential manipulation. Critics argue that
by deferring too heavily to judicial discretion,
the ICJ risks weakening its normative
authority and creating space for inconsistent
outcomes (Heydar & Daramir, 2021). This issue
is particularly acute in the Persian Gulf, where
states often interpret “equity” in self-serving
ways, resulting in diplomatic stalemates and
fragmented legal discourses. Iran, recognizing
this challenge, has advocated for a contextual
reinterpretation of ICJ standards that
incorporates regional history, traditional use
patterns, and socio-economic
interdependence  (Kazemi &  Asghari
Marzidareh, 2023). This localization of
entitlement criteria aligns with recent
scholarly efforts to develop “geo-legal”
frameworks that reflect the specificities of
enclosed and semi-enclosed seas. The goal is to
create a  transparent, evidence-based
methodology for maritime delimitation that
reduces arbitrariness while preserving the
ICJ’s equitable ethos. Iran’s proposal for
regional scientific databases, cooperative data
sharing, and joint management committees is
an attempt to institutionalize this vision and
operationalize entitlement claims through
tangible mechanisms (Sirafi, 2023).
Ultimately, the discourse on legal entitlement
in ICJ jurisprudence reveals both its
transformative  potential and inherent
fragilities. On one hand, it provides coastal
states—like Iran—with a viable path to assert



and defend their maritime rights under the
shield of international law. On the other, its
reliance on open-ended principles necessitates
careful contextual interpretation and regional
consensus-building. For Iran, the ICJ’s
evolving jurisprudence offers a valuable legal
toolkit, but its effectiveness hinges on Iran’s
ability to substantiate its claims through
credible scientific, historical, and legal
documentation. The challenge is not simply to
invoke equity, but to demonstrate how
equitable outcomes align with both regional
stability and global legal norms. The Iranian
case, with its layered history and strategic
interests in the Gulf, exemplifies how
entitlement is not merely a legal category but a
dynamic interface between rights,
responsibilities, and realities. By embracing a
balanced and evidence-driven approach to
continental shelf disputes, Iran can not only
reinforce its legal standing but also contribute
to the broader goal of peaceful maritime
governance in a region long marked by
contention.
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