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Sovereign Immunities of Military-Used Unmanned Undersea Vehicles and Its Regulation
ZHAI Zhong
(Institute of Legal Studies, Research Institute of the Chinese People’s Armed Police Force, Beijing 100101, China)

Abstract ; The capture of unmanned undersea vehicles (UUVs) in the South China Sea in 2016 raised the issue of sovereign
immunities of foreign military-used UUVs. Military-used UUVs may be considered as sovereign immune crafts by being regar-
ded as warships or government vessels for non-commercial purposes as prescribed in United Nations Convention on the Law of
the Sea( UNCLOS) , but whether they can obtain immunities by being considered as state properties remains uncertain. As for
the legal constrains with regard to such sovereign immunities, the provisions of Articles 25 and 32 of UNCLOS may provide a
legal basis for restrictions on the immunities of warships and government vessels in territorial waters. Military functions, mys-
terious operations, lack of effective communication of UUVs and the low cost of enforcement to UUVs will make it easier for
coastal states to impose stricter restrictions to UUVs than manned warships. In view of this, relevant provisions of the Coast
Guard Law of the People’ s Republic of China should be interpreted or supplemented with regard to the process of identification
and verification, nature determination as well as enforcement measures respectively, so as to establish a legal framework of
law-enforcement measures against foreign military UUVs within waters under China’ s national jurisdiction.
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