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2.1  Jurisdictional Framework 

Before addressing the operational detail requested, SEATEC sets out below the applicable 

jurisdictional position, as it is relevant to understanding the scope of Heritage Assets Policy 1 in the 

particular circumstances of this application. 

The wreck of the SS Ohio is located at position 51°N 52.720' / 014°W 16.880', approximately 142 

nautical miles west-southwest of the Irish coast. This position is: 

• well beyond Ireland's Territorial Sea (12 nm); 

• well beyond Ireland's Contiguous Zone (24 nm); and 

• within Ireland's Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), at approximately 142 nm from the 

baseline. 

 

UNCLOS 

Under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), to which Ireland is a party 

(ratified 1996), the EEZ confers on the coastal State sovereign rights over the exploration and 

exploitation of natural resources of the seabed and its subsoil, and jurisdiction over the specific 

matters enumerated in Article 56 — marine scientific research, artificial islands and structures, and 

protection of the marine environment. Salvage operations on a wreck in the EEZ do not constitute 

exploitation of natural resources within the meaning of Article 56, and UNCLOS does not confer on 

the coastal State general jurisdiction over all commercial maritime activities in the EEZ. 

Article 303 of UNCLOS addresses archaeological and historical objects found at sea. Under Article 

303(1), States have a general duty to protect such objects. However, Article 303(2) grants coastal 

States an enhanced right to control removal of objects from the seabed only within the Contiguous 

Zone (24 nm). Article 303 makes no equivalent provision for the EEZ. This limitation is not 

inadvertent: the drafting history of UNCLOS confirms that a proposal to extend coastal State heritage 



jurisdiction to the EEZ was specifically considered and rejected during the Third UN Conference on 

the Law of the Sea. 

2001 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of Underwater Cultural Heritage 

Ireland ratified the 2001 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of Underwater Cultural Heritage in 

December 2025, becoming the 82nd State Party. SEATEC acknowledges and welcomes Ireland's 

accession to the Convention. However, the Convention's provisions in respect of the EEZ do not 

alter the analysis in a manner that would extend full heritage protection jurisdiction to the site of the 

SS Ohio. 

The Convention's Article 10 — which addresses the EEZ — establishes a regime of international 

coordination and cooperation among States Parties, rather than conferring unilateral sovereign 

jurisdiction on the coastal State equivalent to that exercised within the Territorial Sea or Contiguous 

Zone. Under Article 10, the role of the coastal State where a site is located in the EEZ is to act as 

coordinating State, facilitating consultation and cooperation between States Parties with a verifiable 

link to the site in question. This is a cooperative mechanism, not a prohibition on all commercial 

activities involving underwater cultural heritage in the EEZ. 

This distinction is reflected in Ireland's own public statements upon ratification. The National 

Monuments Service has described the effect of ratification as enabling Ireland, through an 

international cooperative regime, to protect underwater cultural heritage beyond the 24 nm limit — 

language that confirms the regime is one of cooperation rather than the exercise of unilateral 

sovereign authority equivalent to that within territorial waters. 

Furthermore, the Convention entered into force for Ireland three months after deposit of the 

instrument of ratification, i.e. in or around March 2026. SEATEC's licence application, the original 

supporting documentation, and the operational activities that form the evidentiary basis of this 

submission predate Ireland's accession to the Convention. SEATEC has engaged with MARA in 

good faith throughout this process and notes that its application has at all times been framed as 

seeking the appropriate Irish regulatory authorisation for the proposed activities — which is precisely 

consistent with the spirit of the Convention's cooperative approach. 

Irish Domestic Legislation 

The National Monuments (Amendment) Act 1987, as the principal domestic legislation governing 

archaeological and heritage protection in Ireland, applies within Ireland's Internal Waters, Territorial 

Sea, and Contiguous Zone. The National Monuments Service confirmed this jurisdictional scope in 

its correspondence of 7 December 2023, in which its observations were expressly restricted to those 

waters. The wreck of the SS Ohio, at 142 nm, falls outside all three zones. 

The Historic and Archaeological Heritage and Miscellaneous Provisions Act 2023 provides the 

domestic legislative framework enabling Ireland's ratification of the UNESCO Convention and 

updating the heritage protection regime. SEATEC notes that the 2023 Act does not, of itself, extend 

domestic criminal or civil enforcement jurisdiction in relation to heritage sites to the full extent of the 

EEZ in a manner that overrides the international law framework set out above. 

Heritage Assets Policy 1 — NMPF 

Heritage Assets Policy 1 of the National Marine Planning Framework must be read in its proper legal 

context. SEATEC respectfully submits that, in the circumstances of this application — a wreck at 

142 nm in the open Atlantic EEZ, without any formal heritage designation, Underwater Heritage 

Order, or specific protection measure in place — the application of Policy 1 must be proportionate to 



the actual legal framework governing the site. SEATEC has addressed all aspects of Policy 1 that 

are applicable, including a full account of the wreck's condition, the nature of the proposed 

operations, and the mitigation measures in place, as set out below. 

 

 

2.2  Current Condition of the Wreck 

Without prejudice to the jurisdictional position set out above, and in the interests of full transparency 

with MARA, SEATEC provides the following detailed account of the SS Ohio's current condition as 

documented during survey and operational activities. 

The SS Ohio currently rests on a clay seabed at approximately 330 metres depth. The vessel is 

broken into two principal sections as a result of the catastrophic structural failure caused by the 

torpedo detonation amidships in March 1917: 

Bow Section: 

The bow section, comprising holds 1 and the forward portion of the midship section, rests upright on 

the seabed oriented at approximately 325°. Cargo holds 1 and the forward portion of hold 3 are 

structurally intact and open at the top, with cargo visible within. The accommodation castle and 

centre bridge structure have collapsed, consistent with 108 years of structural deterioration at depth. 

Stern Section: 

The stern section rests upright approximately 50 metres from the bow section, oriented at 

approximately 115°. The upper deck is open and cargo is exposed and accessible from above. Cargo 

holds 3 (aft portion) and 4 are intact. The bunker coal storage compartment, located beneath the 

former accommodation castle position, is inaccessible to the proposed equipment and presents no 

pollution risk — the SS Ohio was a coal-fired steam vessel with no residual liquid petroleum fuel. 

Hold 2 — Mid-Ship Break Zone: 

The structural failure at hold 2, the epicentre of the torpedo detonation, has resulted in the complete 

destruction of this section of the vessel. Cargo originally stowed in hold 2 — principally brass — is 

dispersed on the clay seabed around the break point. This dispersed material is accessible by grab 

from the surface. 

General Structural Condition: 

After 108 years of immersion in the open Atlantic, the wreck exhibits significant deterioration 

throughout: heavy marine encrustation and biological growth, advanced corrosion of steel structural 

members, and collapse of lighter superstructure elements. This deterioration will continue regardless 

of any salvage activity. The recovery of the remaining cargo, while inherently involving physical 

engagement with the wreck, also represents the only means of retrieving and documenting the 

material before further natural degradation renders it irrecoverable. 

Pollution Assessment: 

As noted above, the SS Ohio carried no liquid petroleum fuel. Coal bunker storage is inaccessible 

and physically contained. SEATEC's assessment confirms no meaningful risk of hydrocarbon 

release from the wreck. 

 



 

2.3  Nature of the Proposed Operations and Impact Assessment 

SEATEC is transparent about the nature of the proposed operations: the recovery of cargo from the 

holds and from the seabed debris field necessarily involves direct physical engagement with the 

wreck site. The following describes the equipment, methodology, and specific impacts of each 

operational phase. 

Equipment: 

100-tonne crane deployed from the N35, operating under DP2 dynamic positioning throughout — no 

anchors deployed at any stage. Two mechanical cable-operated grabs (4 m³ primary; 2.5 m³ 

secondary), without hydraulics. Two ROVs equipped with cameras and USBL transponders. USBL 

acoustic positioning maintained throughout all underwater operations. 

Cargo Hold Operations (Holds 1, 3, and 4): 

The mechanical grab descends to the cargo hold under continuous USBL and camera guidance. It 

engages the cargo material — brass, copper, zinc, and steel in bar and ingot form — and retrieves 

it to the surface. Each grab cycle recovers 2–10 tonnes of material over approximately 12 minutes. 

The grab operates entirely within the existing structural opening of the hold; no cutting, blasting, 

drilling, or structural intervention of any kind is required or will be undertaken. The structural walls of 

the hold provide natural containment. No structural elements of the wreck are targeted. 

Hold 2 Debris Field: 

Cargo dispersed on the seabed within the hold 2 debris field will be recovered using the grab 

operating across the defined debris area. This involves contact with the surface of the clay seabed 

within the footprint of the debris field only. 

Exclusion Zones: 

The engine room, bunker storage areas, and all structural sections of the wreck not containing 

recoverable cargo are designated as exclusion zones in the USBL waypoint management system 

and will not be approached during operations. These exclusion zones are monitored throughout each 

operational period. 

 

 

2.4  Mitigation Measures 

• DP2 dynamic positioning throughout all operations: eliminates anchor deployment and 

associated seabed disturbance beyond the wreck footprint. 

• USBL precision guidance on all grab deployments: accuracy of <50 cm, minimising 

unintended contact with wreck structural elements. 

• Continuous camera monitoring on grab: real-time visual oversight of every retrieval cycle. 

• ROV condition surveys every 48–72 operational hours: assessment of structural changes 

and update of exclusion zone parameters as required. 

• Cable-only crane system: no hydraulic fluid at depth, eliminating hydraulic leak risk. 



• Operations strictly limited to cargo recovery areas: no dismantling, cutting, or blasting of 

structural elements under any circumstances. 

• Post-operational ROV survey on completion of each phase: full documentary record of 

wreck condition submitted to MARA with each operational period report. 

• Tier 2 Oil Spill Response Plan (OSRP) approved by the Irish Coast Guard: in force 

throughout all operational periods. 

 

 

2.5  Summary 

The proposed operations will cause localised, precisely controlled disturbance to the cargo-holding 

areas of the SS Ohio. This is inherent to the nature of a cargo recovery licence application and 

SEATEC does not seek to minimise it. The disturbance is technically controlled, limited to the defined 

cargo areas, subject to continuous real-time monitoring, and will not affect the structural integrity of 

the wreck beyond those areas. 

The wreck carries no formal heritage designation, Underwater Heritage Order, or protected wreck 

status. SEATEC has engaged openly and constructively with MARA and all relevant Irish authorities 

throughout this application process. The legal framework applicable to the site — as set out in 

Section 2.1 above — limits the direct reach of domestic heritage legislation to within 24 nm of the 

Irish baseline, and the UNESCO Convention's EEZ regime operates through cooperation and 

coordination rather than unilateral prohibition. Within that framework, SEATEC considers the 

proposed operations to be consistent with Heritage Assets Policy 1 and submits that the detailed 

operational account and mitigation measures provided in this document provide an appropriate basis 

for MARA to make a determination on the application. 
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