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HYDROGRAPHIC SURVEYS IN DISPUTED AREAS 
By Commander Lars HANSEN (Danish Geodetic Agency) 

and Captain Andrzej KOWALSKI (Hydrographic Office, Polish Navy) 
 
 

Abstract 
 
In 2011, during the 16

th
 Baltic Sea Hydrographic Commission (BSHC) Conference in             

Norrköping (Sweden), Poland submitted for discussion and consideration the problem of 
surveying tasks in sea areas claimed by more than one coastal state. An example of this 
problem still exists between the Danish Bornholm Island and the Polish Coast in the Baltic 
Sea (see Figure 1). The Polish delegation presented the opinion that procedures for             
hydrographic surveys and general hydrographic tasks, done in disputed areas, should be 
worked out. In spite of the fact that Hydrographic Services have not been established to 
resolve disputes of any kind, which are in the domain of diplomacy, the Services (both            
Polish and Danish in this respect) remain responsible for surveying such areas. However, 
how can this responsibility be fulfilled when there are no procedures explicitly regulating 
particular hydrographic activities in these areas? If such circumstances sustain, sooner 
rather than later, the safety of navigation will suffer. The mentioned Zone is a result of the 
unsettled dispute between Poland and Denmark over limits of Exclusive Economic Zones 
(EEZ).  
 

                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Disputed sea area between Denmark and Poland 

 
Both Polish and Danish Hydrographic Services are obliged to survey areas where the limits 
have been established by their respective national authorities. In the case of this particular 
Zone and unacceptable to each neighboring state, no rules apply. Even with no clear-cut 
limits, when it comes to paper charts, no problem exists as they not only cover national      
waters, but frequently waters of neighboring states as well. However, it is not the same 
when it comes to ENCs, surveys which collect data to update ENCs, or to Navigational 
Warnings Service. This situation becomes a matter of serious concern, since each state is 
responsible for its own area. Furthermore, this Conference agenda item was the result of 
concerns raised by the Hydrographic Office of the Polish Navy some years ago - how sea 
areas, claimed by coastal states, should be portrayed on paper charts because they have 
no relevant symbol in the S-4 Publication of the International Hydrographic Organization 
(IHO).   
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Due to the cooperation of both national Hydrographic Offices, this problem was solved last year when all 
the surveys, required to complete HELCOM routes, passing the disputed area, were completed (see         
Figure 2).  
 
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
As a result of “hydrographic talks”, Denmark and Poland agreed to conduct a common survey of the route 
passing through the disputed area. Through diplomacy, a correct decision was reached in accordance with 
safety of navigation rules. They proposed that the best solution was to cut the disputed area into two parts, 
then survey and finally exchange the data (see Figure 3).  The common understanding is that the survey 
effort bears no prejudice to any of the nations with regards to any future claims of the area. 

 

Figure 2: Planned sea route through disputed area (Source: 
HELCOM-BSHC Re-survey Database) 

Figure 3: Final result of the common surveys. (Source: HELCOM-

BSHC Re-survey Database) 
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This serves as a positive example of cooperation between Hydrographic Services, to solve a practical    
problem in an effective and successful way, thereby avoiding unnecessary problems for shipping in the 
area in the future. 
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