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FIXING CALIFORNIAôS SUBMERGED LANDS ACT BOUNDARY 

A Federal-State Success Story 

 

Introduction & Background 

 

The purpose of this paper is to describe the history behind, concepts employed, and processes 

undertaken by the United States and the State of California to permanently immobilize Californiaôs 

seaward boundary under the Submerged Lands Act (SLA). 43 U.S.C. §§1301 et seq.  The SLA dispute 

between United States and California started in the ear ly 1900s and resulted in a challenge before the 

United States Supreme Court over rights to minerals offshore the State of California.  In the historic 

case of United States v. California, 332 U.S. 19 (1947), the United States claimed it was  

 

[T]the owner in fee simple of, or possessed of paramount rights in and powers over, the lands, 

minerals and other things of value underlying the Pacific Ocean, lying seaward of the ordinary 

low water mark on the coast of California and outside of the inland waters of the State, 

extending seaward three nautical miles and bounded on the north and south, respectively, by 

the northern and southern boundaries of the State of California.  

 

Id. at 23.  California challenged the United States assertion by arguing that they were the owners of all 

submerged lands extending seaward three English miles from the low water mark within the original 

boundaries of the state.  In 1947, the Supreme Court of the United States ruled in favor of the federal 

claim, finding that the United States had paramount rights in and powers over the three nautical mile 

belt seaward off the California coast.
1
  A Special Master was appointed by the Court to determine the 

ordinary low water and outer limit of inland waters for specific portions of the Californiaôs coast line.  

The Special Master issued its report in 1952, to which both parties noted exceptions.  

 

In response to the Supreme Courtôs ruling in U.S. v. California, supra, Congress in 1953, enacted the 

SLA, which established in coastal states ñtitle to and ownership of the lands beneath navigable waters 

within [their respective] boundarieséand the natural resources within such lands and waters.ò 43 

U.S.C. §1311(a).  For coastal states, including California, this meant title and ownership of submerged 

lands within three geographical miles from their coast line, as such term is defined in the SLA.
2
  As the 

court later confirmed, because the SLA provides that the State - Federal boundary is determined from 

                                                
1
 That same year the Supreme Court of the United States issued a decree holding that ñ[t]he United States of America is 

now, and has been at all times pertinent hereto, possessed of paramount rights in, and full dominion and power over, the 

lands, minerals and other things underlying the Pacific Ocean lying seaward of the ordinary low water mark on the coast of 

California, and outside of the inland waters, extending seaward three nautical miles . . . . The State of California has no title 

thereto or property interest therein.ò United States v. California, 332 U.S. 804, 805, Order and Decree. 

 
2
 The only exceptions are Texas and the west coast of Florida, where State jurisdiction extends from the coast line to no 

more than 3 marine leagues (16.668 km) into the Gulf of Mexico. United States v. Louisiana, Texas, Mississippi, Alabama, 

and Florida, 363 U.S. 1 (1960)(On May 31, 1960, the Supreme Court held that Texas and Florida are entitled to rights in 

the submerged lands extending for a distance in the Gulf of Mexico of 3 marine leagues from their coast lines, but that 

Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama are entitled to rights extending no more than 3 geographic miles from their coast 

lines).  ñThe term ñcoast lineò means the line of ordinary low water along that portion of the coast which is in direct contact 

with the open sea and the line marking the seaward limit of inland waters.ò 43 U.S.C. Ä1301(c).  . 
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the Stateôs coast line, it can change, or ambulate, with coast line changes that result from erosion and 

accretion.  

 

In 1963, the ñUnited States filed an amended complaint reviving the Special Masterôs Report and 

redescribing the issues as modified by the Submerged Lands Act; both the United States and California 

filed new exceptions to the Report.ò United States v. California, 381 U.S. 139, 149 (1965).  In 1966, 

the Court issued a supplemental decree (382 U.S. 448)(1966)(the ñFirst Supplemental Decreeò), which 

provided that California had ñtitle to and ownership of the tidelands along its coast é and the 

submerged lands, minerals, other natural resources and improvements underlying the inland waters and 

the waters of the Pacific Ocean within three geographical miles seaward from the coast line.ò Id. at 

452.  The First Supplemental Decree provided that (1) the subsoil and seabed of the continental shelf 

more than three geographical miles seaward from the coast line appertain to the United States and (2) 

the coast line was ambulatory in that it had to be ñtaken as heretofore or hereafter modified by natural 

or artificial means.ò Id. at 449.  Following the First Supplemental Decree, years of source data 

evaluation, field work, and compromise were needed to establish the location of Californiaôs ñcoast 

line.ò  Once agreed to, the computational process of projecting the SLA boundary seaward from the 

coast began.  Large scale diagrams delineating the boundary were developed.  Three additional 

supplemental decrees were issued by the Court between 1977 and 1981.
3
  

 

In 1986, Congress amended the SLA to provide that the SLA boundary between a State and the United 

States remains immobilized when the coordinates of such boundary are established under a final decree 

of the United States Supreme Court:  

 

[A]ny boundary between a State and the United States under this Act which has been or is 

hereafter fixed by coordinates under a final decree of the United States Supreme Court shall 

remain immobilized at the coordinates provided under such decree and shall not be ambulatory.  

 

Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act Amendments of 1986, Pub. L. No. 99-272, Tit. VIII, § 8005, 100 

Stat. 151 (43 U.S.C. §1301(b)).   

 

Between 2001 and 2009, the United States and California approved over 600 diagrams depicting their 

shared boundary.  With the legal issues resolved, the technical questions answered, and the 

mathematical computations completed, a convergence of resources, effort, and desire finally coalesced.  

In 2013, a joint motion was filed by the United States and the State of California before the Supreme 

Court to permanently fix the offshore SLA boundary.  Finally, on December 15, 2014, a significant 

chapter in 70 years of submerged lands litigation between the United States and California was closed 

with the issuance of the fifth supplemental decree by the Court. United States v. California, 135 S. Ct. 

563 (2014) (the ñFifth Supplemental Decreeò).  As provided in the Memorandum in Support of Joint 

Motion for entry of a Supplemental Decree, the 

 

                                                
3
 432 U.S. 40, 40-42 (1977) (further delineating the lines marking the outer limits of inland waters and artificial extensions 

of the coast line); 439 U.S. 30, 30-31 (1978) (clarifying the rights of the parties in the submerged lands surrounding the 

Channel Islands National Monument and the land area near the Anacapa and Santa Barbara Islands); 449 U.S. 408, 408-410 

(1981) (delineating the lines marking the outer limits of the inland waters of the Port of San Pedro and San Diego Bay). 




