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The repeated assertions by the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) during joint Arab 
meetings with China, Russia, and the Eu-
ropean Union reveal multiple dimensions 
of a meticulously crafted strategy by the 
sheikhdoms of the southern Persian Gulf. 
Part of this strategy aims to exploit ten-
sions between Iran and the West to gar-
ner support for unfounded claims over 
the Iranian islands, while another compo-
nent seeks backing for Abu Dhabi’s posi-
tions in exchange for economic incentives 
extended to actors such as China, Russia, 
and Europe. Some experts suggest that, in 
the next phase, the UAE may turn to in-
ternational bodies, including the United 
Nations Security Council and the Interna-
tional Court of Justice.
Accordingly, scrutinizing and responding 
to the UAE’s claims is of undeniable and 
critical importance. Following the occu-
pation of the three islands by the United 
Kingdom, London attempted to negate 
Iran’s historical sovereignty over the is-
lands, citing legal principles such as the 
“prior occupation” rule to justify its own 
control. The UK also asserted that it had 
occupied ungoverned islands.
Among the approximately 130 recog-
nized islands in the Persian Gulf, Abu 
Musa is the southernmost Iranian island. 
Covering nearly 12 square kilometers 
in the warm waters of the Persian Gulf, 
Abu Musa has also been referred to as 
Bu Musa, Bu Mouf, Gap-e Sabz, and Baba 
Musa. Historical documents and maps 
denote the island as Bu Mouf or Bu Musa, 
where “Bum” means place and “Sa” can 
mean green or a type of herb, collectively 
translating to “the green land”.
According to the 2016 national census, 
the island’s population is 4,213. Econom-
ically, Abu Musa’s impact has historically 
been limited due to insufficient freshwa-
ter and arable land, while its abundant 
fish and pearl resources have sustained 
local livelihoods.
Greater Tunb Island, with an area of ap-
proximately 11 square kilometers in the 
southeastern Persian Gulf, has sparse 
vegetation and a hot, humid climate. His-
torically, it has been referred to as Tunb, 
Tel Mar, Tunb Mar, Tunb Gap (by local sail-
ors), and Tunb, meaning “hill”. The island 
is inhabited, with a 2016 population of 
690.
Lesser Tunb, spanning 2–2.5 square ki-
lometers, lies southwest of Greater Tunb, 
sharing a similarly warm, humid climate 
with poor vegetation, lacking potable wa-
ter, and therefore largely uninhabited.
Given the strategic, political, and eco-
nomic significance of the Persian Gulf 
and the Strait of Hormuz, the location of 
these islands cannot be ignored. Among 
the numerous islands in the Persian Gulf, 
Abu Musa, Greater Tunb, and Lesser 
Tunb hold critical geostrategic impor-
tance for safeguarding maritime security 
and freedom of navigation in the Strait 

of Hormuz. Due to the shallow waters 
throughout the Strait, large vessels must 
navigate through limited channels adja-
cent to these islands, underscoring their 
military and strategic value. Iran exercis-
es sovereignty over strategically located 
islands, such as Hormuz, Larak, Hengam, 
Qeshm, Greater Tunb, and Abu Musa, 
which together form a defensive arc in 
the Strait of Hormuz. Territorial disputes 
concerning islands stem primarily from 
historical developments and geograph-
ical considerations, including effective 
control and proximity.
International courts, particularly the In-
ternational Court of Justice (ICJ), have re-
peatedly examined historical evidence. 
Determining initial possession is essential 
for establishing sovereignty, followed by 
evaluating whether subsequent develop-
ments interrupted or maintained effective 
control. Any interruption in sovereignty 
— under international law, understood as 
the temporary emergence of terra nullius 
— requires the explicit or implicit consent 
of the sovereign state. Colonial occupation 
cannot unilaterally sever this relationship 
as no state may acquire territory by force. 
The occupier’s humanitarian obligation is 

limited to administering the territory for 
the benefit of the original sovereign, with-
out annexing it.
Historical evidence unequivocally con-
firms Iran’s longstanding sovereignty 
over the three islands, refuting claims 
of terra nullius. Consequently, the UAE 
cannot rely on historical precedent to 
substantiate its claims. To make this ob-
servation, two key questions have to be 
answered: first, whether Iran’s legal rela-
tionship with the islands was ever inter-
rupted; and second, whether the British 
occupation was sufficient to establish 
effective control and disrupt Iran’s sover-
eignty without objection.
The British presence in the Persian Gulf, 
particularly during the Qajar era, never 
resulted in the recognition of British sov-
ereignty over the islands, and multiple 
protests by Iran are documented. From 
1948 to 1971, British control did not 
sever Iran’s effective sovereignty. Even 
assuming a hypothetical lapse during 
British occupation, the short duration 
and lack of overt acts negate any claim of 
effective control sufficient to transfer sov-
ereignty under international law. Iran has 
consistently maintained its ownership 

and control, reinforcing its continuous 
sovereignty.
The legal avenues for the UAE’s claims are 
thus effectively closed under internation-
al law, leaving only historical narrative as 
a potential source of dispute. Specifically, 
the question of the origins of the Persian 
Gulf’s Al-Qawasim tribe remains pivotal. 
If the Qawasim were Iranian, sovereign-
ty over the islands is clear; if they were 
local Arab sheikhs, historical gaps could 
be argued; and if neither, British inter-
vention would have created ambiguous 
conditions, leaving the islands under de 
facto terra nullius until 1971.
Comparative case law, including the 
Chagos Advisory Opinion, Pedra Branca 
arbitration, Nicaragua v. Colombia, and 
the Spratly Islands arbitration, reinforc-
es that sovereignty claims require clear 
historical and legal continuity, consent, 
and effective administration. Notably, in 
the Chagos case, the UK could not retain 
islands for itself during decolonization, 
and in Pedra Branca, effective exercise 
of sovereignty required compliance with 
historical preconditions.
Therefore, any future dispute over the 
three islands before an international 
tribunal must meticulously reconstruct 
historical phases: from initial discov-
ery and administration by Iran, through 
the Qawasim period, British presence, 
post-1948 British occupation, the 1971 
Iranian reoccupation and Memorandum 
of Understanding, and the 1992 UAE as-
sertions. Each phase is interdependent 
and essential to establish continuity of 
sovereignty. All in all, the UAE’s assump-
tion as successor to the Trucial States un-
der decolonization lacks sufficient legal 
grounding.
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UAE’s claims over Persian Gulf’s three islands

a set of procedural norms; it is a reposi-
tory of collective memory. To distort the 
name of the Persian Gulf is to distort the 
textual fabric of global civilization. The le-
gal protection of names is therefore part 
of the moral duty of the international 
community to preserve historical truth. 
The ethics of naming draw from several 
overlapping legal principles:
• The principle of good faith (bona fides), 
requiring honest interpretation of estab-

lished facts;
• The doctrine of legitimate expectation, 
which protects consistent usage in inter-
national relations;
• The principle of cultural heritage pres-
ervation, embodied in UNESCO’s conven-
tions.
Together, these principles establish that 
altering a name with entrenched histor-
ical and legal foundations constitutes a 
breach of international comity. It intro-

duces instability into the semantic order 
of law, much like arbitrary redrawing of 
borders introduces instability into the 
territorial order. Therefore, defending 
the name “Persian Gulf” is not an act of 
nationalism, but an act of epistemic jus-
tice, a defense of the truth embedded in 
international legal memory.
The name Persian Gulf is not a relic of the 
past but a living legal institution. It exists 
in treaties, judgments, UN resolutions, 

and collective consciousness. Like the 
course of a river, its trajectory cannot be 
redirected by political slogans. The Per-
sian Gulf Act provides an opportunity for 
the United States and the international 
community to reaffirm a simple yet pro-
found principle: that law must speak the 
language of truth. In an age where histor-
ical narratives are weaponized, affirming 
factual nomenclature becomes a defense 
of international order itself. As such, the 

Persian Gulf stands not merely as a geo-
graphical entity, but as a testament to the 
endurance of law over politics, truth over 
ideology, and continuity over revisionism. 
In the lexicon of international law, certain 
names, like certain rights, are inalienable. 
In reaffirming the Persian Gulf, the inter-
national community is not reviving a relic 
of history but preserving the rule of law 
against revisionism — a small yet vital act 
of truth in an age of disinformation.

The British presence 
in the Persian Gulf, 
particularly during the 
Qajar era, never resulted 
in the recognition of 
British sovereignty 
over the islands, and 
multiple protests by 
Iran are documented. 
From 1948 to 1971, 
British control did not 
sever Iran’s effective 
sovereignty. Even 
assuming a hypothetical 
lapse during British 
occupation, the short 
duration and lack 
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any claim of effective 
control sufficient to 
transfer sovereignty 
under international law. 
Iran has consistently 
maintained its 
ownership and 
control, reinforcing its 
continuous sovereignty.

The photo shows a fragment of Adolf Stieler’s Handatlas (1891) where the three Islands of Abu Musa, 
the Greater Tunb, and the Lesser Tunb are colored orange to indicate they were part of the Iranian 
territory.
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Residents of Abu Musa are happy to see their 
island liberated by the Iranian Navy and 
united with the motherland once more in 
1971.
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People of Tehran celebrate the liberation of Abu Musa, the Greater Tunb, and the Lesser Tunb by the 
Iranian Navy in 1971 from British occupation.
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