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Topic 003: International Border Disputes 

 

Introduction 

Chapter VI of the U.N. Charter, titled “Pacific Settlement of Disputes,” outlines that 

the Security Council has the power to intervene in disputes that are “likely to endanger the 

maintenance of international peace and security” by using any means necessary to “seek a 

solution by negotiation, enquiry, mediation, conciliation, arbitration, judicial settlement, 

resort to regional agencies or arrangements, or other peaceful means[.]”1 In the past, these 

means have included sanctions, peacekeeping (as discussed in Guide 1), or, more frequently, 

verbal declarations of support for peaceful outcomes to conflicts.   

The topic of international border disputes is especially significant to the functioning 

of a United Nations because, under the current system of international law, the possession 

of territory is what defines a state. The U.N. was also founded to prevent border incursions 

of the sort that produced two world wars in the 20th century. Unfortunately, and perhaps 

because it is so fundamental to international law, there remains no real system for 

negotiating boundary disputes within the U.N. framework, especially in the cases of resource 

extraction and undersea claims. Both are categories of disputes that are projected to become 

more acute and common over the coming years, as climate change contributes to resource 

scarcity and unfreezes the polar regions.  

                                                
1 “Charter of the United Nations, Chapter VI.” United Nations, 2016, accessed 5 December 2016. 
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This background guide will provide an outline of the history of these conflicts, with 

special regard to two case studies. Note also that this paper is intended only as a background 

for further reading and research and should not be taken as a definitive resource.  

 

Case Study 1: Jammu and Kashmir 

 The Kashmir Conflict is one of the best-known examples of territorial conflict. The 

region had been a centre of conflict between its Sikh and Hindi populations and its Muslim 

population even before the 1947 Indian Independence Act, under which the British 

colonialists surrendered control of the Indian kingdoms. Some local rulers, or maharajahs, 

decided to remain in the new state of India (Sikh and Hindi majority), while others decided 

to join the new state of Pakistan (Muslim majority). The maharajah of Jammu and Kashmir, 

Hari Singh, picked India and a civil war ensued in the region from 1947 to 1949.2 The main 

source of conflict is that the territory now administered by India now has an estimated 60% 

Muslim majority, and Pakistan (which was created to be a Muslim-majority nation) thus lays 

claim to the territory.3 

Meanwhile, the Chinese do not accept the borders of Jammu and Kashmir that were 

set up by the British in the 1700s, and believe that a major part of the region, Aksai Chin, is 

part of China.4 

 
Fig. 1. “Overlapping Claims in the Jammu and Kashmir Region” [map]. Quora (undated).  

                                                
2 “Kashmir: Why India and Pakistan fight over it,” BBC, 23 November 2016, accessed 5 December 2016. 
3 “The Future of Kashmir,” BBC, 2009, accessed 5 December 2016.  
4 BBC, 2016. 
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A second major war followed in 1965, followed by a smaller “skirmish” with 

Pakistani proxy forces in 1999 and frequent firefights between the Indian and Pakistani 

armies ever since.5 It should be noted that both India and Pakistan are nuclear powers.  

Numerous militant groups have emerged in Kashmir. At the time of writing, the 

most recent incident had occurred on November 29, when an Indian Army base in Nagrota 

was attacked by unknown gunmen, who killed two officers and wounded four. (“Terrorists 

are armed, they have weapons, and that is why firefight is taking place,” Manish Mehta, a 

spokesman for the Indian defence ministry, said (somewhat reductively) at the time of the 

attack.6)  

For its part, the United Nations has been trying to resolve this conflict since 1948, 

when the Security Council passed Resolution 47, which created a committee designed for 

that purpose. The committee resolved that both sides should withdraw completely from the 

Kashmir region, and that an unbiased plebiscite be held to determine which country the 

citizens wanted to go to. While Pakistan agreed, India, perhaps fearing that the referendum 

would go the other way, rejected the U.N. on the basis that it should not have been forced 

to hold a vote on the secession of territory which was, legally, theirs.7  

Therefore, since the 1960s, the U.N. has focussed not on defining a clear border in 

the region, but on negotiating the cease-fire lines that have become de facto boundaries. Over 

time, of course, the perceived value of Kashmir by either Pakistan or India has grown 

enormously, and to “lose” it would be a major loss of face for either nation. Therefore, there 

is no real incentive for either government to sit down and essentially formalize these lines of 

control. Still, is it not the responsibility of the U.N. to resolve disputes such as these, 

especially when they come between two nuclear powers? Or, is it better to follow what the 

U.N. has been doing, accepting (to a degree) low-level conflict instead of attempting a 

(potentially impossible) long-term treaty? 

 

Case Study 2: The South China Sea 

                                                
5 BBC, 2016. 
6 “Rebels Attack Indian Army Camp in Kashmir,” Deutsche Welle, 29 November 2016, accessed 5 December 
2016. 
7 Tate Blahnik, “A History of the Conflict between India and Pakistan with Intervention from the United 
Nations,” Stanford, August 19, 1999, accessed 24 December 2016. 
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 Many conflicts occur with the added ingredient of occurring over territorial lines in 

the ocean, where international law is not so clear about how to determine where the lines are 

drawn. Perhaps the most well-known example of this case is occurring in the South China 

Sea, where China, Taiwan, Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Vietnam have 

overlapping territorial claims. Under international law, these claims are governed by the U.N. 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). Under the treaty, countries’ Exclusive 

Economic Zones (E.E.Z.s) extend 200 nautical miles from the shore, wherein they can 

regulate the use of fisheries and other resources.8 In the South China Sea this means oil, of 

which the U.S. Energy Information Administration estimates the region holds 11 billion 

barrels.9 Since, in the South China Sea, the U.N.’s 200-nm lines would overlap, these 

boundaries must be determined between the countries involved.  

China claims that a “nine-dash line” seen on historical maps is their line of control, 

encompassing the whole Sea (as seen in Fig. 2). The other nations involved have fought back 

in court, and, in July of 2016, a U.N. appointed hearing at the Hague brought down its 

verdict in the case of Philippines v. China, stating that China was indeed infringing on 

Philippine territory, and that the “nine-dash line” cited by China as their line of control in 

the Sea (seen in Fig. 2) was irrelevant. The Philippines’ chief counsel, Paul S. Reichler, said, 

“It’s an overwhelming victory. We won on every significant point.”10 

                                                
8 Robin R. Churchill, “Law of the Sea,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, 8 December 2006, accessed 28 December 2016. 
9 Brian Spegele, “South China Sea Tensions Leave Oil Potential Untapped,” The Wall Street Journal, 12 July 2016, 
accessed 29 December 2016. 
10 Jane Perlez, “Tribunal Rejects Beijing’s Claims in South China Sea,” The New York Times, 12 July 2016, 
accessed 30 December 2016. 
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Fig. 2. “Disputed Waters” [map]. The Wall Street Journal (2016). 

 For its part, China, which claims to have “historic rights” to the South China Sea, did 

not show any signs of changing its aggressive stance in the Sea, continuing its campaign of 

island-building to create new airstrips for warplanes.11 Reuters reported in December that, 

when China’s first aircraft carrier passed Taiwan and began its patrol in the South China Sea, 

the Chinese government tabloid Global Times published an editorial declaring that “The 

Chinese fleet will cruise to the Eastern Pacific [the west coast of the U.S.] sooner or later. 

When China’s aircraft carrier fleet appears in offshore areas of the U.S. one day, it will 

trigger intense thinking about maritime rules.”12 

Of course, it is worth noting that the American fleet has been cruising to China for 

sixty years, and that the U.S. has not always obeyed the UNCLOS - which Congress still has 

not ratified - when it did not suit them. For example, in 1986, the Reagan Administration 

ignored an International Court of Justice ruling that stated that its mining of the harbours of 

                                                
11 Dune Lawrence and Wenxin Fan, “Islands of Mass Destruction,” Bloomberg Businessweek, 22 December 2016, 
accessed 30 December 2016. 
12 J.R. Wu, “Chinese carrier enters South China Sea amid renewed tension,” Reuters, 26 December 2016, 
accessed 30 December 2016. 



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLV 
Sixth Committee of the General Assembly (Legal): Border Disputes 

 

6 

Nicaragua was illegal, as the U.S. was then trying to assist rebels overthrowing the leftist 

Sandinista government there.13 

What does it mean for the credibility of the U.N. that nations can ignore its rulings 

without consequence? Should there be consequence? 

 

Case Study 3: The Jordan River Watershed 

 Another conflict that is symptomatic of others is over water usage on the Jordan 

River, whose watershed stretches from its headwaters in Lebanon past its mouth in the Dead 

Sea. The watershed includes Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, the Palestinian territories, Syria, and 

Egypt. 

 Of course, many papers could be written on the interplay of these nations, but 

suffice it to say that their foreign relations have not been pleasant with each other. Indeed, 

the 1967 Six-Day War between Israel and its Arab neighbours was partially started in 

response to a plan (by the Kingdom of Jordan) that would divert two of the Jordan’s three 

sources away from its current course and directly into Jordan and Syria.14 

 Since then, somewhat surprisingly, the Jordan has not been a great source of conflict, 

especially due to the water-sharing provisions in the U.S.-brokered Jordan-Israel peace 

agreement of 1994. (The New York Times reported that, for the signing ceremony, both 

Hillary Clinton and Queen Noor of Jordan wore aqua.15) The treaty survived the most 

perilous drought to hit the region in years in 1999, as the international community watched 

anxiously as both Jordan and Israel were forced to dramatically cut water consumption.16 

 

 

Conclusion 

Indeed, the greatest challenge now to the Jordan is not war, but climate change, 

which has significantly reduced its output over the past ten years. This type of conflict will 

become more urgent in the coming decades, as climate change both increases the scarcity of 

                                                
13 Perlez, 2016. 
14 Aaron T. Wolf. “1964-1982: ‘Water Wars’ and territorial adjustments.” United Nations University, 1995, 
accessed on 30 December 2016. 
15 Clyde Haberman, “Israel and Jordan Sign a Peace Accord,” The New York Times, 26 October 1994, accessed 
on 30 December 2016. 
16 Ilene Prusher, “Drought-hit Israel cuts water supply to Jordan.” The Guardian, 16 March 1999, accessed 30 
December 2016. 
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certain resources (such as water) and increases access to others. Both the World Bank and 

the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) have cited Alex Evans’ 2010 

paper, Resource Scarcity, Climate Change and the Risk of Violent Conflict. Evans, a professor at 

N.Y.U., concludes that “intensifying resource scarcity and climate change could see an 

increase in strategic resource competition between states, both at the regional level 

(particularly if abrupt climate effects, such as rapid glacial melting, manifest themselves and 

thus impact trans-boundary water resources) and internationally (with some countries already 

pursuing third country access rights to oil, land, food and potentially water).” 

So, what can be done to resolve these conflicts in the future? The successful Jordan 

River case points to the fact that fair and lasting agreements can be arrived at, and that these 

must be decided on a case-by-case basis to examine the needs of all the parties involved, 

while recognizing that these needs often go far beyond the specific issue at hand. In the case 

of the South China Sea, for example, China’s aggression is as much a symptom of needing to 

avoid losing face to the United States as it is a need for the oil deposits under the seabed. 

The Israel-Jordan treaty contained provisions ranging from drugs and crime to visa 

applications. 

The most obvious answer would seem to be the establishment of a system of hearings. But 
remember that the International Court of Justice, whose rulings have been often ignored 
over the years, already exists. What powers can be given to ensure that its verdicts are 
followed, especially when certain nations involved have the veto on the Security Council? 
And, without a clearly defined set of laws (remember that the Law of the Sea has never been 
ratified by the United States) what can this court base its rulings on?  
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Key Questions 

● What are some of the places of overlap between the three case studies? How are they 

different? 

● What lessons can be drawn from the successful agreement in the Jordan Basin? 

● As climate change increases, how can territorial disputes such as these be fairly 

resolved by the United Nations? 

● What if, as in the case of Kashmir, the nations do not necessarily want the issue 

resolved? 
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