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Topic 001: Territorial Disputes in the South China Sea 

 

Section 1: Background Information 

Since the 1980s, nation states in the Southeast Asian region have had ongoing and              

increasingly heated disputes over the territorial, trade, and maritime rights in this region. The              

main dispute is between China, Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia, the Republic of China (Taiwan)             

and the Philippines , which concerns the Spratly Islands. There are however, more disputes in              1

the area including those concerning the Paracel Island, Pratas Island, the Macclesfield Bank, the              

Reed Bank, Petro Vietnam and China, and the Scarborough Shoal.  

1 Lowy Institute for International Policy. (2013). South China Sea: Conflicting Claims and 
Tensions. Retrieved January 22, 2016, from 
http://www.lowyinstitute.org/issues/southchinasea 
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Figure 1 : Diagram highlighting disputes in the South China Sea and military prsence in              2

the region. 

The south China Sea Islands consist of over 250 island, atolls, cays, shoals, reefs, and               3

sandbars in the South China Sea, none of which have indigenous people, few of which have                

any natural water supply, and many of which are permanently submerged. However, these             

islands make up the second most used sea lane in the world, 50% of which pass through the                  

Strait of Malacca and the Sunda Strait. Furthermore, over 10 million barrels of crude oil are                

shipped per day through the Strait of Malacca, and contains oil reserves with a total estimate of                 

28 billion barrels. Natural gas reserves are estimated to be around 266 trillion cubic feet.               

According to studies carried out by the Department of Environment and Natural Resources in              

2 Burr, J. M. (2014, May 16). South China Sea Territorial Disputes. Retrieved February 5, 2016, from 
http://acdemocracy.org/southchinaseaterritorialdisputes/  
3 Wikimedia. (2003). South China Sea Islands. Retrieved January 31, 2016, from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_China_Sea_Islands  

http://acdemocracy.org/south-china-sea-territorial-disputes/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_China_Sea_Islands
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the Philippines, this body of water holds one third of the entire world’s marine biodiversity.               

China has also began drilling for oil in some of the water currently contested by Vietnam.  

Even though the conflict is mainly centered around nations which are located in or              

around the South China, other non-local parties such as the United States and Japan are               4

increasing their presence. China and the United States have had long-standing conflicts            

surrounding maritime power and presence, even though the United States have explicitly            5

stated that they the American government will not take sides in the territorial dispute in the                

South China Sea and refused to comment on how the United States might respond to Chinese                

aggression in contested waters.. However, because of their close relations with the South East              

Asian island nations , in particular the Philippines and Taiwan, the United States regularly             6 7

sends ships into the South China Sea area to to challenge “excessive maritime claims that               8

restrict the right and freedoms of the United States and others”.  

China’s claim to this area is an apparently ancient one. China has mentioned that “its               

has indisputable sovereignty over the South China Sea Island and the adjacent waters” .             9

Vietnam also has a claim to this area, but does not have an overlapping or conflict of interest                  

with Manila or Taiwan. Taiwan has claims on four archipelagos which China currently holds,              

but because China also effectively claims that Taipei is China’s territory, it further raises the               

question of their sovereignty. To complicate matters further, the United States is a firm              

supporter of Taipei, and frequently helps their military situation by sending troops or ships.  

4 Symonds, P. (2016, January 22). World Socialist Web Site. Retrieved January 22, 2016, 
from https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2016/01/22/japaj22.html  
5 David Martin Jones and M.L.R. Smith. (2015, November 24). Can Asean ever solve the 
South China Seas dispute through multilateral dialogue? Retrieved January 22, 2016, from 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/12012915/CanAseaneversolvethe
SouthChinaSeasdisputethroughmultilateraldialogue.html  
6 Wikimedia. (n.d.). Foreign relations of the United States. Retrieved January 31, 2016, from 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_relations_of_the_United_States#Southeast_Asia  
7 Nakamura, D. (2015, November 17). Obama is in the Philippines, looking to strengthen U.S. ties in 
Southeast Asia. Retrieved January 31, 2016, from 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/obamaisinthephilippineslookingtobolsterustiesinso
utheastasia/2015/11/17/c7530d2c8cfb11e5acff673ae92ddd2b_story.html  
8 Starr, B., & Berlinger, J. (2016, January 30). U.S. Navy sends ship near disputed island  
CNN.com. Retrieved January 31, 2016, from 
http://www.cnn.com/2016/01/30/asia/usnavysouthchinasea/  
9 Santolan, J. (2015, October 31). UN Tribunal to adjudicate South China Sea legal dispute. 
Retrieved February 5, 2016, from https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2015/10/31/philo31.html  

https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2016/01/22/japa-j22.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/12012915/Can-Asean-ever-solve-the-South-China-Seas-dispute-through-multilateral-dialogue.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/12012915/Can-Asean-ever-solve-the-South-China-Seas-dispute-through-multilateral-dialogue.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_relations_of_the_United_States#Southeast_Asia
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/obama-is-in-the-philippines-looking-to-bolster-us-ties-in-southeast-asia/2015/11/17/c7530d2c-8cfb-11e5-acff-673ae92ddd2b_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/obama-is-in-the-philippines-looking-to-bolster-us-ties-in-southeast-asia/2015/11/17/c7530d2c-8cfb-11e5-acff-673ae92ddd2b_story.html
http://www.cnn.com/2016/01/30/asia/us-navy-south-china-sea/
https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2015/10/31/phil-o31.html
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Figure 2: Diagram highlighting disputes in the South China Sea and military presence in the region. 

 

Section 2: Past Actions 

The largest and most recent course of reaction was the non-binding Declaration on the              

Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea . This declaration was signed by all members of the                 10

ASEAN and the People’s Republic of China on November 4, 2002, but unfortunately, no              

substantial progress has been achieved towards Article Ten in this declaration, which states that              

“The Parties concerned reaffirm that the adoption of a code of conduct in the South China Sea                 

would further promote peace and stability in the region and agree to work, on the basis of                 

consensus, towards the eventual attainment of this objective”. To build onto this act, on July               

20, 2011, “Guidelines for the Effective Implementation of the DOC” was created and again              

signed by all ASEAN nation states along with Mainland China, and “reaffirms that the DOC is                

a milestone document which embodies their [ASEAN member states and China] collective            

10 Chang, C. (2015, October 20). Examining the Flaws of a South China Sea Code of 
Conduct. Retrieved January 22, 2016, from 
http://thediplomat.com/2015/10/examiningtheflawsofthesouthchinaseacodeofconduct/  

http://thediplomat.com/2015/10/examining-the-flaws-of-the-south-china-sea-code-of-conduct/
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commitment to promoting peace, stability and mutual trust to ensure the peaceful resolution             

of disputes in the South China Sea” .  11

ASEAN 

Thus far, the approach which the ASEAN group has taken have been mostly treaty              

writing and relatively low impact actions. However, it is apparent that most of the              

member states are fearful of the the PRC due to their aggressive attitudes, and              

frequently refer to the United States or other non-ASEAN member states to help guide              

peace-related discussions, monitor the situation, and access conflict escalation. On the           

surface, their soft approach has seemed to bear fruit, especially with the ASEAN-China             

free trade agreements and the DOC to help manage the conflict, but China has              

ruthlessly exploited ASEAN’s weak state regionalism to advance its national interest in            

maritime hegemony.  

United Nations 

In October and November of 2015, the Permanent Court of Arbitration in the UN              

finally was ruled to have jurisdiction in said area, so they will now be able to examine                 

the legal merits of Manila’s case, filed against Beijing over one of the many territorial               

disputes . The ruling finally happened after the US sailed a guided missile destroyer             12

within 12 nautical miles of Chinese occupied states. However, there is no direct United              

Nations convention or effort which seeks the eventual peace in that area. It should be               

further noted however, that the EU has announced its support for Washington’s            

provocation.  

Independent Efforts 

President Ma of the Republic of China suggested the “East and South China Sea peace               

Initiatives” which calls on all concerned parties to exercise restraint and refrain from             

taking any unilateral action that might escalate tensions. Of particular importance, he            

11 “Asean Community In A Global Community Of Nation. (n.d.). Guidelines for the Implementation of 
the DOC. “ASEAN Community in a Global Community of Nations” Guidelines for the 
Implementation of the DOC. Retrieved February 5, 2016, from 
http://www.asean.org/storage/images/archive/documents/20185DOC.pdf  
12 Santolan, J. (2015, October 31). UN Tribunal to adjudicate South China Sea legal dispute. 
Retrieved February 5, 2016, from https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2015/10/31/philo31.html  

http://www.asean.org/storage/images/archive/documents/20185-DOC.pdf
https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2015/10/31/phil-o31.html
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emphasizes the usage of international law, such as the Charter of the United Nations              

and the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea in dealing with regional               

disputes.  

Another possibility is an “International Conference on the South China Sea ” that can             13

be used to work out international solutions to conflicting claims in the South China              

sea. This plan would clarify how disputes are handled (in a similar manner to those               

employed in Eastern Asia). Member states need to work out what method to use, a               

declaration of conduct, and non-military gray zone areas. Once some sort of resolution             

is developed, the next step would be for the international community to recognise the              

legitimacy of the conference and support the respective actions.  

 

Section 3: Possible Solutions 

There are many preventive options as well as mitigating options to atleast reduce tensions. The               

disputes in the South China Sea are extremely delicate and have the potential to escalate into far                 

larger conflicts. As such, delegates will need to focus primarily on how to solve the territorial                

disputes over the islands and the resources associated, and how to determine the rightful              

jurisdiction in the region. Due to to the lack of detail and paperwork regarding the status of                 

this area, it is encouraged that the nations bring the case to the MMCA, the ICJ, or the                  

International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea for settlement. A creation of new dialogue               

mechanisms may be worth considering, such as a South China Sea Coast Guard forum,              

modeled after the North Pacific Coast Guard forum , which cooperates on am multitude of              14

maritime security and legal issues, and could enhance cooperation through information sharing            

and knowledge of best practises. Another option could be to re-create a resolution similar to               

the one used during the dispute over Svalbard, and island located between Norway and              

13 Parameswaran, P. (2015, April 10). A New Way to Resolve South China Sea Disputes? Retrieved 
February 5, 2016, from 
http://thediplomat.com/2015/04/onenewwaytoresolvethesouthchinaseadisputes/  
14 Canadian Coast Guard. (2013, June 24). North Pacific Coast Guard Forum. Retrieved January 
31, 2016, from http://www.ccggcc.gc.ca/e0007869  

http://thediplomat.com/2015/04/one-new-way-to-resolve-the-south-china-sea-disputes/
http://www.ccg-gcc.gc.ca/e0007869
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Greenland. The Treaty of Spitsbergen , signed in 1920, awarded primary sovereignty to            15

Norway but assigned resource-related right to all signatories. 

Ultimately, the  solution cannot be one which is developed independently by anyone nation, 

but must be a resolution which embodies the interests and values of the ASEAN member states 

along with non-member states (such as China, the United States and Japan), under the 

supervision of the United Nations.  

 

Further Research 

Questions to consider: 

1. What are possible consequences if the crisis continues to escalate, and how would this              

affect Southeast Asia’s political and economic dynamics, along with the trade           

agreements which ASEAN was built around? 

2. To what extent is greater militarization among the island a threat to the political              

security of the region and the greater general and economic stability of the rest of Asia? 

3. Is joint development a solution worth puring to solve this crisis? What are the direct               

and indirect effects, whether they be beneficial or detrimental, for each nation? 

4. What is the role of non-local nations in this conflict? What will be the consequences of                

their military-based and diplomatic actions? 
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