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      I.         Introduction 

It has been estimated that third of world trade passes through the South China Sea, which 
makes it one of most strategic regions in Asia, if not the whole globe. Unfortunately, this large body 
of water serves as one of the world's most composite and complex territorial disputes. Over six 
countries, China, Taiwan, Vietnam, Brunei, Philippines, and Malaysia, have competing claims on 
parts of the South China Sea, if not all of it, while there are other involved countries such as the 
United States, Cambodia, Indonesia, Singapore and Thailand that play a crucial role in this issue. To 
be precise, this region is rich with five trillion dollars worth of trade, crude oil, natural gas and an 
optimum region for fishing, which makes it clear why countries are in dispute over it. China has been 
a very involved player in the region as it embarked an intimidating campaign to set it under its 
jurisdiction. It was initiated through China’s construction of artificial islands in areas of reefs and 
waterlogged rocks identified as the Spratly Islands. It has built several military bases and airstrips to 
claim the island and the disputed South China 
Sea. At the same time, the government has 
issued serious warnings to ships and 
airplanes to stay away from the islands, as 
they are Chinese. The government has held 
evidence from the 20th century that proves 
that the South China Sea belongs to China. 
The Philippines has disputed such claims 
and opened a case in the International Court 
of Justice; thus, it manifests how countries 
are in serious dispute over the body of water 
as they are engaging in conflicts against 
each other through the military and through the world’s judiciary system . Moreover, there are other 
nations who are involved and can’t appeal to the international community like the nation of Taiwan, 
subsequently, they seek help from their allies like the US.    
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 It's quite obvious that the South China Sea is one of the most complicated territorial disputes 
in the whole world. Hence, direct action and series of solutions must be provided to resolve such 
issue. Keeping in mind that such issue can escalate into an armed conflict. Especially, that the United 
States of America has supported is long time ally, the Philippines, and has conducted navigation 
conquests in the region to provoke the Chinese government and has asked the Chinese to resolve the 
issue as soon as possible.  

 
 II.             Involved Countries and Organizations 
[People’s Republic of China] 

The South China Sea territorial dispute has hampered relations between China and Southeast 
Asian countries. For decades, the Chinese government has had a strong stance in the territorial 

1 "Armed Clash in the South China Sea." Council on Foreign Relations. Council on Foreign Relations, n.d. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<https://www.cfr.org/report/armed-clash-south-china-sea>.  
2 South China Sea Map. Digital image. Institute for Defense Studies and Analysis. IDSA, n.d. Web. 
<http://www.idsa.in/idsacomments/TheSouthChinaSeaImbroglio_ssparmar_141011>. 
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dispute. More than four decades ago, Southeast Asian countries started to compete over islands and 
reefs in the South China Sea, noting that the areas 
surrounding these acres of water are rich in resources. In 
1947, the Kuomintang Government -the National party 
that ruled over mainland China from 1928 to 1942- has 
published the Nine Dash Map which is a map that features 
China’s sovereignty over the South China Sea; it is a nine 
dashed line of a u-shaped border marked by dashes (relate 
to figure 2 ). This hypothetical border counters 3

neighboring countries’ Economic Exclusive Zone (EEZ) 
and disregards their maritime rights and their jurisdiction. 
In 2009, China has proposed to the international 
community with these borders. Moreover, China has manipulated the United Nations’ 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) by building artificial islands on reefs and 
waterlogged rocks to enlarge its EEZ. The convention decrees that an EEZ extends 200 nautical miles 
from a country’s border, with China’s construction in the sea, their 200 nautical miles start from these 
artificial islands not from the mainland China which challenged the other five claimants.    

4

China claims 95% of territory of the South China Sea. Particularly claimed the Spratlys, the 
Paracel islands and the Scarborough Shoal islands and has started infrastructural construction on 
them. With 2014’s commencement, China has built 3 airstrips, radar systems, lighthouses and 
militaristic facilities in the following reefs in the Spratlys: Fiery Cross Reef, Mischief Reef, Subi 
Reef, Cuarteron Reef, Johnson Reef, Gaven Reef and Hughes Reef. Also China has militarized the 
Woody Islands that are located in the Paracel islands through positioning fighter jets, cruise missiles 
and radar systems just to protect their claim. In May of 2014, the state-owned China National 
Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) started drilling for oil just 120 miles away from the Vietnamese 
coast provoking the Vietnamese government, the drilling was met with serious opposition and protests 
from the Vietnamese. At the same time, the Chinese government had issued serious warning 
statements to stay away from the islands, the waters surrounding it, and the airspace above it. The 
Chinese President Xi Jinping has stated,“we are strongly committed to safeguarding the country’s 
sovereignty and security, and defending our territorial integrity.”  

5

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Fiery Cross Reef in 2014                                                                                 Figure 4: Fiery Cross Reef in 20155 6

3 Nine Dash Map. Digital image. Radio Free Asia. RFA, n.d. Web. 
4 "South China Sea." South China Sea | Lowy Institute. N.p., n.d. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<https://www.lowyinstitute.org/issues/south-china-sea>. 
5 Cobus, Pete. "South China Sea | Conflict and Diplomacy on the High Seas." China | South China Sea | Conflict and Diplomacy on the 
High Seas. N.p., 29 Dec. 2016. Web. 14 July 2017. <https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/china/>. 
6 South China Sea Images. Digital image. Lowy Institute. Lowy Institute, n.d. Web. <https://www.lowyinstitute.org/issues/south-china-sea>. 
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[Republic of the Philippines] 
The Republic of the Philippines is been one of the eligible claimants in the territorial disputes 

of the South China Sea as it holds a legit ruling from a Hague based tribunal (PCA case number 
2013–19). The Filipinos claim jurisdiction over the Scarborough Shoal islands and the Northeastern 
area of the Spratly islands, which they name the Kalayaan. To be precise, the Philippines claimed its 
EEZ rights in the following islands in the Spratlys: Thitu Island, West York Island, Northeast Cay, 
Loaita Cay, Lankiam Cay, Flat Island, Nanshan Island, Second Thomas Shoal, and Commodore Reef. 
The Philippines asks for their right to explore and exploit resources surrounding these islands and 
reefs within 200 nautical miles. Since 1999, the Philippines had started infrastructural construction on 
some of these islands to maintain its sovereignty and assert their declaration  in front of the 
international community. For example, in the Thitu Islands, Philippines built an administrative center 
for Kalayaan under the province of Palawan. In this island, there is a military base and a 1.3 kilometer 
airstrip. Moreover, the island has over 300 Filipino inhabitants; therefore, infrastructural services had 
been built to include a multi-purpose hall, health center, school, a water-filtration plant and allotted 
agricultural tracts. In the Second Thomas Shoal, there are military personnel that were present there 
since 1999. These developments are theirs as they were built by the government to provide to their 
people a sustainable life.   

7

The Philippines’ former president, Benigno Aquino, has strongly believed that they can’t 
maintain their sovereignty over the disputed islands using force against China, as he once stated,“to be 
realistic about it, how does one push around a superpower [China]?” Hence, he sought help from the 
international community and, under his administration, he opened a case in the International Court of 
Justice against China. On July 12th, 2016 the tribunal in the Hague ruled in favor of the Philippines 
that they have total control of the Western Philippine Sea (where parts of the Spratlys and 
Scarborough are located) and that the Nine Dash Map isn’t a reliable source of evidence. However, 
the Chinese government has rejected the ICJ’s verdict. China rejects the verdict because it doesn’t 
recognize the Hague based arbitration tribunal; thus, its ruling isn’t binding nor enforceable. 
Moreover, the Chinese believe that any solution will be reached by negotiations between China and 
the Philippines rather than seeking an outsider. China’s construction on the Spratly chain still remain 
and no action has been taken by the Chinese government towards withdrawing their forces from the 
region 6  

On June 30th, 2016 the Philippines has inaugurated a new president named, Rodrigo 
Duterte. He has followed a different path than his predecessor. He successfully negotiated with the 
Chinese president the issue as he stated,"America has lost now. I've realigned myself in your 
ideological flow,"7 and the outcome of these negotiations is that China allowed the Philippines to fish 
in their waters, thus minimizing the disputes over the Scarborough Shoal Islands. CNN described 
Duterte as an official who abandoned his “previous policies” as he started to resort to the military 
instead of diplomacy to take over the Scarborough islands. He said,"we tried to be friends with 
everybody but we have to maintain our jurisdiction now, at least the areas under our control. And I 
have ordered the armed forces to occupy all these." Moreover he also stated,"it's like we're all 
competing to take these islands. And what's ours now at least, let's take it and make a strong point 
there that this is ours." There is still competetion after the verdict over the islands as China 
disregarded it. Obviously, Duterte has adopted a much more forceful policy towards the issue as he 

7 Cobus, Pete. "South China Sea | Conflict and Diplomacy on the High Seas." Philippines | South China Sea | Conflict and Diplomacy on 
the High Seas. N.p., 29 Dec. 2016. Web. 14 July 2017. <https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/philippines/>. 
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started to call for more construction on these islands as he said,"(We) must build bunkers or houses 
there and make provisions for habitation."  8

Figure 5: Philippines claim in the South China Sea  
9

[Socialist Republic of Vietnam] 
The Socialist Republic of Vietnam has been a crucial player in the territorial dispute of the 

South China Sea. Vietnam is one of the claimants of the Spratly and the Paracel Islands as they are 
located inside their waters and in their economic exclusive zone. In fact, Vietnam controls over 25 
geographic features in the chain of both islands, these islands are within their 200 nautical mile that's 
why they seek control of the following: Namyit Island, Sin Cowe Island, Amboyna Cay, Sand Cay, 
West Reef, Central Reef, East Reef, Bombay Castle, Barque Canada Reef, Pearson Reef, Alison Reef, 
Cornwallis South Reef, Tennent Reef, Lansdowne Reef, Collins Reef, Sin Cowe Island, Union Reefs, 
Discovery Great Reef, Petley Reef, South Reef, Vanguard Bank, Prince Consort Bank, Grainger 
Bank, and Ladd Reef. South China Sea is very significant for the country as the region is rich with oil 
and fish grounds. Vietnam is the 9th largest supplier of fish in the world, while oil is the country’s 
largest foreign currency generator, so controlling the region is vital for Vietnam. Vietnam has also 
started  infrastructural construction on Sand Cay and West Reef in the Spratlys to assert its 
sovereignty.  

10

Tension grew in particular in May of 2014 when the Chinese National Offshore Oil 
Corporation (CNOOC) started drilling for oil just 120 miles away from the Vietnamese coast. The 
Vietnamese government consequently sent the coast guard and maritime vessels to stop drilling which 

8 Griffiths, James. "South China Sea: Duterte Orders Philippines Military to Occupy Islands." CNN. Cable News Network, 06 Apr. 2017. 
Web. 14 July 2017. <http://edition.cnn.com/2017/04/06/asia/philippines-duterte-south-china-sea/index.html>. 
9 Map of South China Sea. Digital image. ABC News. N.p., n.d. Web. 
<http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-08-01/china-turns-defeat-into-victory-in-south-china-sea/7676260>. 
10 Cobus, Pete. "Vietnam." South China Sea | Conflict and Diplomacy on the High Seas. N.p., 29 Dec. 2016. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/vietnam/>. 
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resulted into an assault between the Vietnamese and Chinese. The outcome of this collision was the 
sinking of a Vietnamese fishing boat.3 Moreover, the Chinese sent a vessel to visit the Paracel Islands 
to challenge Vietnam’s sovereignty over the islands. The Chinese aggression was met with protests 
and riots in Vietnam rebuking the Chinese government.  The Vietnamese Prime Minister, Nguyen 

11

Tan Dung, stated,“Vietnam will do what it can to join other regional countries in consolidating peace 
and stability in the region,” asserting that Vietnam does not favor an escalation, but they just want to 
maintain their jurisdiction over the Spratlys and the Paracels.9  

Figure 6: Chinese Vessel shooting water cannons on Vietnamese fishing boat  12

[United States of America] 
The United States of America is the most engaged non-claimant country in this territorial 

dispute. The United States claim that it doesn’t have an official position on this issue and it doesn’t 
side with a particular party. However, the U.S. has constantly supported its long time ally the 
Philippines in this dispute and had stood by Vietnam for commercial interests. Moreover, it has 
rebuked Chinese aggression through its media and has threatened to expand its militaristic alliances 
with the other claimants in this dispute. The United States conducts freedom of navigation conquests 
in South China Sea claiming that they have the right to do so. Ironically it sides with UNCLOS (US 
didn't ratify it), as it decrees that nation states have right to navigate, overflight, lay submarines cables 
and pipelines, fish and research in article 87. Keeping in mind that these conditions apply on 
international water, which is what the US is debating as China’s claimed waters are not legit as the 
Hague based tribunal dismiss the validity of nine dash map. By the time 2021 comes, US navy 
presence will increase by 30% to secure communication lines and to navigate the area. U.S. relations 
with China have been tense along the years for several reasons, one of them was because of this 
dispute. During Bush’s administration, tension grew as a U.S. spy plane surveilling the South China 
Sea crashed into a Chinese fighter jet near the Chinese mainland. And under Obama’s administration, 
Chinese navy and airforce clashed with the United States Navy Ships (USNS). As a surveillance ship 

11 Chandran, Nyshka. "Trump May Turn to Vietnam for Help on South China Sea." CNBC. CNBC, 31 May 2017. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<http://www.cnbc.com/2017/05/31/trump-may-turn-to-vietnam-for-help-on-south-china-sea.html>. 
12 South China Sea Standoff. Digital image. The Daily Caller. N.p., n.d. Web. 
<http://dailycaller.com/2014/06/03/south-china-sea-standoff-the-u-s-must-get-off-the-sidelines/>. 
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refused to leave south of China’s waters; therefore, this ship was worn-out. Subsequently, Obama 
ordered missile destroyers to defend the ships.   

13

The United States is the reason why a major military escalation hasn’t occurred until now as 
China won’t go to war with the U.S. for political and economic reasons like the billions of dollar 
worth of trade and the security between both countries. However, the defense treaty between the U.S. 
and the Philippines could involve the U.S. in a collision between China and the Philippines over the 
oil in the reef bank or the fish supply in the Scarborough Shoal.1 For the first time under Trump’s 
administration, a U.S. ship navigated in the South China Sea, the USS Dewey was 12 miles away 
from the Spratly islands claiming it is free to navigate in international waters. A Pentagon (USA’s 
defense department) spokesperson stated, "We operate in the Asia-Pacific region on a daily basis, 
including in the South China Sea. We operate in accordance with international law. We fly, sail, and 
operate wherever international law allows." The Pentagon also added and described freedom 
navigation operations are, "not about any one country, or any one body of water," asserting that the 
South China Sea doesn’t belong to a one country.   

14

Australia is the United 
States’ closest ally in the region, and 
it is one of the non-claimant 
countries that are involved in this 
issue for economic reasons such as 
free trade. Therefore, Australia has 
followed the U.S. demands to 
conduct free navigation operations 
in the South China Sea and to send 
surveillance ships and aircrafts. 
Moreover, it conducted navy 
exercises and petrols in the region 
just to dismantle and provoke 
China’s  fake claims.3                                                            Figure 7: USS Dewey in South China Sea on May 5.  15

 [Association of Southeast Asian Nations]  

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a 10 member bloc of Southeast 
Asian countries seeking peace, security and economic cooperation in the region. Four out of the ten 
members (Malaysia, Brunei, Vietnam, Philippines, Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, Singapore, 
Indonesia and Thailand) are claimants in the territorial dispute of the South China Sea; hence, the 
ASEAN members sought to resolve this dispute. With the Filippino president being the current chair 
of the association, he has held comprehensive negotiations to settle this dispute. After negotiations in 
Thailand, the Thai Prime Minister, Prayut Chan-o-cha, has described navigation operations as, “a 
core value in securing peace and prosperity in the region.” Duterte also asserted that, “maintaining 
peace, stability and security as well as respecting freedom of navigation and overflight in the South 
China Sea, are in the interests of all countries, within outside the region, as they are fundamental 

13 Cobus, Pete. "Disputed Waters." South China Sea | Conflict and Diplomacy on the High Seas. N.p., 29 Dec. 2016. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/>. 
14 Westcott, Ben, and Barbara Starr. "US Warship Tests China's Claims in South China Sea." CNN. Cable News Network, 25 May 2017. 
Web. 14 July 2017. <http://edition.cnn.com/2017/05/24/politics/south-china-sea-us-mischief-reef/index.html>. 
15 USS Dewey. Digital image. CNN Politics. CNN, n.d. Web. 
<http://edition.cnn.com/2017/05/24/politics/south-china-sea-us-mischief-reef/index.html>. 
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conditions for growth, development and prosperity,” highlighting that to resolve this dispute 
navigation operations must be conducted to emphasize that the South China Sea isn’t part of Chinese 
sovereignty but it is considered an international body of water. In 2002, the ASEAN issued the 
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea and since then they were hoping to 
implement it but the Chinese government needed to control trade routes and the oil in the region for 
economic reasons. However, Beijing had scheduled a diplomatic meeting in May of 2017 to legally 
bind the declaration to resolve the issue. The declaration didn’t divide the region among the claimants, 
but it just set guidelines to make peace in the area.  On May 17th, 2017 the Chinese foreign ministry 

16

officially announced that a framework was settled to bind the code of conduct for the territorial 
dispute. The Chinese foreign ministry stated,“uphold using the framework of regional rules to manage 
and control disputes, to deepen practical maritime cooperation, to promote consultation on the code 
and jointly maintain the peace and stability of the South China Sea,” giving prominence that the 
meeting was successful. It is clear that the ASEAN is a forward leaning entity that is trying to resolve 
the dispute of the South China Sea.  

17

 

  III.         Focused Overview of the Issue 
The South China Sea is an area that hosts one of the world’s most complicated territorial 

disputes. It is a 3.5 million square kilometer body of water that is rich in resources like natural gas, oil 
and fishing grounds. Also, the area holds a third of world trade, making it a strategic area to control.12 
A country like China claims over 95% of South China Sea making the dispute much more complex. 
The issue dates back to 1951 when the Empire of Japan lost World War Two (WWII). The San 
Francisco Treaty was ratified later on to give back possession to Japan’s territories in Indochina, 
including the Spratly and the Paracel islands. Since the mid-1970s, countries started claiming parts of 
the South China Sea to be under their jurisdiction. After the UNCLOS was ratified in 1994, the 
following countries started asking for their maritime rights in their economic exclusive zones: 
Republic of China (Taiwan), People’s Republic of China, and four member states of ASEAN, which 
are Malaysia, the Nation of Brunei, the Republic of the Philippines and the Socialist Republic of 
Vietnam. Tensions grew significantly since 2014 as China started construction on several islands 
(Fiery Cross Reef, Johnson South Reef, Cuarteron Reef, Gaven Reef, Hughes Reef, Mischief Reef and 
Subi Reef) to expand its sovereignty by force, even though in 2016 the ICJ dismissed the Nine Dash 
Map claiming that it’s legally invalid and it doesn’t prove China’s claim over the South China Sea. On 
the other hand, the United States conducts free navigation operations claiming that international law 
permits conquests in international waters and in countries’ EEZ.  

18

 1) Economic Aspect 
The South China Sea might be one of the richest areas in the whole world. The region holds 

more than 11 billion barrels of oil and 190 trillion of cubic feet of natural gas. Moreover, the total 
annual amount of trade passing through the South China Sea exceeds 5.3 trillion dollars, which is 
more than France and the UK’s GDP combined.1 The US estimates that the resources are equal to 
Mexico’s resources, while the Chinese estimate that they are just the second after Saudi Arabia’s 

16 Corben, Ron. "ASEAN Looks to 'Framework' on South China Sea Security." VOA. VOA, 22 Mar. 2017. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<https://www.voanews.com/a/asean-looks-for-framework-on-south-china-sea-security/3776856.html>. 
17 "Panda, Ankit. "China, ASEAN Come to Agreement on a Framework South China Sea Code of Conduct." The Diplomat. The Diplomat, 
19 May 2017. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<http://thediplomat.com/2017/05/china-asean-come-to-agreement-on-a-framework-south-china-sea-code-of-conduct/> 
18 "Library Specials." Peace Palace Library, the International Law Library. N.p., n.d. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<https://www.peacepalacelibrary.nl/library-special/south-china-sea-territorial-disputes/>. 
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resources. Also the area is rich in fishing grounds, which is useful for fish industries that the claimants 
are specialised in, especially China.12  

China holds the title for the world leader in fish supply as it catches over 13.9 million tons of 
fish which comprises 17.4% of the world’s fishing industry. China deployed the H-981 and HYSY 
981 Oil Rigs near the Paracel Islands to drill for oil for economic reasons and to assert its right in their 
ownership. China also seeks control of the area to secure its trading easily.4 On the other side, the 
Philippines has economic interests in the region as its the 12th largest fish supplier in the world as it 
catches over 2.1 million tons of fish, which is about 2.67% of world’s fish supply. In 1970s, 
Philippines discovered oil in Reef Bank; however, the area is untapped as China claims its jurisdiction 
of it, so Philippines drills in the area between the Palawan and the Reef Bank until now.6 Vietnam is 
the 9th largest fish supplier in the world as more 2.4 million tons of fish are caught every year, which 
is 3.03% of the world’s supply. Moreover, oil is its leading foreign currency generator; however, 
drilling near the Paracel Islands was impossible due to Chinese presence.9 Malaysia is the world’s 
15th largest fish supplier as it catches over 1.5 million tons of fish, which is 1.85% of the world’s 
total. Its waters holds over 80 trillion cubic feet of natural gas and 5 billion barrels of oil (richest in the 
region), but their possession is disrupted by the Chinese as well. Brunei is a country that imports a lot 
of products from outside of the country; thus, securing trade lanes is necessary. 12 

It can be deduced why the South China Sea is an important area, and the motives behind 
controlling the region are mostly financial as 5.3 trillion dollars of trade, large fishing grounds, 11 
billion barrels of oil and 190 trillion cubic feet of natural gas are an incentive to control the area. 

  
2) Geographic Aspect 

As mentioned before, the South China Sea covers more than 3.5 million square kilometers of 
water in the indo-pacific region in Southeast Asia.12 The South China Sea is at the coast of more than 
10 countries which are the following: Brunei, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, 
Singapore, Republic of China (Taiwan), Thailand and Vietnam. Consequently, maritime borders 
collided over each other making it a complicated region. Moreover, the water body is an important 
trade line for South Korea, Japan, Australia and many more countries as it serves as one of the world’s 
busiest trade routes. The South China Sea contains islands and reefs that have strategic importance 
and significance. Their essentiality is because they are rich in either oil, natural gas, fishing grounds, 
touristic attractions, and most importantly these islands expands a nation’s coastal border as according 
to the UNCLOS: countries have 200 nautical miles of economic exclusive zone from their coast. The 
most significant islands in the reason are the following: Spratly Islands, Paracel Islands, Pratas, the 
Natuna Islands and Scarborough Shoal.3 The Spratly islands are consisted of more than 200 islets, 
coral reefs and seamounts. Five claimants (People’s Republic of China, Republic of China (Taiwan), 
Malaysia, Philippines and Vietnam) dispute over this rich island chain. The northeastern area of the 
Spratlys lies the Paracel islands, which occupies 250,000  square kilometer of the South China Sea 
which is about 7% of the region. The Paracel islands are the most valuable because they hold the most 
oil and natural gas reserves. The Scarborough Shoal has vash fishing grounds, giving it a strategic 
geographic importance.17  
 
3) Political and the Militaristic Aspect 

For so many years, the neighboring countries in the South China had worked so hard to 
prevent a militaristic escalation in the region. United States’s support of its allies through conducting 
free navigation operations has been considered a controversial move as it provokes the Chinese 
government and could result into an armed conflict between the world’s current superpowers, China 
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and U.S.A. Under the U.S. Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter, the United States had conducted its 
first freedom of navigation operation in 2012, where the USS Lessen vessel passed by the Spratlys. 
Later the United States conducted three freedom of navigation operations in 2015 to challenge 
China’s claims in the dispute South China Sea through sailing 12 miles away from the Subi Reef. As 
for 2016, the United States conducted another two: one sailing near the Triton islands in the Paracel 
chain of islands and another near the Fiery Cross Reef, which is the island that China has most of its 
civil and armed constructions. The Chinese government condemned these acts and had stated that they 
disregard China’s national and international laws. Defense Ministry spokesman Ren Guoqiang said, 
"We firmly opposed to the US behavior of showing force and boosting regional militarization, and 
have made solemn representation to the US side."14 

Another militaristic dispute occurred between the Chinese and the Filipinos as they are in 
dispute over the Reed Bank and it’s untapped oil and natural gas. China claims that it’s part of their 
sovereignty; hence, the Philippines doesn’t have the right to drill in it, noting that this bank is 8 miles 
away from the Palawan Island. Unfortunately, the United States could be involved in such escalation 
due to the mutual defense treaties between the Philippines, and the U.S. political and militarial ties 
with the Philippines could draw the U.S. in a huge armed conflict and destabilize the region.  

A third escalation happened between Vietnam and China due to oil drilling as well. In May of 
2014, tension grew when the Chinese National offshore oil Corporation (CNOOC) started drilling for 
oil just 120 miles away from the Vietnamese coast. The Vietnamese government consequently sent 
the coast guard and maritime vessels to prevent the oil drilling which resulted into a clash between the 
Vietnamese and Chinese. The outcome of this collision was the sinking of a Vietnamese fishing boat. 
Unfortunately, the United States could draw in an escalation between both countries because the U.S. 
supports Vietnam for commercial and industrial reasons.3 Figure 8 (below): Comprehensive map of the 
disputed South China Sea5 
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IV.           Key Vocabulary 
Tribunal: A tribunal is a specialized court or a panel of judges chosen by a government or 
the international community to assess a certain case and to conclude with a final verdict. 
In this case, the Philippines resorted to the international community to examine the dispute 
of the South China Sea and in 2016 the UN’s Permanent Court of Arbitration (the 
International Tribunal on the Law of the Sea) that consisted of a panel of five judges ruled 
in favor of the philippines and against China.1  
Economic Exclusive Zone (EEZ): The economic exclusive zone is a maritime border of 
any coastal nation. It is an article under the UNCLOS, where it permits coastal nations to 
explore, exploit resources and pursue economic, commercial and scientific activities just 
200 nautical miles from their shores. In the territorial dispute of South China Sea, EEZ 
collide making it one of the most complex territorial disputes.1  
Jurisdiction: A jurisdiction is the ability conducted by entity with authority to make legal 
decisions on another entity under their supervision. In this case, the disputed South China 
Sea has six claimant countries that seek to have maritime jurisdiction over reefs and 
islands in the region. China claims to have jurisdiction of 95% the South China Sea. 12 

  
V.           Important Events & Chronology 
 

Date 
(Day/Month/Year) 

Event 

 10/12/1982  The United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) was established 
to set guidelines for the oceans and the seas 
and the resources within them. It was 
opened for signatures in Montego Bay, 
Jamaica.   

19

 16/11/1994  UNCLOS was activated in accordance with 
its 320 articles and 9 annexes. It laid down 
set of rules for coastal nations to follow to 
exercise their maritime rights. Claimants 
are in dispute over the article of the EZZ.18 

 4/11/2002 The Declaration on the Conduct of Parties 
in the South China Sea was signed by the 
ASEAN and China to resolve the issue of 
the South China Sea and to make peace in 
the region.  

20

19 "United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982." United Nations. UN, 4 May 2017. Web. 
<http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm.>. 
20 "2002 Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea Signed on 4 November 2002 in Phnom Penh, Cambodia by the 
Foreign Ministers." CIL. N.p., n.d. Web. 14 July 2017. 
<https://cil.nus.edu.sg/2002/2002-declaration-on-the-conduct-of-parties-in-the-south-china-sea-signed-on-4-november-2002-in-phnom-penh
-cambodia-by-the-foreign-ministers/.>. 
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 12/7/2016  Hague based Tribunal ruled in favor of the 
Philippines against China for the 
Jurisdiction of the Western Philippine Sea 
giving the Philippines legitimacy.6 

  
VI.             Past Resolutions and Treaties 
http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf   

The United Nation’s Convention on the law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is a set of binding rules 
and laws for the sea that was drafted in 1982 and signed by all countries in 1994 including the 
claimants countries of the South China Sea territorial dispute. The guideline contains 9 parts and they 
all have a total of 320 articles and 9 annexes but the most important part is part 5 which composes of 
20 articles which are from article 55 to 75 and they discuss the economic exclusive zone. This part 
gives coastal countries jurisdiction of 200 miles of their land to exercise economic and maritime 
activities. The convention is binding and applies to all countries but unfortunately it can be 
misinterpreted and manipulated as it is efficient in the region of the South China Sea. This convention 
under section 3 from article 17 to 30 allow transit and innocent passage of ships which paved the way 
for armed conflicts as countries provoke each other through sending their navies in other EEZ. The 
convention is too general and isn’t considering specific scenarios and it should take into account case 
by case scenarios as the world holds different shaped seas and maritime borders. Moreover, the United 
States didn’t ratify the Convention leaving an important party out of these binding rules. 
 
http://asean.org/?static_post=declaration-on-the-conduct-of-parties-in-the-south-china-sea-2  

The Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea is a code of conduct/treaty 
signed on 4th of November, 2002 by the ASEAN member states (Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar and Cambodia) and People’s Republic of 
China to facilitate a binding framework on the territorial dispute of the South China Sea. The 
declaration included several clauses about abiding by the UNCLOS. Moreover, it demands every 
country to resolve the issue through peaceful means. It demands claimants to prevent the process of 
inhabiting on islands,  reefs,  shoals,  cays,  and  other  features. Since then they were hoping to 
implement it but the Chinese government didn’t;however, Beijing has scheduled a diplomatic meeting 
in May of 2017 to legally bind the declaration to resolve the issue. On May 17th, 2017 the Chinese 
foreign ministry officially announced that a framework was settled to bind the code of conduct for the 
territorial dispute. The Chinese foreign ministry stated,“uphold using the framework of regional rules 
to manage and control disputes, to deepen practical maritime cooperation, to promote consultation on 
the code and jointly maintain the peace and stability of the South China Sea,” giving prominence that 
the meeting was successful. It is clear that the ASEAN is a forward leaning entity that is trying to 
resolve the dispute of the South China Sea. However, the code of conduct isn’t effective as it hasn’t 
dealt with the core of this issue because it didn’t determine which country would take which is area in 
the region. 16  
 
VII.           Failed Solution Attempts 

Philippine’s former president sought the international community and under his 
administration, he opened a case in the International Court of Justice against China on the jurisdiction 
of the Western Philippine Sea (where parts of the Spratlys and Scarborough are located). And on July 
12th, 2016 the tribunal in the Hague ruled in favor of the philippines as they have total control of 
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Western Philippine Sea and that the nine dash map isn’t a reliable source of evidence as there is no 
historical context where China ruled the waters within the nine dash line. However, the Chinese 
government has rejected the Hague-based International tribunal’s verdict. Chinese ambitions to take 
over the region of the South China Sea is the main reason why these solutions fail, as China isn’t 
tempted by diplomacy or military action to back off. 6 

As the United States of America didn’t ratify the UNCLOS; therefore, it conducts freedom 
navigations to send a direct message to China and the whole world that the South China Sea isn’t 
under China’s sovereignty but it is international waters and will remain as it is. Using this approach, 
the United States has sent numerous vessels and navy ships in the region to patrol the sea, secure trade 
lanes, navigate and conduct militarial exercise solely and bilaterally with its long time ally, the 
Philippines. The United States believe that by conducting navigation conquests in the region, China 
will consequently drop its claims in the sake of preventing an armed conflict with the US, however it 
turned out to be a failed attempt. The Chinese authorities has condemned these explicitly and has 
clashed several times with United States, the Philippines and Vietnam due to their militarial presence. 
Hence, it is obvious that military action isn’t working as China continues its effort to dominate the 
South China Sea and to construct on islands; however, military action is very dangerous as an 
escalation might occur and serious armed conflicts might take place between the world’s superpower. 
China lately emerged as formidable force; thus, military action fails due to their strength in their 
military. 

 
VIII.         Possible Solutions 

It is strongly recommended to examine the whole issue and to explicitly consider all aspects 
and dimensions of this issue. Delegates should assess the political, economic, geographic, militarial 
and social dimension of the territorial dispute if possible. Moreover, delegate should also explicitly 
abide by their country’s foreign policy and stance on this issue and provide legit solutions 
accordingly. Nation states should lessen their freedom of navigation operations in the region to 
prevent any armed conflict. The United States and China should try to improve their relations to 
increase cooperation in the region and halt a conflict. The claimant countries should try to seek a 
settlement on the issue by reaching out to the International community through the International Court 
of Justice. The ASEAN member states and China should explicitly try to implement the Declaration 
on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea to ease the complexity of the region and make peace. 
The United States should ratify the UNCLOS to ease the tension in the region and lessen their 
intervention through the freedom navigation operations. But most importantly, claimants should 
should agree on the jurisdiction of the South China Sea in a summit.  
 
IX.       Useful Links 
        https://www.cfr.org/report/armed-clash-south-china-sea  

This site is classified as useful as it has an organized structure and a comprehensive view on 
the issue. This site provides an introduction about the issue as a whole, several contingencies and 
predictions regarding an armed conflict, Warning Indicators, Preventive Options, Mitigating Options 
and finally Recommendations. 
 
https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/  

This site is extremely important as it gives an overview of the issue, a comprehensive timeline 
of the dispute since its commencement and claimants position and stances regarding the issue. 
Moreover, it provides officials quotes regarding the dispute from all six claimants. 
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http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/closindx.htm  

This is site is very important as its an excerpt from the UNCLOS. It is part 5 from the 
document and it encompassess article 55 till 75 which discuss the economic exclusive zone (eez). 
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