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Introduction 

South China is an economically and strategically important region for many countries in 

Southeast Asia. It is believed to contain valuable natural resources, including large reserves of 

natural oil and gas, making it an economically attractive region. The sea also serves as a major 

trade route, with trillions of dollars worth of trade passing through annually. However, territorial 

disputes have escalated over time as surrounding states claim sovereignty over parts of the 

South China Sea. These competing states have made conflicting maritime and island claims, 

which have made the region increasingly dangerous1.  

In particular, China has made excessive maritime claims, based on the controversial 

cartographic alteration in 1947. This amendment introduced the “Nine-dash line,” which 

describes China’s border as encompassing almost the entire South China Sea2. This depiction 

was widely considered illegal by the international community and has not been recognized as 

an official claim. Despite this, China continues to control the region, which has affected freedom 

of navigation and continues to strain international relationships and increase tensions in the 

region.  

In addition to China, several neighboring countries in the South China Sea, including 

Brunei, Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Vietnam, have made competing territorial claims 

to portions of the sea3. These territorial disputes are based on historical claims, colonial 

3  Global Conflict tracker - cfr.org. 
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-sea Accessed 27 December 2024 
 

2 PMFIAS 27 September 2024,  https://www.pmfias.com/south-china-sea-dispute-nine-dash-line/ Accessed 27 
December 2024 

1  Al Jazeera English - Youtube 20 November 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f00V9MQBhg8&t=226s, 
Accessed 27 December 2024 
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heritage, and different interpretations of international law. For example, the United Nations 

Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which states that countries have the right to an 

exclusive economic zone (EEZ)4. However, in 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration even 

ruled against China over the Philippines' claim. According to the claim, China's actions have 

been inconsistent with the UNCLOS. Despite this, China continues to consolidate control over 

the region by expanding its military presence and building artificial islands in disputed waters, 

notably the Paracel and Spratly islands3.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Exclusive Economic Zone 

The Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is a part of the UNCLOS legal framework set by 

the United Nations in 1982. The convention establishes that each coastal state has the right to 

an area extending to 200 nautical miles (370 km) from its coastline. Therefore, a nation has 

jurisdiction over both living and nonliving natural resources5. The EEZ applies only to islands 

capable of sustaining human or economic life on their own. In contrast, islands that don’t meet 

these requirements are considered as rocks6. The EEZ does not give the authority to restrict or 

outlaw the freedom of navigation⁴. In the South China Sea dispute, nations tend to designate 

their sovereign islands as islands to increase the area over which they can exercise national 

jurisdiction. Similarly, states claim that their competitors’ sovereign islands are rocks⁶.   

Freedom of Navigation 

Freedom of navigation means that ships flying under the flag of a sovereign state must 

not be interfered with by other states in international waters. In international law, this has been 

defined as ”freedom of movement for vessels, freedom to enter ports and to make use of plant and 

docks, to load and unload goods and to transport goods and passengers", which is also included in 

the UNCLOS7.  

7 Wikipedia.org updated 29 October 2024  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freedom_of_navigation  Accessed 30 
December 2024 
 

6 Peace Palace Library 2016 https://peacepalacelibrary.nl/south-china-sea-islands Accessed 30 December 2024 

5 Britannica.com 8 November  https://www.britannica.com/topic/exclusive-economic-zone Accessed 30 December 
2024 

4 Clear IAS  9 October 2023  https://www.clearias.com/unclos-maritime-zones/ Accessed 27 December 2024 
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Nine-Dash Line   

The Nine-Dash line, initially introduced as the eleven-dash line, is the border that China 

uses to claim large parts of the South China Sea. This area includes waters and islands up to 

2,000 kilometers from the Chinese mainland and close to countries such as the Philippines, 

Malaysia, and Vietnam. Although it is basically surrounded by waters claimed by Beijing8. The 

name simply indicates how the border appears on the map. China has based its claim on 

historical maritime rights, but the line lacks clear coordinates and extends far beyond what the 

UNCLOS allows9.  

The Spratly Islands  

The Spratly Islands consist of more than 100 small islands surrounded by fishing 

grounds and potential oil and gas deposits10. The archipelago is located near the coasts of the 

Philippines, Malaysia, and Southern Vietnam, making it an essential area for strategic shipping 

routes11. China, Taiwan, and Vietnam all claim the islands in their entirety, while portions are 

claimed by Malaysia and the Philippines. Brunei also claims an exclusive economic zone for this 

area¹⁰.  

The Paracel Islands 

​ The Paracel Islands consist of about 130 small coral islands and reefs, the largest of 

them being Woody Island. The archipelago is located in the northeastern part of the Sea, close 

to China, Taiwan, and Vietnam12. The Paracel Islands are also strategically significant due to 

their strategic shipping lanes and are believed to be surrounded by rich fishing grounds and 

potential underwater oil and gas reserves. China, Taiwan, and Vietnam have all made territorial 

claims in the area. China has established a military presence on some of the islands, 

particularly on the Paracel Islands, with 20 outposts.  

 

12Britannica.com updated 7 November 2024 https://www.britannica.com/place/Paracel-Islands Accessed 5 January 
2025 

11 Wikipedia.org updated 31 December 2024  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spratly_Islands Accessed 2 January 2025  

10 The CIA worldfactbook 29 December 2024  https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/spratly-islands/ 
Accessed 2 January 2025 

9 Time.com 19 July 2016 https://time.com/4412191/nine-dash-line-9-south-china-sea/  Accessed 2 January 2025 

8  PMFIAS 27 September 2024  https://www.pmfias.com/south-china-sea-dispute-nine-dash-line/ Accessed 2 
January 2025 
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United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea is the legal framework that guides 

nations to act peacefully and respectfully in the world’s seas and oceans. It establishes a 

comprehensive body of law, essentially the traditional rules that apply to everyone when using 

international waters13. This 1982 Convention has been ratified by 168 parties, including all the 

Southeast Asian countries involved in the South China Sea dispute. However, the United States 

of America has neither signed nor ratified this convention14.  

 

Explanation of the Question 

China is believed to have originally claimed some control over these areas after having 

attracted travelers to explore the South China Sea during the Han Dynasty. In 1895, the 

Sino-Japanese War fought over the control of Korea, ended with the Shimonoseki Treaty. As a 

result of the treaty, China claims to have ceded control of the islands to Japan. This action gave 

rise to the idea that the islands were originally Chinese property15. In 1947, China openly 

expressed its land claim after the nationalist Kuomintang government had asserted its interests 

by submitting an eleven-dash line that covered almost the entirety of the South China Sea. 

Chinese Communist leader Mao Zedong later confirmed this cartographic alteration by simply 

changing it to a Nine-dash line. To this day, China uses the line to justify the right of the nation's 

territory16. 

16  Council on Foreign Relations https://www.cfr.org/timeline/chinas-maritime-disputes  Accessed 2 January 2025 
 

15Al jazeera News 24 October 2024 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/10/24/why-does-china-claim-almost-the-entire-south-china-sea Accessed 2 
January 2025 

14Public International Law UNCOLS https://www.curtis.com/glossary/public-international-law/unclos Accessed 2 
January 2025 

13International maritime organization 
https://www.imo.org/en/ourwork/legal/pages/unitednationsconventiononthelawofthesea.aspx Accessed 2 January 
2025 
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This map covers the area of the South China Sea and shows China’s Nine-dash line. The disputed 
archipelagos are circled with the colors of the countries that have made territorial claims over them.17 

 

Disputes in the South China Sea date back to the end of the Second World War. After 

the nuclear bombs dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima, Japan was defeated. The defeat was 

followed by the Treaty of San Francisco in 1951, which obliged Japan to relinquish its rights to 

its territories in the South China Sea. This meant that no country had sovereignty over these 

lands, leaving them available to the surrounding nations18. In addition, as a result of the treaty, 

the United States was allowed to build military bases on Okinawa, which was previously under 

Japanese control. The United States and Japan formed a solid form of cooperation after signing 

a treaty on mutual cooperation and security¹⁵.  

18 Beyond the Horizon 11 April 2022 
https://behorizon.org/the-conflict-in-the-south-china-sea-a-focus-on-a-possible-solution/ Accessed 2 January 2025 

17 Forbes.com 22 August 
2017https://www.forbes.com/sites/outofasia/2017/08/22/making-sense-of-the-south-china-sea-dispute/ Accessed 2 
January 2025 
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In 1968 and 1969, the UN published a report announcing potential oil and gas reserves 

in the sea. This attracted particular interest from China. In 1974, China occupied the Paracel 

Islands and part of the Spratly Islands, which were under Vietnamese and Philippine control19. 

Vietnamese troops were forced to flee to the unoccupied parts of the Spratly Islands, 

establishing Vietnam’s first permanent occupation there. Relations between China and Vietnam 

intensified after Vietnam invaded Cambodia in 1978 and began cooperating with the Soviet 

Union, China’s opponent in the Cold War. The Sino-Vietnamese War lasted from February to 

March in 1979.  

In 1987, China physically established itself on one of the Spratly Islands. In response, 

Vietnam occupied several reefs in the area to control Chinese activities. The Chinese navy sank 

three Vietnamese ships in the South China Sea. This was the first armed conflict over the 

archipelago, which later led to a more physical territorial claim. For example, in 1996 Chinese 

ships clashed with a Philippine navy gunboat, in 2010 Chinese ships clashed with the Japanese 

Coast Guard, and in 2012 the Scarborough Shoal incident occurred, in which the Philippines 

sent a warship North of the Spratly Islands against Chinese fishing boats20.  

To alleviate possible maritime conflict, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) and China signed a Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea in 

November of 2002. With this agreement, ASEAN and Chinese members seek to reach a mutual 

understanding to defuse tensions between the countries21. However, in July 201, ASEAN failed 

to make a declaration on the question of the South China Sea’s area, after the Scarborough 

Shoal incident.  

In 2016, China claimed one of the Paracel Islands, causing US officials to worry that 

maritime issues were becoming increasingly militarized. Concerned about the illegal 

militarization of one of the islands, the Philippines filed charges against China. The Permanent 

Court of Arbitration in The Hague ruled that China’s claims to the Nine-dash line were illegal. 

China reacted negatively and issued a decree stating the nation’s "clear legal basis for 

safeguarding maritime order", meaning that China pledged to prosecute any foreigners found 

fishing or searching in disputed waters22. This claim is an infringement on freedom of navigation. 

22Voaner News 2016  https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/ Accessed 3 January 2025 
21 Asean.org 2024 https://asean.org/the-founding-of-asean/ Accessed 3 January 2025 
20 Council on Foreign Relations https://www.cfr.org/timeline/chinas-maritime-disputes  Accessed 2 January 2025 

19 Britannica.com 25 December 2024  https://www.britannica.com/topic/territorial-disputes-in-the-South-China-Sea 
Accessed 2 January 2025 
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Following this, China increased its intimidation tactics as a form of rebellion against the 

dismissal. In March 2021, China deployed 200 missiles to the Whitsun Reef, part of the 

Philippines’ EEZ. While China claimed these to be fishing boats, the Philippines says they were 

operated by military personnel.  

China continued to control the Paracels and some of the Spratly Islands, while other 

surrounding states strongly condemned these actions. The latest action took place in August 

2023, when China published an updated map in which the Nine-dash line was changed to a 

ten-dash line. However, this was swiftly rejected by ASEAN23.  

To date, the countries of Southeast Asia surrounding the South China Sea have not yet 

reached a peaceful agreement on the area. Most nations are acting stubbornly in this case, 

sticking to their own interpretations of treaties, agreements, and clashes. Since international 

agreements have to be vaguely worded, countries have found “loopholes” to justify their actions. 

This can make it difficult to find possible solutions through UN resolutions.  

 

Key Member States and NGOs Involved and Their Views 

China 

China asserts extensive territorial claims over the South China Sea. China’s Nine-dash 

line involves approximately 90% of the area. These claims surpass far beyond China’s 

Economic Exclusive Zone and overlap with claims by the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, and 

Brunei24.  

In pursuit of these claims, China has engaged in noticeable land reclamation and 

construction activities, transforming reefs and islets into artificial islands equipped with military 

infrastructure. These actions have raised concerns among neighboring countries25.  

Vietnam 

25Global Conflict Tracker 17 September 2024 
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-sea Accessed 4 January 2025 

24 BBC News 7 July 2023  https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-13748349 Accessed 4 January 2025 

23 Senkaku islands 29 August 2024  https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/ryodo_eg/kenkyu/senkaku/chapter04_column_04.html 
Accessed 3 January 2025 
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Vietnam maintains a firm stance on the South China Sea, emphasizing its sovereignty 

over the Paracel and Spratly Islands. The first claims by Vietnam were made in 1974, and later 

on in the Treaty of San Francisco, they gained control over these areas26. In response to 

perceived aggressive actions from China, Vietnam has accelerated land reclamation and 

island-building activities in the Spratly Islands to sustain its defense capabilities and assert its 

territorial claims27. Vietnam is a part of ASEAN and advocates peaceful actions and solving 

issues through legal measures.  

The Philippines 

The Philippines asserts sovereignty over the Scarborough Shoal and northeastern parts 

of the Spratly Islands, referring to this area as the Kalayaan Island Group. However, this claim 

overlaps with Chinese and Vietnamese claims. The Philippines maintains control over parts 

such as West York Island, Commodore Reef, Flat Island, and Nanshan Island. Among the South 

China Sea claimants, the Philippines has made the fourth largest claims28.  

Tensions between China and the Philippines have escalated, specifically around the 

Second Thomas Shoal, in the Spratly Islands. In 1999, the Philippines stationed military 

presence there by intentionally grounding a naval ship29. In 2016, the Philippines filed charges 

against China’s actions in the South China Sea due to multiple confrontations at the sea. The 

Philippines does claim an exclusive economic zone in areas where China claims sovereignty as 

well30.  

Taiwan 

Taiwan has made territorial claims over all the islands in the South China Sea, mirroring 

China’s Nine-dash line. Since 1947, Taiwan has maintained control over Taiping Island, which is 

30 Al Jazeera News 11 October 2024 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/10/11/whats-behind-escalating-china-philippines-tensions-in-the-south-china-
sea Accessed 5 January 2025 

29 Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative https://amti.csis.org/second-thomas-shoal/ Accessed 5 January 2025 
28 VOA News https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/philippines/ Accessed 5 January 2025 

27 Washington post 9 August 2024 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/interactive/2024/vietnam-south-china-sea-islands-growth/ Accessed 5 
January 2025 

26 The National Bureau of Asian Research https://www.nbr.org/publication/vietnam/ Accessed 5 January 2025 

 

 
Research report | Page  8 of 19 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/10/11/whats-behind-escalating-china-philippines-tensions-in-the-south-china-sea
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/10/11/whats-behind-escalating-china-philippines-tensions-in-the-south-china-sea
https://amti.csis.org/second-thomas-shoal/
https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/philippines/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/interactive/2024/vietnam-south-china-sea-islands-growth/
https://www.nbr.org/publication/vietnam/


the largest natural feature in the Spratly Islands. Taiping Island is believed to be surrounded by 

substantial oil and gas reserves31.  

Although Taiwan's claims have been considered quite nondisruptive, Taiwan has faced 

persistent pressure from China because it has sought the unification of the island. Taiwanese 

officials have expressed concerns that escalating tension in the Sea could potentially threaten 

Taiwan’s autonomy. Taiwan is not considered to be a member of the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations, but it seeks to uphold close relations with the organization32.  

Brunei 

Brunei has been considered to remain relatively silent regarding the South China Sea, 

excluding their claims in the 1980s and 2020. This might be the result of the nation’s 

non-confrontational nature as well as their strict cooperation in the ASEAN33. 

Brunei’s Exclusive Economic Zone overlaps with China’s Nine-dash line. Brunei’s 

Exclusive Economic Zone covers maritime features such as the Bombay Castle, Louisa Reef, 

Owen Shoal, and Rifleman Bank34. Regardless, the nation only asserts sovereignty over a 

submerged continental shelf, Rifleman Bank, as well as the Louisa Reef, despite some 

contradictory claims by various members of the government. The Louisa Reef is a part of the 

Spratly Islands archipelago, which has also been claimed by China, Taiwan, and Vietnam35. 

Malaysia 

Malaysia has maritime claims in the southern region of the Spratly Islands. Malaysia 

claims authority over Swallow, Ardaiser, Erica, Mariveles, and Investigator reefs. In addition, 

Malaysia has made claims over Vietnam-occupied Amboyna Cay and Barque Canada Reef, 

along with Commodore and Rizal reefs, which are both occupied by the Philippines³¹.  

35 The National Bureau of Asian Research https://www.nbr.org/publication/brunei/ Accessed 5 January 2025 
34 VOA News https://projects.voanews.com/south-china-sea/recent/ Accessed 5 January 2025 

33 Pacforum.org 
https://pacforum.org/publications/yl-blog-60-caught-in-the-middle-the-measured-voice-of-bruneis-foreign-policy-a
midst-the-south-china-sea-disputes/ Accessed 5 January 2025 

32 Spectator.clingendel.org 
https://spectator.clingendael.org/en/publication/still-waters-run-deep-taiwans-south-china-sea-strategy Accessed 5 
January 2025 

31Brooking education  
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/taiwan-and-the-south-china-sea-more-steps-in-the-right-direction/ Accessed 5 
January 2025 
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Malaysia has conducted oil and gas explorations within its Exclusive Economic Zone, 

despite China’s objections. Malaysia, however, insists that these explorations are not intended 

to offend anyone36. The Malaysian government is committed to protecting the country’s claimed 

parts and sovereignty while keeping consistent with their claims. Malaysia is persistent in trying 

to find a peaceful solution in accordance with International law and the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea37.  

The United States of America 

The United States views the South China Sea as a critical area for maintaining overflight, 

freedom of navigation, and obedience to international law, particularly the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea. The United States opposes unilateral actions, such as 

militarization and artificial island construction, that alter the current state of things or threaten 

regional stability. The United States hasn’t necessarily taken a specific position on any of the 

disputes but rather advocates for peaceful resolutions through legal mechanisms. To sustain the 

nation’s principles, the United States has conducted operations, where freedom of navigation in 

the areas is challenged (FONOP)38.   

In addition, the United States has actively participated in and supported partnerships in 

the South China Sea to uphold peaceful cooperation. The United States has been working with 

the Philippines, backing them in disputes and providing joint military training and security 

assistance39. As well as collaborating with Vietnam, Malaysia, and Indonesia to aim to alleviate 

aggressive actions.  

Japan 

Japan is not one of the claimants in the South China Sea but has shown particular 

interest in maritime security and the freedom of navigation40. The South China Sea has served 

40 Ministry of Foreign Affairs Japan https://www.mofa.go.jp/press/release/pressite_000001_00045.html Accessed 5 
January 2025 

39 US state government 31 August 2024 
https://www.state.gov/u-s-support-for-the-philippines-in-the-south-china-sea-12/ Accessed 5 January 2025 

38 US state government 24 January 2022 
https://www.state.gov/briefings-foreign-press-centers/chinas-maritime-claims-in-the-south-china-sea Accessed 5 
January 2025 

37 Ministry of Foreign Affairs Malaysia  
https://www.kln.gov.my/web/guest/-/malaysia-s-position-on-the-south-china-sea Accessed 5 January 2025 

36 Reuters.com 5 September 2024 
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/malaysia-will-not-stop-south-china-sea-exploration-despite-china-protes
ts-pm-2024-09-05/ Accessed 5 January 2025 
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as a crucial trade route for Japan. In response to China’s unproportional claims, Japan has 

increased its defence cooperation with countries such as Vietnam and the Philippines by selling 

military equipment to help improve security41.  

Japan endorses strong cooperation between all countries and has followed its principles 

by collaborating closely with ASEAN and the United States. In addition, Japan has shown 

particular support towards the Philippine government after having pressed charges on China³⁷.  

The ASEAN 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a regional organization, 

established in 1967. The organization aims to promote economic growth, social progress, and 

political stability among its member states. The association has ten member states: Brunei, 

Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and 

Vietnam. Regarding the South China Sea disputes, ASEAN advocates for peaceful and safe 

cooperation in the area42. Since many of the association’s member states are involved in the 

South China Sea disputes, ASEAN is actively participating in discussions. The risk of this 

conflict escalating into armed conflict poses a high threat to the organization's purpose43.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

43 Sung Yang- csis.or.id 
https://www.csis.or.id/publication/why-is-it-important-for-asean-to-peacefully-resolve-the-south-china-sea-dispute/ 
Accessed 5 january 2025 

42 Britannica.com https://www.britannica.com/topic/ASEAN Accessed 5 January 2025 

41 Global Conflict Tracker https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/territorial-disputes-south-china-sea 
Accessed 5 January 2025 
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Timeline of the Events44 

Date Description of event 

14 April, 1895 Sino-Japanese war ends in the treaty of Shimonoseki. 

1947 The Nine-dash line marking China’s claims in the sea. 

8 September, 1951 The Treaty of San Francisco is signed as a sign of WWII ending. 

19 January, 1974 China takes control over the Paracel Islands and a part of the Spratly 
Islands. 

February, 1979 The Sino-Vietnamese war broke out. 

10 December, 1982 The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea is established. 

14 March, 1988 China sinks three Vietnamese warships, marking the start of more 
physical actions in the South China Sea. 

November, 2002  ASEAN and China sign the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties. 

12 July, 2016 The Permanent Court of Arbitration rules against China's territorial 
claims. 

March, 2021 China and the Philippines face off after China deploys 200 “fishing 
boats”. 

28 August, 2023  China updated a ten-dash line onto the map, which was swiftly declined 
by surrounding nations. 

  

 

UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events 

Here are a few notable treaties and agreements that can be affiliated with attempts to alleviate 

the South China Sea disputes:  

●​ Treaty of San Francisco 195145 

45 Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training 
https://adst.org/2016/10/japan-world-war-ii-peace-treaty-macarthur/ Accessed 17 January 2025 

44 Council on Foreign Relations https://www.cfr.org/timeline/chinas-maritime-disputes Accessed 3 January 2025 
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●​ Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) in Southeast Asia 24 February 197646 

●​ United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 10 December 198247 

●​ Law on the Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone (Territorial Waters Act) 199248 

●​ Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea 200249 

●​ South China Sea Arbitration Ruling 201650 

 

 

Possible Solutions 

The Situation in the South China Sea has been a long-lasting dispute between multiple 

countries. Although there have been attempts to help the situation, none of the agreements, 

treaties, or resolutions have had any noticeable effect. This is often due to their vague wording 

since they have to maintain a diplomatic stance as well as be suitable for multiple parties.  

Distribution of the Islands 

One possible solution would be to evenly distribute all the small islands in the sea 

between the claimants. In this scenario, countries receive control over certain areas and 

possibly renounce control over other areas. This could be done by separating the islands based 

on their location and previous sovereignty claims. However, this logic does have its challenges. 

Firstly, geographically all countries are located close to the Islands, so it can be hard to 

distribute them based on location. Secondly, the distribution logic should be figured out. Would a 

larger country receive more islands in scale to their land, or would the islands be split evenly 

50Us State Government  
https://www.state.gov/eighth-anniversary-of-the-philippines-prc-south-china-sea-arbitral-tribunal-ruling/ Accessed 
17 January 2025 

49 Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative 
https://amti.csis.org/a-fair-and-effective-code-of-conduct-for-the-south-china-sea/ Accessed 17 January 2025 

48 Oxford Academic https://academic.oup.com/book/56260/chapter-abstract/473383649?redirectedFrom=fulltext 
Accessed 17 January 2025 

47 International Maritime Organization 
https://www.imo.org/en/ourwork/legal/pages/unitednationsconventiononthelawofthesea.aspx Accessed 17 January 
2025 

46 Wikipedia.com https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Amity_and_Cooperation_in_Southeast_Asia Accessed 17 
January 2025 
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between all the claimants? Could the distribution be based on the Islands’ surface area, so that 

a country could either receive control over multiple small islands or a few bigger ones? 

As a downside of this scenario, some of these countries will likely not renounce control 

over any areas. For example, China has claimed many islands in the Paracels and the Spratlys 

but still isn’t content with its control and therefore keeps on asserting its control and own claims. 

China’s focus is on gaining control almost over the entire area, which means it won’t be content 

with a few evenly distributed islands. There is a high possibility countries would not come to any 

agreements on the distributions, and therefore will insist on their own claims even if they overlap 

with other countries’ claims. This scenario also does not consider the actual Sea territory. 

China’s claims are accepted 

​ In this scenario, China would be gaining sovereignty over the area that the Nine-dash 

line covers. The whole sea territory and all the islands that China has claimed would altogether 

belong to China. For this to happen, the surrounding countries would have to renounce control 

over any claimed islands and possibly claimed sea territories. This scenario would mainly be 

favourable only to China, since most of the surrounding nations would just be losing something. 

In addition to losing control over territories, many of the countries’ economies and food 

production are dependent on the Sea. This kind of a system could jeopardize the countries’ 

sustainability. Therefore, it is likely that this proposal wouldn’t get any support from many 

countries.  

​ This scenario is unlikely to gain international support either. Granting China full 

sovereignty over the Sea would violate international law and particularly the UNCLOS. It would 

also threaten freedom of navigation on one of the world’s busiest trade routes. Many external 

powers, which depend on the South China Sea for trade, would oppose any move to restrict 

their access to these waters.  

New regional legal framework 

For this solution, Southeast Asian countries would have to cooperate closely together to 

develop a regional legal framework that addresses the challenges of the South China Sea.  The 

framework would provide extensive guidance on critical issues such as resource management 

and environmental protection. The framework would address the complexity of overlapping 

claims and the need for sharing resources by outlining procedures for shared oil, gas, and 
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fisheries. This could be achieved by creating a regional management body consisting of 

representatives from each of the contributing countries. 

In order to deal with territorial disputes, the framework could introduce a system of 

shared zones. In this case countries would no longer be able to make any territorial claims. 

Possible conflicts would be settled by a regional arbitration panel, which would operate 

according to unbiased principles and international standards to ensure compliance from 

collaborating nations. This cooperative approach relies heavily on the countries’ desire to 

collaborate, and their willingness to possibly resign full control over some of the Islands. For this 

to work collaborators should be committed to mutual trust and shared responsibility. 

Participating states should perceive regional stability and mutual benefit to be the primary 

objectives, rather than individual regional supremacy. This scenario would require significant 

political will and diplomatic effort from the involved parties.  
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