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Introduction

The South China Sea has long been an area of interest for many world nations. Its

abundance in natural resources, combined with long-existing territorial disputes has led to it

becoming a breeding ground for conflict and uncertainty. The South China Sea is situated

South of China and includes several island nations such as the Philippines and Malaysia.

The dispute stems from conflict in maritime activity and the use of various natural resources

such as hydrocarbons. These resources are typically allocated under the United Nations

Convention on the Law of the Sea but overlapping claims have led to heightened tension

and disputes. Notably, China has expressed interest in the region and has used the South

China Sea for the use and testing of military equipment as well as its development of

artificial islands. So far there has been a lack of international action to resolve the conflict but

through debate and international collaboration, delegates will hopefully come one step closer

to resolving the dispute in the South China Sea.

Definition of Key Terms

South China Sea
A region in South-East Asia serving as a hub for a large portion of global trade and

transport encompassing several nations, in alphabetical order: Brunei, Cambodia,

China, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand and Vietnam.

Spratly Islands
Disputed archipelago in the South China Sea which is currently an area of

development for China’s artificial island program.



Paracel Islands
Disputed archipelago in the South China Sea situated North of the Spratly Islands.

Arbitration
The settlement of a dispute through the decision of an independent group of people

or organization.

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)
A UN convention signed on the 10th of December 1982 that outlines nations' rightful

claims to the sea, dividing claims into 3 main zones, and the international rules and

regulations of each zone.

Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ)
An economic zone up to 200 nautical miles from shore defined under the UNCLOS

where nations have exclusive rights to the maritime resources and economic

activities in the zone.

Nine-Dash Line
The People’s Republic of China’s claim to the South China Sea shown by a

nine-dash line encompassing almost the entire region. Currently, the claim includes

ten dashes after an additional dash was added in 2013.

Background Information

The South China Sea dispute dates back to the end of WW2. Before the war, the

region and its main disputed archipelagoes, the Spratlys and Paracel islands, were claimed

by China in 1907 and then encompassed into French Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia)

in 1933. In 1938, at the beginning of the Second World War Japan conquered the islands.

Due to the mounting Cold War and increasing international pressure, Japan signed the 1951

San Francisco Treaty, agreeing to give up their imperialistic nature and paying compensation

to the Allies for their crimes during WWⅡ in exchange for their sovereignty. Although the

treaty removed regions from Japanese control, it never determined who was entitled to the

region or the exact boundaries of each respective area. In the South China Sea, several

nations felt entitled to each respective region, leading to an overlap between territorial claims

with no set guidelines or criteria to evaluate them.

A treaty that attempted to provide these guidelines is the United Nations Convention

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), signed on the 10th of December 1982 in Montego Bay,

Jamaica. The Convention outlined rules and regulations for member nations' use and claim

of the sea. It identifies the rights of member nations to claim zones of the sea each with its

own classification. The first is a territorial zone which is under the laws and regulations of the

country that claims the waters. They can be established up to 12 nautical miles (nm) from



the mainland. Additionally, nations are entitled to an exclusive economic zone (EEZ) up to

200 nm from shore where they have exclusive access to maritime resources and economic

activities. They also have jurisdiction over maritime research and environmental

conservation. The continental shelf (CS) is also outlined under the treaty and can extend up

to 200 nm from shore. The shore of a nation is determined to be land that is not classified as

a rock, “which [can] not sustain human habitation or economic life on [its] own” (un.org) and

can therefore not have an EEZ or CS. The situation of the Spratlys and Paracel islands,

which both lack human inhabitants, cannot serve to extend an EEZ or CS but they can be

used to claim a territorial zone.

Territorial disputes and their potential consequences

Map of the South China Sea with each nation’s claim

The Spratly Islands

The Spratly Islands are a set of uninhabited islands in the South China Sea. It is an

area of disputed territory between China, Vietnam, Malaysia, Taiwan, Brunei and the

Philippines. China claims to have discovered the islands in the year 2 BC but has

been fishing around them since 200 BC. As a result, China expresses interest in

regaining the Spratlys for historical reasons. During the 19th century, western

colonizers expressed interest in claiming the islands but China deterred these

advances by establishing markers on the island. This changed when Japan occupied

the islands during WWⅡ and China has been attempting to regain them since.

Although a majority of the South China Sea’s energy reserves are outside of the



disputed areas, the China National Offshore Oil Company estimates that the area

holds up to 500 trillion cubic feet of natural gas and 125 billion barrels of oil, which

could provide very useful in meeting China’s increasing energy demands.

Furthermore, the Spratly Islands have been a base for the development of Chinese

artificial islands, fortified with powerful military technology to increase Chinese control

of the region.

Vietnam also claims the islands as areas of historical significance since their

occupation of the islands in the 17th century. From their perspective, they claimed

the islands and ruled them peacefully and effectively until they were invaded by

China, since then its been an ongoing dispute. The Philippines claims that before

1930, the Spratly Islands were unclaimed and therefore had the right to claim them

due to geographical reasons. When the islands were originally claimed by Tomàs

Cloma for the Philippines, South Vietnam responded by beginning to occupy some of

the islands.

Both Malaysia and Brunei claim the Spratly Islands under the UNCLOS. The San

Francisco Treaty of 1951 removed the islands from Japanese control but did not

specify who they belonged to making them res nullius. Both nations believe the

islands are within their EEZ and CS.

As the Spratly Islands could potentially be the fourth largest oil reserve in the world,

the nation that rightfully attains these resources will immensely benefit. Although the

world is slowly transitioning to a greener future, many nations are still faced with

growing energy demands and the availability of further resources would help alleviate

a potential crisis. Another consequence of the actions would be potential destruction

to the ecosystem and environment. Further petroleum exploration would lead to

further greenhouse gas emissions and a larger carbon footprint. Additionally, the

artificial islands in the Spratlys, jeopardize the fine balance of these ecosystems that

are already at risk.



An aerial photo of an artificial island in the South China Sea containing strategic features such
as a runway.

Paracel Islands
The Paracel Islands is an archipelago of reefs and coral islands in the South China

Sea. Both Vietnam and China have claims on the area and the area has the same

legal history as the Spratly Islands. In 1974 there was an armed conflict between

China and South Vietnam over the islands. The PRC began claiming islands by

placing flags and other forms of identification on the island. South Vietnam

responded by sending navy ships to defend the South Vietnamese section of the

archipelago. The dispute escalated to a conflict resulting in 71 casualties. In the end,

China won and has held the main control of the islands since although they are still

disputed with Vietnam.

Scarborough Shoal
Another disputed area in the South China Sea is the Scarborough Shoal. It is an area

of dispute between the Philippines and China. The reef has long been a fishing

ground for fishermen and in 2012 the dispute escalated to a conflict when the

Philippines Coast Guard sent a ship to investigate 5 Chinese fishing vessels. The

Philippines claims these vessels contained maritime goods that are illegal for harvest

and planned to arrest the fishermen but then two ships from China Marine

Surveillance (CMS) intervened. Since then, there has always been a vessel from the

Chinese Coast Guard present, often investigating the activities of Filipino vessels.

This conflict resulted in the Philippines prompting The Permanent Court of Arbitration

at The Hague (PCA) in 2016 to investigate the claims of the PRC on their behalf. The

Tribunal ruled that the PRC did not have valid grounds for historical claims. Although

Chinese fishermen had been fishing the waters for long periods of time “there was no

evidence that China had historically exercised exclusive control over the waters or

their resources” (The South China Sea Arbitration (The Republic of the Philippines v.

The People’s Republic of China)). The Tribunal also ruled that none of the islands in

the Spratlys or Scarborough Shoal enable the extension of maritime zones and that

several of China’s actions against the Philippines were unlawful.

Other disputed areas
There are other areas in the South China Sea that are under dispute such as

Vietnam’s maritime border, Pratas Islands, Vereker banks, Macclesfield bank and



areas of the sea surrounding the disputed territories. Most of the claims involve

China and Vietnam due to the large area that they both have claimed. A mix of other

nations such as the Philippines, Malaysia and Brunei also have claims on certain

areas in the region.

The role of the People’s Republic of China and the USA

The People’s Republic of China

China has an immensely influential role in the South China Sea. Due to its proposed

‘nine-dash line’ that encompasses a majority of the South China Sea, it finds itself

involved in every dispute in the region. As China’s energy demands are increasing,

the potential energy reserves situated under the South China Sea can be an

essential tool in aiding the country to satisfy its demand. The PRC is a strong

international power and their control of the region would greatly impact international

shipping and trading. The South China Sea is a major hub internationally and

increased Chinese presence in the region could jeopardize free passage. There have

also been concerning developments in the creation of Chinese artificial islands. In

recent years, the PRC has developed artificial islands on shallow reefs that are

above sea level at low tide. These islands have been fortified into powerful, strategic

military bases strengthening Chinese influence in the South China Sea.

The United States of America

Throughout modern history, the USA has been a major player in a large portion of

international conflict. The South China Sea dispute is no exception. After the end of

the Second World War, the USA emerged as a major power in the negotiations that

happened afterwards. During the San Francisco conference, the USA helped

negotiate Japan’s relinquishment of the islands it had occupied in the South China

Sea. As previously established, it was not stated who the islands would be

relinquished to. The USA was hesitant to give the islands over to communist China

as the country was in a period of strong anti-communism and anti-socialism.

Therefore, no rightful claimant was decided and the islands were left to be disputed.

Today, the USA fears Chinese control of the region and has sent through military

vessels under freedom of navigation operations to demonstrate American interest in



the area. The USA has also made various attempts to make agreements in the

region such as its growing relationship with the Philippines, which could easily draw

the USA into a conflict if the dispute escalates to one.

Major Countries and Organizations Involved

China
As previously explained, China has a major claim of the South China Sea with its

‘nine-dash line’ encompassing almost the entire region. The PRC is a major

international military power and possesses the means and resources necessary to

contend with anyone who opposes their claims. Additionally, China has increasing

energy demands and the oil and natural gas deposits that could potentially be

located in the South China Sea could be of immense benefit. The PRC has a great

influence internationally and has many powerful allies, therefore, complete Chinese

control in the region could provide immense benefits for its allies and strong

opposition to its allies.

Vietnam
Vietnam’s claim also extends into roughly half of the South China Sea and does

cross into disputed areas such as the Paracel Islands and the Spratly Islands.

Vietnam’s claims are historical and extend across the entire coast of Vietnam.

The Philippines
The Philippines claims to the South China Sea run along the West coast of the

Philippine archipelago encompassing the eastern section of the Spratly Islands and

the Scarborough Shoal. The Philippines has had a turbulent relationship with China,

especially regarding the Scarborough Shoal. On one hand, China promises

increased foreign investment, boosting and bolstering the Philippines’ economy but

on the other hand, China repeatedly violates the ruling determined by The

Permanent Court of Arbitration at the Hague in 2016.

Malaysia
Malaysia claims two separate areas in the region. The first claim, off the coast of

Malaysia, is uncontested and does not intervene with any other claim. The second

more controversial claim encompasses the area of the region off the coast of Brunei.

This claim contests the claims of China, Vietnam, Brunei and the Philippines.



Although Malaysia has made this controversial claim, it keeps a very passive

approach in the conflict, only defending its interests when it must in order to prevent

being caught in a conflict between the USA and China, attempting to reap the

benefits of being on both sides.

USA
Although the USA is not situated in the South China Sea it has a major influence in

the region. It has allied with several countries in the region and the South China Sea

is a major international shipping hub transporting goods from Asia to Western

markets. The USA also shares a conflicted relationship with China, especially after

the Covid-19 pandemic and it would be within its interests to monitor Chinese activity

and prevent them from any illegal economic, political or military gain including

China’s construction of artificial islands that the USA has opposed. Therefore, the

USA collaborates with nations such as the Philippines to establish that it has an

interest in the region. In times of dispute, American naval presence is increased as a

demonstration of the potential consequences of actions that can be taken as well as

putting emphasis on the importance of free passage at sea.

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
Since its establishment in 1967, ASEAN has been an important piece of ensuring

peace and security in the South Asia region. What makes the South China Sea

conflict particularly difficult for ASEAN is that China, is not an ASEAN member. The

difficulty comes in that China provides significant economic investment in ASEAN

member countries and any strong opposition could result in the removal of this

investment. Therefore, ASEAN presents itself as a neutral party in the conflict that

can aid in the facilitation of a diplomatic resolution to the conflict.

Timeline of Events

Date Description

200 BC Chinese fishermen are claimed to have

fished around the islands in the South

China Sea.

2 BC China claims to have discovered the Spratly



Islands providing supposed evidence for

China’s historical claims.

1600 Vietnam occupies the Spratly islands and

other areas in the South China Sea, the

basis for their historical claims of the region.

July 26th, 1933 France claims possession of South China

Sea islands and incorporates them into

French Indochina.

December, 1938 Japan occupies islands in the South China

Sea.

December 1st, 1947 The Republic of China proposes its

‘nine-dash line’ claim in the South China

Sea.

September 8th, 1951 The San Francisco Treaty is signed

relinquishing Japanese control of islands in

the South China Sea without defining who

they belong to.

May 15th, 1956 Filipino explorer Tomas Cloma claims the

Spratlys and other islands in the South

China Sea for the Philippines.

August 8th, 1967 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations

is founded with the intention to strengthen

peace and security in the region.

January 19th, 1974 Conflict on the Paracel Islands between

South Vietnam and China. As a result,

China gained control of the islands and

there were 71 casualties.

December 10th, 1982 The United Nations Convention on the Law

of the Sea is signed in Montego Bay,

Jamaica.



April 8th, 2012 The Scarborough Shoal dispute escalates

to a conflict as the Philippine Navy attempts

to arrest Chinese fishing vessels that are

operating illegally in the water around the

Scarborough Shoal.

July 12th, 2016 The Permanent Court of Arbitration at The

Hague ruled in favour of the Philippines on

most proposed counts and ruled that China

did not have adequate evidence for

historical claims, the islands could not

extend maritime zones and the actions

against the Philippines were unlawful.

Relevant UN Treaties and Events

There is a lack of any resolutions on the South China Sea from the United

Nations Security Council (UNSC). This is likely because of the PRC’s veto power

enabling it to prevent any attempt to resolve the issue that it disagrees with. There

are still many nations the believe the issue needs to be discussed as China has

been accused of violating the 2016 ruling by PCA. The ruling is closely connected

to the UNCLOS which outlines the rules and regulations that nations bordering the

South China Sea have to follow.

There has not been any direct UN action taken to address the South China

Sea conflict but the USA and China have discussed the dispute in UN forums. Most

recently in August this year when debating maritime security. China and the USA

exchanged a string of charged statements but did not reach a resolution to the

conflict. These exchanges heightened international tensions and fueled further

USA-China conflict.

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue

Although there have not been any official, organized negotiations about the South

China Sea, the most significant attempts to solve the issue have been the San Francisco

Treaty and the PCA ruling. The problem with both of these attempts is that they both failed.



The San Francisco Treaty successfully pried the South China Sea islands from imperialist

Japan’s hands but failed to establish who they belonged to, fueling the already existing

dispute. The PCA ruling was a historic victory proving how smaller nations can contend with

the world’s superpowers but its ruling has not been followed and China continues with the

same actions the tribunal ruled against. History has shown that these events with good

intentions have failed in their implementation.

Possible Solutions

The South China Sea conflict is a complicated dispute and any long-term solution will

not be easy, especially in the UNSC or other UN forums. As China is a major world

superpower, delegates need to consider solutions that acknowledge China’s power and

satisfy some of China’s demands. On the other hand, the claims and opinions of other

countries need to be considered for a solution to effectively address the issue. One potential

solution to the conflict is through the use of ASEAN which could provide a central

organization to represent the claimant countries. It can also help facilitate negotiations and

deals between China and the other claimants.

Another potential solution to the dispute would be to ensure that member nations

follow the international rules and regulations imposed upon them. An example is China’s

refusal to follow the PCA ruling. Although it might be difficult for member nations to enforce

the ruling of the tribunal due to Chinese opposition, delegates could make an attempt at

expanding the ruling to an organization with more power such as the International Court of

Justice(ICJ). This could also give the PRC the potential for their claims to be supported but

could also enforce the decision of the PCA ruling.

Delegates can also consider the methods by which resources in the South China

Sea will be distributed, looking at potential agreements to share resources but also potential

energy deposits through the UNCLOS. Although the Political Committee’s resolutions are

not legally binding, delegates will still have the possibility to provide suggestions to bring the

dispute one step closer to its resolution.
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