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Topic 1: South China Sea Dispute 

Background: 

There has been great conflict in the South China Sea, most of which regarding China’s 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS) states that each country bordering a body of water claims a territory extending two 

hundred miles out into the body of water. However, in the South China Sea, China defies 

international law by claiming a large swath of territory bounded by a disputed nine-dash line, a 

majority of which should be owned by the Philippines, Vietnam, and Malaysia under the 

regulations of the UNCLOS. 

The United States has escalated tensions by continuing to navigate and operate in China’s 

EEZ. China continues to grow its military capability, and this growth causes tension with the 

United States. Due to this naval and paramilitary growth, China has become more aggressive in 

claiming and enforcing the extent of its territory. The UNCLOS states that no country may 

conduct military operations in another country’s EEZ without consent. The government of China 

states that the United States Navy has undertaken reconnaissance missions without permission, 

violating international law. These reconnaissance missions, designed by the U.S. to challenge 

China’s illegitimate claims in the South China Sea, escalate tensions in the region and create a 

heightened risk of incidents which could undermine the stability of the international community. 

These accidents include the collisions of aircraft or ocean vessels. The Chinese military has 

previously intercepted United States aircrafts. In 2009, there was a collision between a United 

States sonar being towed by a destroyer, and a Chinese submarine. Chinese submarine 
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production has significantly increased, which could provide further problems if the United States 

continues to operate in the West Pacific. Since 2007, there are 13 submarines that have been 

identified, with at least 7 more under under construction. Due to the growing tension in the West 

Pacific, a slight misunderstanding has the possibility to escalate into a military conflict, leading 

to a war. 

Another recent conflict in the South China Sea is one between the Philippines and China, 

which involves the ownership of natural gas reserves, located in the Reed Bank Islands, an area 

enclosed in the Philippines’ EEZ. China originally gave consent to drilling for oil in Reed Bank, 

but then retracted, and has put a halt on all drilling since 2012. However, if the United Kingdom 

begins to drill, as they stated that they have plans to, this could create a conflict in the region. 

Given this, the Philippines and China very well could become involved in a conflict. If this 

happens, due to the Philippines’ Mutual Defense Treaty with the United States, the United States 

could also become involved. 

The last situation that could lead to armed conflict in the South China Sea is between 

Vietnam and China over oil reserves in the Pacific Ocean. Chinese ships have been seen 

searching for oil and gas reserves in Vietnam’s Exclusive Economic Zone. Given that Vietnam 

and the United States continue to build their political ties, which has the potential to cause the 

government of China to become more aggressive in defending their territory. This possibility, 

however, is less likely to occur than a conflict between China and the Philippines, due to the fact 

that the United States has stronger ties to the Philippines. 
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UN Involvement: 

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea is the base upon which this 

conflict has been built. As stated in the Law of the Sea, any country bordering an ocean claims 

two hundred miles of open ocean as their territory, known as their Exclusive Economic Zone 

(EEZ). Any actions that occur in a country's’ EEZ is under their jurisdiction. China has claimed 

that there is a continental shelf extending out from the mainland, and as stated by the Law of the 

Sea, their Exclusive Economic Zone would be increased to two hundred miles from the edge of 

their continental shelf. Should the United Nations validate this claim, China would be justified in 

most of their claims in the South China Sea. Due to China’s recent territorial claims in the South 

China Sea, a tribune has been suggested to validate these claims. In 2013, the government of the 

Philippines requested that the Permanent Court of Arbitration declare a large portion of China’s 

claims as null. The Permanent Court of Arbitration, as stated by their website, “is an 

intergovernmental organization providing a variety of dispute resolution services to the 

international community.” China has claimed most of the South China Sea, which has created 

tensions among other Asian nations. The government of China has also stated that this tribunal to 

be held does not have the authority to rule upon this request. There is an NGO in China known as 

Human Rights in China (HRIC), has been outspoken in their opinion of China’s decision to pass 

their Draft Foreign NGO Management Law. This law would severely limit the ability of any 

foreign NGO to work in China. This affects the conflict in the South China Sea, because the 

Chinese citizens who needed aid from NGOs in order to boost their nation’s economy will no 

longer be able to do so. This has the possibility of causing the government of China to become 

even more aggressive in claiming new territory, for the purpose of gaining more natural 
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resources to equalize the revenue they are losing by passing this draft law. The Law of the Sea 

states that foreign warships may pass through a nation’s territorial waters, so long as they do not 

conduct any operations in the area. 

 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Why is it necessary for China and the United States to maintain peaceful relations? 

2. Why is there a dispute between China and the Philippines over Reed Bank? 

3. What NGOs could make an impact in the South China Sea? 

4. How could this conflict escalate to affect the international economy? 
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Topic 2: Capital Punishment 

Background: 

 Capital punishment or the death penalty is the legal authorized killing of someone as 

punishment for a crime. Execution methods around the world include hanging, firing squad, 

lethal injection, beheading, and electrocution. While beheading is not at all common, it is still 

used in Saudi Arabia as a form of capital punishment. Currently, 58 nations permit the use of 

capital punishment. However a 2015 report from Amnesty International states, only 25 of these 

countries actively utilize the death penalty. These countries include China, Iraq, Pakistan, and the 

United States. In 2015 alone, there were over 1,600 deaths due to capital punishment. This 

number is not including China because there are no accurate statistics from the nation.  

 Although almost two thirds of countries have abolished capital punishment, there is still a 

vast amount of controversy surrounding the practice. Reasons for this include the denial of 

human rights, discrimination, inability to deter crime and the execution of innocent people. Some 

countries argue that all humans are guaranteed the right of life which is why they believe that 

execution isn’t a just way to punish someone for their crime. Discrimination can occur against 

religious, ethnic, and racial groups when the death penalty is being imposed. For example since 

Iran acts in accordance with the Sharia law, it’s acceptable to punish members of the LGBTQ 

community with capital punishment. Minority groups may also lack access to proper legal 

assistance, therefore they cannot properly defend themselves in a court of law.  

So far, there has been no proper evidence supporting the argument that the death penalty 

deters the crimes that people are being punished for. This is evident when looking at the country 
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Saudi Arabia where rape, robbery, and adultery are all punishable by death and yet, theft remains 

the most common crime within Saudi Arabia. Wrongful executions have been occurring since 

1950 when Timothy Evans received the death penalty after it was believed he killed his wife and 

baby. In actuality it was Evans’ neighbor, John Christie. In the United States alone, 156 

individuals on death row have been exonerated because of new evidence. Exonerations take 

place all over the world and act as a clear example of the faults with many justice systems. 

Premature decisions on cases involving the death penalty can easily result in the death of an 

innocent individual.   

Psychological trauma is becoming increasingly evident in those who witness capital 

punishment. According to Psychology Today, 31% of the correction officers in the United States 

who carry out executions suffer from PTSD. While this may seem like a small number if you 

look at it in comparison to Iraq veterans, the occurrence is 11% higher among the correction 

officers. Citizens of countries such as North Korea, Iran, and Somalia who practice public 

execution may also experience this secondary trauma. A recent example of public execution 

occurred in Somalia on October 26, 2014. Al Bashir Osman and Abdulahi Sharif Osman were 

the murderers of a journalist as well as a security official. Their punishment was execution by 

firing squad which was carried out in Mogadishu, the nation’s capital. One of the final issues 

revolving around capital punishment is the financial aspect. Governments are spending hundreds 

of millions of extra dollars on cases involving the death penalty. This is due to the fact that the 

appeals process can take an average of 15-20 years. Over the course of this time, money must be 

expended in order to pay for the cost of the prisoner, the attorneys, administrations dealing with 

the varying amount of legal processes, and the actual execution itself. For example, in California 



 
  

   

 

8 
 

EHSMUN Advanced 
October 15-16, 2016 

6th Legal 

there has been approximately $4 billion spent on cases involving the death penalty between 1978 

and 2012. In other states such as Nevada and Washington, the cost of the death penalty cases 

costs around 1-2 million dollars a year. 

UN Involvement: 

 History was made on December 10, 1948, when the General Assembly adopted the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). This was one of the oldest documents used 

when discussing capital punishment. Article 3 of the declaration states “everyone has the right to 

life, liberty, and security of person” which is why many countries believe that no matter what 

crime is committed, nobody’s life should be taken in exchange. Resolution A/RES/44/128 

adopted the Second Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights, aiming at the abolition of the death penalty. The protocol has 37 signatories and 81 

parties as of May 2016. Anyone within the jurisdiction of a State Party is protected by the 

protocol and cannot be executed unless it’s during a time of war. Other protocols that ban the use 

of capital punishment outside of a time of war are Protocol No. 6 to the European Convention on 

Human Rights and the Protocol to the American Convention on Human Rights to Abolish the 

Death Penalty. Protocol No. 6 entered force on November 1, 1998 and acted in a similar manner 

to the Second Optional Protocol. It was aimed at European countries and provided information 

on how it should be applied among the various territories. On the other hand, the Protocol to the 

American Convention has been ratified by 25 nations and took effect on July 18, 1978. Unlike 

the European Protocol, this one called for the abolishment of the death penalty involving 

children underneath the age of 18. Trinidad and Tobago as well as Venezuela have denounced 

the protocol, but they still remain in compliance. Any violations of the protocol are dealt with by 
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the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the Inter-American Court of Human 

Rights. 

The General Assembly has passed numerous resolutions on the topic of capital 

punishment. These resolutions cover a wide range of aspects from each nation’s duty to respect 

the rights of those facing the death penalty to their other duty of reporting information on their 

use of capital punishment. Resolution A/RES/67/176, which was passed on December 20, 2012, 

specifically focuses on a moratorium on the use of the death penalty. With the adoption of this 

resolution, the UN calls upon their member states to decrease the amount of crimes punishable 

by death and to stop the use of capital punishment in cases involving minors. A more recent 

resolution, A/RES/26/12, was adopted on June 26, 2014. The main reason for passing the 

resolution was to simply renew the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary 

or arbitrary executions for three more years. However, this is significant because the mandate 

calls for the halt of any use of capital punishment against the mentally retarded because it is in 

contradiction with the standards set by previous conventions. A unique part of this mandate is 

that it applies to all nations including those who have not signed or ratified previous international 

conventions. While capital punishment seems to be dwindling, it is actually still a prevalent issue 

among members of the international community because of the wide range of policies within 

countries. Sovereign nations are making the executive decision to act against international 

conventions, therefore the international community must continue to take action and decide what 

standards are going to be set in terms of the utilization of capital punishment. 

 

 

 



 
  

   

 

10 
 

EHSMUN Advanced 
October 15-16, 2016 

6th Legal 

Questions to Consider: 

1. Why are there nations that continue to utilize capital punishment? Does your country? If 

so, what methods of execution are being used? 

2. How does the international community ensure that sovereignty is ensured when dealing 

with nations’ policies regarding capital punishment? 

3. What steps have the United Nations and the international community taken in terms of 

the abolishment of capital punishment? 

4. Are there countries acting out of accordance with the standards set by any resolutions or 

conventions they have ratified/signed? If so, why? 

5. How are countries punished if they violate resolutions, conventions, or protocols? In the 

future should these punishments be reformed? 
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