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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 

production has significantly increased, which could provide further problems if the United States 
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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. In addition, Vietnam has decided to 

expand their military runway on a small island in the South China Sea, allowing vietnamese 

surveillance aircrafts to operate more easily. 

UN Involvement: 
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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 its territory, known as an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). 

Any actions that occur in a country’s EEZ are under its 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 extend two hundred miles past 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 resources to equalize the revenue 

they are losing by passing this draft law. The Law of the Sea states that foreign warships may 
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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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