
 
Militarization of South China Sea  

BACKGROUND  
Tensions in the South China Sea have reached extremely high levels amidst China’s 

continued military development and expansion of manmade territories in the region. The South 

China Sea is a region where China is pitted against smaller neighboring states, such as Brunei, 

Japan, the Philippines, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Vietnam in various legal disputes over the islands 

and reefs in waters that are crucial for international commerce and abundant in fish and potential 

oil and gas reserves. The international tensions over the South China Sea and its islands stem 

from international competition for jurisdictional and territorial claims over these waters and the 

crucial trade routes within, and particularly over the rights to exploit the Sea’s vast untapped 

reserves of natural gases and oil deposits. There is an estimated 7,500 km³ of natural gas reserves 

and approximately eleven billion barrels of oil in the South China Sea according to a study done 

in 2013 by the US Energy Information Administration. China has stated its sovereignty in the 

South China Sea is based on the historic Nine Dash Line, an ambiguous and controversial dashed 

line that encompasses approximately eighty percent of the South China Sea. The Sea has 

legitimate competing claims by Brunei, Japan, the Philippines, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Vietnam, 

with most of these claims being based off of the Economic Exclusive Zone, a sea zone created by 

the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea(UNCLOS). The EEZ extends 200 nautical miles from 

the coastline of each state and allocates special rights to exploration and use of resources, such as 

hydroelectricity. In order to expand its EEZ and presence in the South China Sea, China has built 

numerous artificial island and conducted many naval patrols. According to satellite imagery 

analyzed by the Asia Maritime Transparency Initiative (AMTI), a partner of the Washington’s 

Center for Strategic and International Studies, China’s “big three” island air bases: Subi, 



Mischief, and Fiery Cross reefs, which reside in the Spratly Islands, and another on Woody 

Island in the Paracels will allow Chinese military aircraft to operate over almost the entire South 

China Sea. In addition, according to a US thinktank, China has nearly completed the military 

bases on the “big three” islands, equipping them with air, radar, naval, and missile defence 

facilities. These facilities include aircraft runways, military outposts, and small cities. The AMTI 

also stated that Beijing can send military personnel or weapons, such as “combat aircraft and 

mobile missile launchers, to the Spratly Islands at any time.” This is a concerning issue, as 

countries with competing claims in the South China Sea, such as the Phillipines view this 

militarization as a threat to security and peace.  

These military initiatives and developments by China have raised concerns and 

international tension over possibilities that China may restrict access to the South China Sea, and 

therefore take control of an extremely important trade route and valuable natural gas and oil 

reserves which reside beneath the waters. Amidst these concerns, many countries, such as the 

Philippines, the US, and Britain have collaborated on military drills to show their disagreement 

with China’s developments in the Sea, and to show their support for free travel of ships through 

international waters. China has reacted to these foreign drills, especially those conducted by the 

US, by warning them that these drills are threats to China’s territorial rights and security. China 

warned and tracked a US Navy warship in October of 2015 when it came close to the reefs 

claimed by China in the South China Sea. In 2017, the Philippines has begun to transport troops 

and supplies to a disputed island in the South China Sea to prepare for their own development of 

an island in the disputed waters. Lt. Gen Raul del Rosario, the head of the Philippine military’s 

Western Command, said in May of 2017 that approximately 1.6 billion pesos ($32 million USD) 



has been designated for the development of solar power generators, water desalination plants, 

housing for soldiers, and the construction of facilities for maritime research. However, similar 

activities by other clamant states, such as the Philippines, have been dwarfed by China’s 

construction of seven islands which reside next to the Spratlys. In May of 2017, Guam hosted a 

joint military exercise between France, Japan, Britain, and the United States. During these drills, 

which were held around the Tinian Islands and Guam, the US marines joined with troops from 

Japan, Britain, and France, for live-firing drills on the US territory of Guam to show support for 

free travel of vessels in international waters. Singapore and Thailand’s navy have also recently 

completed a three day exercise, called Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training (CARAT), 

with the US Navy in the South China Sea in early May of 2017. These exercises, termed 

CARAT, started in 1995 and aim to boost collaboration on a maritime tasks between the US, 

Thailand, and Singapore navies. Along with maritime cooperation, the drills included search and 

seizure, boarding, and joint flight operations and communication drills.  

With the South China Sea accounting for approximately ten percent of global fish stocks, 

as estimated by the UN Environment Programme, the artificial and military development in the 

South China Seas has a major negative impact on local fisheries in a region of the world where 

fish are crucial to economies, jobs, and peace. Due to these political tensions and military clashes 

such as those between Vietnam and China in the spring of 2014, many fishermen have been 

killed and put at risk at sea.  

UN INVOLVEMENT 
One of the most important United Nations frameworks regarding maritime disputes is the 

UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). Introduced on 10 December 1982 and put 

into effect on 16 November 2014, the UNCLOS is a comprehensive set of international 



legislation that establishes rules which govern the uses of the oceans and their resources. The 

UNCLOS states that there is a 200 nautical mile zone off of a state’s coast in which the state has 

its exclusive economic zone (EEZ). The exclusive economic zone is an area of water over which 

a state has special rights concerning the exploration and use of marine resources in that zone. 

However, the exclusive economic zones does have its flaws, as seen by China extending its 

EEZs by constructing artificial islands, and ruling that the rocky outcrops claimed by China are 

basis of territorial claims in the South China Sea. By claiming these islands and creating artificial 

islands, China can claim a majority of the South China Sea along with its valuable trade routes 

and natural resources on the basis of the EEZ stated in the UNCLOS. In July of 2016, an 

international tribunal in The Hague released a landmark resolution in case brought by the 

Philippines against China. In this case the Philippines accused China of violating the UNCLOS 

and international law by interfering with fishing, and damaging important ecological marine 

environments. One of the most significant decisions, was the rejection of the China’s historical 

nine dash line and its legality, which encompases approximately ninety percent of the South 

China Sea, and is one of the basis for China’s large claims in the disputed waters. This was the 

first time the Chinese government had been summoned before the global justice system. The 

decision made the international tribunal was ruled unanimously by the five judges and legal 

experts on the tribunal. Although the decision by the tribunal is legally biding, there is no 

structured mechanism for enforcing it. China had refused to participate in the tribunals and 

China’s Foreign Ministry stated that the court’s claims are “invalid and has no binding force,” 

and that “China does does not accept or recognize it.” However, other countries saw this 

international tribunal as a potential way to force China to reconsider its policies in the region or 



risked being branded an international outlaw. In addition, the UN has passed many documents 

such as A/69/429 and A/69/600 that describe the jurisdictional controversy of the Seas between 

the Philippines, Vietnam and China as well as the controversial nature of China’s nine dash line. 

Document A/69/429 describes China’s position on the “Triple Action Plan” from the Philippines 

that was created to address the disputes in the South China Sea. UN Document A/69/600 

describes the proposed UN program budget outline for expenditures such as those on the South 

China Sea disputes.  

 

  



Questions to Consider 

1. How can we relieve international tensions of China potentially restricting water routes in 

the South China Sea? 

2. What steps and solutions can be taken to ensure that free travel is continuously allowed in 

the South China Sea?  

3. How can member states communicate effectively with China and other rivaling claimants 

of the South China Sea to ensure that problems in the South China Sea do not escalate? 

4. Due to military development in such vital and disputed waters, should the international 

community force China to be more transparent over their developments in the South 

China Sea? If so, how would member states do this?  

5. Should the US and other countries, which do not have claims over the South China Sea, 

continue to send aircraft and vessels to monitor the South China Sea?  

6. In order for countries, especially for the United States and China to avoid conflict over 

the South China Sea, leaders on both sides will have to constantly remain committed to 

crafting policies that maintain stable ties. How can the United Nations and its member 

states facilitate in crafting these policies to maintain peace and manage conflict?  
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