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Maritime boundaries in the South China Sea pose a significant challenge due to involving six 

claimants in a relatively small body of water filled with disputed land features. The sea is 

surrounded by Brunei, China, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Vietnam, with 

numerous small islands, shoals, reefs, and rocks, many of which are occupied by the claimants.  

Concerns revolve around the Paracel and Spratly Island chains, claimed by China, Taiwan,  

Vietnam, Brunei, Malaysia, and the Philippines, with some claimants having established 

structures or personnel on these disputed landmasses. China‟ 's assertion of approximately 80% 

of the sea through a U-shaped nine-dash line has created further uncertainties and overlaps with 

exclusive economic zones of other states, leading to disputes over energy exploration and 

policing rights in the region. Tensions have been heightened over the years by aggressive actions 

such as harassment of vessels, disputes over resource exploration, and measures to assert control 

over disputed territories.  

SOUTH CHINA SEA 

The People‟ 's Republic of China asserts that it was the first to discover and name the islands in 

the South China Sea, claiming that it developed these landmasses and exercises political control 

over them. The PRC‟ 's maps show a nine-dash line encompassing most of the sea, which It 

derived from pre-revolution Republic of China maps from 1947. However, China has not 

clarified the extent of its claim within this line, causing tensions with other South China Sea 

 



 

claimants. China has been imposing unilateral fishing bans and asserting jurisdiction over 

disputed areas, prompting criticism from the international community.  

The PRC's actions In Scarborough Shoal in 2012 are seen as part of its incremental strategy to 

bolster its territorial claims. Chinese actors, like the China National Overseas Oil Corporation,  

have also made indirect territorial assertions, challenging other nations‟ claims in the region. The  

PLA has had confrontations with the U.S. military, as in the 2013 incident involving a PLA  

Navy ship and the USS Cowpens.  

Other claimants, such as Taiwan, the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, and Brunei, also have 

territorial claims in the South China Sea. The Philippines, in particular, is a key player in the 

disputes, having taken steps to assert its claims, like grounding a vessel at Second Thomas Shoal 

and passing laws to clarify its maritime borders. The Philippines has pursued legal avenues, such 

as a UNCLOS Arbitral Tribunal ruling on China‟ 's claims.  

Vietnam has historical claims to the region, basing its claims on activity dating back to the 17th- 

19th centuries. Malaysia and Brunei have smaller, overlapping claims in the South China Sea.  

Malaysia has sought cooperation with other claimants, like Vietnam, to resolve disputes, as seen 

in their joint extended continental shelf claim submission to the UN Commission on the Limits 

of the Continental Shelf.  

EAST CHINA SEA  

There are two main territorial disputes in the East China Sea, one over the Senkaku islets and the 

other over maritime sovereignty between China and Japan. The conflict over the Senkaku islets 

involves historical claims from Japan, China, and Taiwan, while the maritime dispute revolves 

around the extension of China‟ 's continental shelf. These disagreements have led to tensions, 

with  China increasing patrols and Japan taking a more assertive stance, particularly in the 

context of resource exploration in the region. The situation escalated in 2010 and again in 2012, 

leading to heightened tensions and overt actions by both sides.  

YELLOW SEA  

China and South Korea have conflicting claims over parts of the Yellow Sea and East China Sea,  

specifically due to a submerged rock administrated by South Korea. South Korea‟ 's construction 

activities at the site have been met with diplomatic protests from China and occasional 

 



 

surveillance missions. Additionally, tensions rose in 2013 when China declared an Air Defense  

Identification Zone (ADIZ) that covered the airspace over the disputed rock, leading to a request 

from South Korea for China to adjust its ADIZ. Despite some criticisms of South Korea‟ 's 

handling of the situation, tensions were largely defused when China rejected South Korea‟ 's 

request, prompting South Korea to expand its ADIZ to overlap with Chinese and Japanese zones. 

In a separate issue, clashes between South Korean Coast Guard and Chinese fishermen have also 

strained relations, with incidents resulting in fatalities on both sides since 2010.  

Territorial disputes in East Asia have a long history, with incidents at sea occurring for many 

years. Despite not resorting to large-scale combat since China‟ 's 1974 seizure of the Paracel  

Islands, tensions have escalated since 2005-2006, causing worries among those who rely on trade 

routes in the South China Sea and East China Sea. Reasons for the increased tensions include 

competition for energy and fishery resources, China‟ 's growing regional power leading to 

uncertainty about its intentions, the rising importance of national pride in domestic politics, and 

the emergence of formal mechanisms like UNCLOS for making territorial claims, which can 

result in counter-responses and heightened tensions.  

RESOURCES EXPLORATION AND PLAYERS OF COMPETITION  

Many experts believe that the competition for resources is a significant factor behind territorial 

conflicts, especially in the South China Sea and East China Sea. The South China Sea is a critical 

fishing ground for countries like China, the Philippines, and Vietnam, and is also thought to hold 

substantial oil and gas reserves. The advancement of technology has made offshore energy 

extraction more achievable, and the high prices of energy further fuel the desire to control these 

resources. However, competition over territories has created uncertainties, affecting both 

hydrocarbon development and the management of fish stocks. There are two main catalysts for 

escalating tensions in these regions: overfishing leading to offshore fishing, and the increasing 

energy needs of countries with territorial claims, prompting more offshore energy exploration in 

their strategic planning.  

Due to the lack of extensive exploration in the South China Sea, accurate estimates of potential 

oil and gas reserves are not available. Reports suggest that there are significant reserves, mostly 

in undisputed coastal areas near the claimants‟ shores, but there could be even larger quantities 

in unexplored or disputed regions. Despite technical challenges, countries like China, Vietnam, 

 



 

and the Philippines are looking to tap into these resources to meet their energy needs. However,  

overlapping territorial claims create uncertainties, leading to conflicts and hindered development.  

Efforts at joint exploration have been made in the past, but recent actions by countries like China 

have made such cooperation difficult. Ultimately, the disputes in the South China Sea pose 

obstacles to the efficient exploration and development of its energy resources.  

FISHERY RESOURCES  

The South China Sea is a crucial fishing ground for the countries with claims to it, leading to 

conflicts as fishing vessels venture further from home due to overfishing. This has resulted in 

incidents of harassment, confiscation of catches, and detention of fishermen. The disputed waters 

are controlled by coast guards and maritime agencies, potentially leading to more clashes with 

fishing vessels. Seizures and arrests of fishing boats could lead to escalation, as seen in the 2012  

dispute between the Philippines and China. Competition over fishery resources adds to tensions,  

although some suggest joint management as a way to reduce conflict. 

CHINA’S HEGEMONY AND EVOLVING REGIONAL DYNAMICS 

The increase in China‟ 's power and assertiveness in the region has contributed to rising tensions,  

particularly due to its enhanced military capabilities and economic dependence on open trade 

routes. This has led to concerns from neighboring countries and the United States about access 

and strategic intentions. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) uses the nine-dash line to lay 

claim to the South China Sea, covering a vast portion of it. However, what exactly the nine-dash 

line represents has never been clearly explained by the CCP. Instead, it is up to analysts,  

academics, international lawyers, and an arbitral tribunal to interpret the CCP‟ 's intentions 

through its words, policies, actions, laws, and maps. Some Chinese analysts see the nine-dash 

line as a maritime border, while others argue it signifies China‟s sovereignty and rights as 

outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). There are 

concerns that this claim may indicate Beijing‟ 's view of the seas as part of its sovereign territory,  

leading to attempts to control maritime areas and land features through various strategies, even 

those not eligible for sovereign appropriation. ( Lowy Institute,2022).   

 

 



 

The restructuring of China‟ 's maritime agencies in 2013 and the increased frequency of Chinese 

maritime patrols have also exacerbated confrontations in disputed waters. China‟ 's expanding 

naval capabilities, including the deployment of submarines and aircraft carriers, have further 

raised concerns about its coercive tactics in asserting territorial claims. China‟ 's actions in areas 

like the Senkaku Islands and Scarborough Shoal aim to strengthen its control and assert 

sovereignty, potentially challenging the existing regional dynamics. 

 

 


