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Letter from the Executive Board
Dear Esteemed Delegates,

Welcome to the United Nations Security Council at SMUN, Powai 2026. We are
delighted to have you join us in debate for one of the most crucial agendas today.

As a delegate, you play a pivotal role in the success of our conference. Your
insights, contributions, and willingness to collaborate will undoubtedly enrich
the debates and simulations during the conference. We have no doubt that your
presence will elevate the quality of discourse and contribute to the overall
educational experience for all participants.

This study guide serves as an introduction to the agenda, along with some
background information on the conflicts. However, it is not intended or
recommended to be used to replace individual research. We encourage you to
explore your member state’s policies in depth and use the annotated further
research links and bibliography to expand your knowledge on this topic. 

We appreciate your participation in this Model UN conference, recognizing the
magnitude of the undertaking. Most of all, we hope you enjoy this experience! We
extend our availability to provide any necessary support or guidance throughout
the conference. Our aim is to foster an environment of both intense competition
and spirited debate, ensuring that each delegate can showcase their abilities to the
fullest extent. If you have any questions about the agenda or procedure, please do
not hesitate to contact us.

Warm Regards,
Chairperson - Anupoornima Swamynathan (+91 91235 63464)
Deputy Chairperson - Aadit Kumar (+91 98209 80872)
Moderator - Daniel Bijo Kattamkottil (+91 74001 84980)
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Mandate of the Committee 
The United Nations Security Council is one of the six main organs of the
United Nations. Under the United Nations charter, the security council
has primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace
and security. The Security Council takes the lead in determining the
existence of a threat to the peace or act of aggression. 

It calls upon the parties in a dispute to settle it by peaceful means and
recommends methods of adjustment or terms of settlement. In some cases,
the Security Council can resort to imposing sanctions or even authorise
the use of force to maintain or restore international peace and security.
All members of the United Nations agree to accept and carry out the
decisions of the Security Council. 

While other organs of the United Nations make recommendations to
member states, only the Security Council has the power to make decisions
that member states are then obligated to implement under the Charter. In
addition to several standing and ad hoc committees, the work of the
council is facilitated by
the Military Staff Committee, Sanctions Committees for each of the states
under sanctions, Peacekeeping Forces Committees, and an International
Tribunals Committee. 

There are five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council:
The United States of America, Russia, the People’s Republic of China, the
French Fifth Republic and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland. Each of these countries holds veto powers. The veto
power, originating in Article 27 of the United Nations Charter, is the
power to veto any substantive resolution. That is, any of the five countries
has the legal power to unilaterally stop an official action in committee.
Notably, the United Nations has passed a total of 2685 resolutions.
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ABOUT THE AGENDA
Agenda: Deliberations on Rising Strategic Tensions in the South China Sea
and the Subsequent Influence on Multipolarity in the International
System

SIGNIFICANCE OF MULTIPOLARITY 
Multipolarity refers to an international system where power is
distributed among several major states rather than dominated by a single
superpower. Unlike the bipolar Cold War system or the unipolar post-Cold
War order led by the United States, the modern international system is
increasingly multipolar and competitive. The growing assertiveness of
China in the South China Sea, the strengthening of the QUAD, ASEAN’s
balancing role, and the increasing involvement of powers such as India,
Japan, Australia, and the United States all reflect these multipolar
dynamics. In this environment, power is more diffused, alliances are more
fluid, and strategic uncertainty is higher. This makes multipolarity highly
significant to the agenda because the South China Sea dispute is no longer
only a regional maritime conflict, but also part of a larger global power
struggle shaping the emerging international order.

The agenda: rising tensions in the South China Sea, focuses on ongoing
diplomatic, legal, and strategic deliberations over sovereignty,
maritime rights, and regional security. These discussions occur
through bilateral negotiations such as China–Vietnam and China–
Philippines talks, regional platforms like Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN), and international legal frameworks such as the
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). However,
these deliberations are heavily influenced by historical claims, past
conflicts, militarisation, and shifting geopolitical power dynamics. As
a result, the South China Sea has become a major arena of strategic
competition where regional disputes intersect with broader global
rivalries.
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INTRODUCTION AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT:
The South China Sea is a strategically important maritime region
connecting the Pacific and Indian Oceans and serves as a major
global trade and energy route. 
A large portion of international shipping passes through this
area, making it essential for economic stability. Tensions in the
region have increased due to overlapping territorial claims,
competition over fisheries and energy resources, growing
militarisation, and rising rivalry between major powers. Many of
these disputes originated during the colonial period, when
European powers such as France and Britain drew unclear
maritime boundaries in Southeast Asia. After independence,
countries like Vietnam, Malaysia, and Philippines inherited
overlapping claims, contributing to modern maritime disputes.
Historically, the South China Sea was widely used for trade and
fishing without fixed boundaries. The situation became more
complicated after World War II, when Japan’s occupation of the
region disrupted territorial control. Following independence,
several states began asserting competing claims over islands and
maritime zones. A major turning point came when the People's
Republic of China introduced the Nine-Dash Line, based on earlier
Eleven-Dash Line claims, asserting control over most of the
South China Sea. These claims overlap with the Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZs) of several Southeast Asian countries and
conflict with the principles of the United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). The Nine-Dash Line has no basis in
UNCLOS, which recognises only EEZs extending 200 nautical miles
from coastlines — a direct contradiction of China's claim to
nearly 80% of the sea. 
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As the global order shifted from Cold War bipolarity to modern
multipolarity, the strategic importance of the South China Sea
increased significantly. China expanded its military presence
through artificial islands, ports, airstrips, and surveillance
systems, while the United States strengthened its regional presence
through freedom of navigation operations and security
partnerships. This often conflicted with the objectives of
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which promotes
regional stability and peaceful cooperation.
In response, several diplomatic and strategic frameworks emerged.
ASEAN continues negotiations for a Code of Conduct, while
groupings such as the QUAD and AUKUS reflect growing efforts to
balance China’s influence in the Indo-Pacific. As a result, the South
China Sea dispute has evolved from a regional territorial issue
into a major geopolitical conflict involving international law,
regional security, and global power competition.
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Crisis Timeline:
1947: China publishes the Eleven-Dash Line — first assertion of
expansive SCS claims

1974: China seizes Paracel Islands from Vietnam by force

1982: UNCLOS adopted — becomes the primary legal
framework for all SCS claims

1995: Mischief Reef incident — China occupies reef inside
Philippines EEZ

2002: DOC signed between ASEAN and China — non-binding, no
enforcement

2009: China formally submits Nine-Dash Line map to the UN

2012: Scarborough Shoal standoff — China effectively seizes
shoal from Philippines

2013: Philippines files arbitration case against China under
UNCLOS

2014: China begins large-scale artificial island construction
in Spratlys

2016: PCA rules Nine-Dash Line illegal — China rejects ruling
entirely

2020: US formally and legally rejects Nine-Dash Line claims

2023-24: Repeated water cannon attacks on Philippine resupply
missions at Second Thomas Shoal

2025: China militarises additional reef in SCS
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ECONOMIC, MILITARY & GEOGRAPHIC SIGNIFICANCE:

ECONOMIC SIGNIFICANCE: 
TheSouth China Sea is one of the world’s mostimportant maritimeregions
because it serves as a central hub for global trade and supply chains, with
over 3 trillion dollars of trade passing through it annually, accounting
for about one-third of global maritime commerce and linking Asia with
Europe and other regions. It is also a critical route for energy security, as
large volumes of oil and liquefied natural gas from the Middle East flow
through these waters to major economies such as China, Japan, and South
Korea, with China relying on imports for around 70 percent of its energy
consumption and many ASEAN states depending on offshore energy in this
region. 

The area contains significant proven and potential oil and natural gas
reserves, intensifying competition for exploration, including moves that
extend beyond the 200‑nautical‑mile Exclusive Economic Zones defined
under UNCLOS, as China seeks to reinforce its economic dominance,
secure trade routes, and reduce the risk of a blockade, especially given
its major role in exporting semiconductors and microchips. A key
concept for understanding Chinese SCS strategy is the Malacca Dilemma
— China's acute strategic vulnerability to a naval blockade at the Strait
of Malacca, through which approximately 70% of its energy imports pass.
In the event of conflict or US-led pressure, China's entire energy supply
chain could theoretically be severed at this single chokepoint before
goods even reach the SCS. Control over the SCS and its island chains is
therefore not merely territorial ambition for Beijing — it is a perceived
existential necessity for energy security and economic survival.
Delegates representing China should invoke the Malacca Dilemma when
justifying island militarisation as defensive infrastructure rather than
aggressive expansion, as it represents China's most strategically
coherent argument for its SCS posture. 
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MILITARY SIGNIFICANCE:
The South China Sea is a central military arena because control
over it allows states to dominate major sea lanes and project
power across the Indo-Pacific, making it vital for naval
deployments, submarine operations, missile positioning, and
surveillance.

 China has militarised many islands and reefs, especially in the
Spratly Islands, by building artificial islands with runways, radar
and communications systems, hangars for combat aircraft,
missile batteries, and naval facilities, forming part of its Anti-
Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) strategy to control surrounding
waters and restrict rival navies like the United States. In response,
the USA conducts regular Freedom of Navigation Operations
(FONOPs), deploys carrier strike groups, and holds joint exercises
with allies to challenge China’s maritime claims and keep sea
lanes open, while partners such as Japan and Australia support a
“free and open Indo-Pacific”. Regional groupings like the Quad
and ASEAN try to prevent excessive militarisation and escalation
by balancing between China and the USA and encouraging
dialogue. 

Rising tensions are evident in incidents like the Scarborough
Shoal standoff between China and the Philippines, the Hague
Tribunal ruling that rejected many of China’s claims, and
frequent US–China naval encounters, creating a deterrence-
heavy environment with serious risks of naval clashes, accidental
escalation, an arms race, and grey-zone tactics such as aggressive
coast guard or militia actions. Key flashpoints include possible
Taiwan spillover and repeated China–Philippines confrontations,
making the region fragile enough that miscalculation could
trigger war, while proposed measures like hotlines, joint patrols,
and crisis-management mechanisms remain limited in
effectiveness. 
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GEOGRAPHIC SIGNIFICANCE:
The South China Sea is one of the world’s most important
maritime spaces because it sits at the centre of major shipping
routes linking the Pacific and Indian Oceans, making it one
of the busiest sea corridors globally. A large share of world
trade passes through these waters, and the nearby Strait of
Malacca acts as a key chokepoint where any disruption
could affect international shipping, global supply chains,
and economic stability. 

This central position also makes the region vulnerable to
blockades or pressure during economic, diplomatic, or
military crises, turning control of these routes into a

major strategic advantage. The region’s geography is highly
complex, with scattered islands, shoals, and coral reefs

and
Scarborough Shoal. Under the United Nations Convention

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), even small land features can
help generate maritime zones, so states compete to control

them to expand their maritime rights. 

such as the Spratly Islands, Paracel Islands, 

This has driven occupations and the construction of
artificial islands, many of which are being militarised with

airstrips, ports, and radar and missile systems, giving
defence,countries strategic depth and options for 

surveillance, and power projection. 
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Grey-Zone Tactics and Hybrid Maritime Coercion Grey-zone
warfare refers to coercive actions that fall below the
threshold of open armed conflict, deliberately exploiting legal
and military ambiguity. In the SCS, China employs several grey-
zone methods:

Maritime Militia (PAFMM): Civilian fishing vessels operated by
or coordinating with the PLA Navy, used to occupy reefs and
harass rival vessels while maintaining plausible deniability
Coast Guard Coercion: Use of water cannons, laser
targeting, and ship ramming — notably against Philippine
resupply missions to BRP Sierra Madre at Second Thomas
Shoal
The Cabbage Strategy: Surrounding a disputed feature with
successive layers of fishing boats, coast guard, and naval
vessels to establish de facto control

LEGAL FRAMEWORKS:
1. UNCLOS

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is a
comprehensive international treaty that provides a universal legal
framework for governing the world’s oceans, often referred to as the
“constitution of the oceans.” It was adopted in 1982 after years of negotiations
in the Third UN Conference on the Law of the Sea, in response to growing
disputes over maritime boundaries, navigation rights, and access to marine
resources. Its main goal is to regulate all ocean space, including maritime
zones, the use of marine resources, environmental protection, and the
peaceful use of the seas. 
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A crucial aspect for disputes like the South China Sea is its classification
of maritime features such as islands, rocks, and low-tide elevations,
because this decides whether a state can claim an EEZ from them. Over 160
countries, including China, the Philippines, Vietnam, and India, are
parties to UNCLOS, while the United States accepts many of its rules
without ratifying it. Although UNCLOS underpins most maritime
boundary agreements, it has weak enforcement, so states can sometimes
ignore rulings when they clash with national interests, leading to
ongoing tensions and selective compliance in regions such as the South
China Sea. 
This enforcement gap is directly relevant to multipolarity: in a
unipolar system, a hegemon can compel compliance; in a multipolar
one, no single actor has that authority, making legal frameworks like
UNCLOS increasingly dependent on voluntary state compliance. 

UNCLOS
continental
responsibilities 

sets rules
shelves,
for 

for maritime boundaries, claims to outer
and
The

Convention divides the seas into several legal zones: Internal Waters,
Territorial Sea (up to 12 nautical miles), Contiguous Zone (up to 24

nautical miles), Exclusive Economic Zone or EEZ (up to 200 nautical
miles), and the High Seas, each with different levels of state rights and

freedoms. It also distinguishes between coastal, port, and flag states,
and includes provisions on navigation and overflight rights, marine

scientific research, and the development and transfer of marine
technology. 

sovereign rights over resources, 
protecting the marine environment. 

UNCLOS declares seabed areas beyond national jurisdiction (the “Area”)
as the “common heritage of mankind,” to be managed for the benefit of
all through the International Seabed Authority. 
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2. FONOPS
Freedom of navigation is a core principle of international law that allows
all states to use the seas for trade, communication, and the movement of
armed forces, and it is central to ideas like a “Free and Open Indo‑Pacific”
because it supports global security, economic interdependence, and the free
flow of goods, people, and ideas. This principle is rooted in the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which provides the
main legal framework protecting navigation, overflight, and other lawful
uses of the oceans, while distinguishing between full sovereignty in the
12‑nautical‑mile territorial sea and limited resource rights in the
200‑nautical‑mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).

 Differences in how states interpret UNCLOS have created disputes, such as
India’s domestic rule that military activities in its EEZ require prior
notification, which the United States argues is inconsistent with UNCLOS
because the EEZ is not sovereign territory. To challenge what it views as
“excessive maritime claims,” the US conducts Freedom of Navigation
Operations (FONOPs), including missions by the US Seventh Fleet, under a
long‑running Freedom of Navigation Program designed to assert
navigation and overflight rights worldwide, even though the US has not
formally ratified UNCLOS while still following many of its principles.
FONOPs are presented as principle‑based and peaceful exercises of
unlawful
restrictions, whether they come from rivals, partners, or allies. In the South
China Sea, these operations challenge practices such as extending control
beyond 12 nautical miles, restricting innocent passage, or invoking vague
“historic rights” like China’s Nine‑Dash Line, which have been found
inconsistent with international law in rulings such as the South China Sea
Arbitration. 

internationally recognized rights, aimed at contesting 

Supporters argue that FONOPs help uphold a rules‑based maritime order and
keep sea lanes open, but they also carry risks of military incidents and are
often seen as provocative by China, adding to tensions even as they remain a
key tool for countering coercive maritime behavior and preventing the
gradual erosion of freedom of navigation. Russia has consistently sided
with China in framing FONOPs as provocative violations of coastal state
rights rather than legitimate exercises of freedom of navigation, reflecting
a broader Sino-Russian convergence against what both states describe as US-
led unilateralism. 
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3. ARBITRATION
The Philippines v. China arbitration under UNCLOS is one of the most
important legal developments in the South China Sea dispute. In January
2013, the Philippines brought a case under Annex VII of UNCLOS against
China, asking a tribunal to clarify the legality of China’s “Nine-Dash Line,”
the status of certain maritime features, and the lawfulness of China’s
activities in areas the Philippines considered within its Exclusive Economic
Zone. The case grew out of years of growing tension, including incidents
at Mischief Reef, Reed Bank, and especially the 2012 Scarborough Shoal
standoff, after earlier efforts like the 2002 Declaration on the Conduct
of Parties and the 2005 Joint Marine Seismic Undertaking had temporarily
eased but not resolved the disputes. 

Although China refused to participate and issued a position paper
rejecting the tribunal’s jurisdiction, a five-member tribunal was still

formed and administered by the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The
Hague, because UNCLOS allows proceedings to continue even if one party

does not appear. The Philippines argued that China’s Nine-Dash Line went
beyond what UNCLOS permits, that many features China claimed were only

rocks or low-tide elevations that could not generate large maritime
and

interference with fishing and resource exploration inside the Philippines’
EEZ violated its rights under the Convention. China countered that the

case was really about territorial sovereignty and maritime boundary
delimitation, which it had excluded from compulsory arbitration under

Article 298 of UNCLOS, and insisted the tribunal had no authority. 

zones, and that China’s construction, land reclamation, 

While the hearings went ahead, China continued building and militarising
artificial islands on features such as Mischief Reef, Subi Reef, and Fiery
Cross Reef, while the Philippines deepened its defence ties with the United
States. The Philippines ultimately sought a clear ruling that maritime
entitlements must be based on UNCLOS provisions rather than vague
historic rights, and that China should cease unlawful activities and
respect its EEZ.
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The case became a major test of the rules-based international order: it
showed that UNCLOS offers legal tools for smaller states to
challenge larger powers, but also exposed the weakness of
enforcement when a powerful state refuses to comply with rulings it
dislikes. Within the UNSC specifically, this weakness is compounded by
China's veto power. Any resolution attempting to reaffirm or enforce
the arbitral ruling would be immediately blocked by China under
Article 27 of the UN Charter. This creates a structural deadlock that
delegates must navigate — resolutions will need to be framed around
broader peace and security concerns under Chapter VI rather than
directly invoking the ruling. 

The Code of Conduct (COC) in the South China Sea is being developed
to manage rising tensions, prevent conflict, and set clearer rules for
state behaviour. It is negotiated between ASEAN and China, but its
roots go back to earlier regional efforts, when states like Malaysia,
the Philippines, Vietnam, and Brunei, along with China and Taiwan,
hardened their territorial claims and raised fears of escalation. In
the 1990s, Indonesia hosted workshops on managing potential
conflict, while China’s growing assertiveness was seen in incidents
such as the 1988 Spratly clash, the 1992 Law on the Territorial Sea, and
the 1995 Mischief Reef incident. 

4. CODE OF CONDUCT
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These developments pushed ASEAN to emphasise peaceful dispute resolution
and UNCLOS. This led to the 2002 Declaration on the Conduct of Parties
(DOC), a non-binding political agreement between ASEAN and China
committing parties to peaceful dispute resolution, self-restraint, and
confidence-building measures such as military dialogue and information
exchange. However, the DOC had no enforcement mechanism and failed to
prevent subsequent militarisation and island construction, making the
push for a stronger, legally binding COC all the more urgent 

Progress has been slow because of internal divisions within ASEAN, the
principle of non‑interference, and members’ differing economic and
strategic ties with China, as seen in the 2012 failure to issue a joint ASEAN
statement on the South China Sea. Major disagreements include whether the
COC should be legally binding (ASEAN generally wants a stronger, binding
framework, while China prefers a flexible, non‑binding one), how to define its
geographic scope, limits on military infrastructure, the role of external
powers, and guarantees for freedom of navigation and overflight under
UNCLOS. Although there are public timelines, such as a goal of completing
the COC by 2026, its effectiveness remains uncertain and will depend on ASEAN
unity and whether the final text becomes a genuinely enforceable
mechanism rather than just a diplomatic statement. 

The Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is a maritime zone defined by the 1982 United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, extending up to 200 nautical miles
from a coastal state’s baseline. Within this area, the coastal state does not
enjoy full sovereignty like it does on land or in its 12‑nautical‑mile territorial
sea, but it does have exclusive sovereign rights to explore, exploit, conserve,
and manage natural resources in the water, seabed, and subsoil, including
fisheries, oil, gas, and seabed minerals, and can adopt measures to prevent and
control pollution. 

5.EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONE
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that depend on offshore energy and fishing industries, and it is often treated as
the core maritime space for their “blue economy.” A key distinction is that in the
territorial sea a state has full sovereignty, whereas in the EEZ it has limited
“sovereign rights” focused on resources and certain environmental
jurisdiction. The water column of the EEZ remains part of international waters
for navigation purposes, so other states retain freedoms of navigation,
overflight, and other internationally lawful uses of the sea, and the EEZ does
not normally restrict global shipping routes.

 This balance is a source of tension: some states, such as India, argue that foreign
military exercises in their EEZ require prior consent, interpreting their rights
more broadly, while others, particularly the United States, insist that military
activities and exercises are part of the freedoms of navigation and overflight
and do not need permission. These differing interpretations show a key
limitation of UNCLOS: the legal definitions are clear, but states often apply them
differently in practice. Overall, the EEZ is central to modern maritime law
because it attempts to balance coastal states’ economic interests with the
principle of open seas, while overlapping or conflicting EEZ claims have become
a major driver of maritime disputes. 

China’s position in the South China Sea is built on “historical rights” linked to
the U‑shaped or “nine‑dash line” first published in 1948, under which it claims
nearly 80% of the sea as an integral part of its territory and a core national
security interest. Beijing frames control over the South China Sea as a national
task tied to energy and biological resources, trade and energy security, and the
transit of civilian and military vessels between the Pacific and Indian Oceans.
Officially, China stresses peaceful negotiation, good neighbourly relations, and
cooperation with regional states, but in practice it has pursued de facto
control through land reclamation, building artificial islands, expanding
military facilities, and increasing patrols. 
It prefers bilateral negotiations, opposes “internationalisation” of the dispute,
and seeks to limit the role of outside powers such as the United States, Japan,
Australia, and India, while keeping discussions mainly within frameworks like
ASEAN. Legally, China adopts a broad reading of UNCLOS, restricting what it
calls “peaceful passage” of foreign warships, not recognising full freedom of
navigation and overflight for military vessels and aircraft in its claimed EEZ,
and treating much of the South China Sea as if it were under an internal waters–
type regime. It rejected the 2016 Arbitral Tribunal ruling in favour of the
Philippines, refused to recognise the court’s jurisdiction, and continues to insist
that disputes be handled only through bilateral talks. 

MAJOR STAKEHOLDERS:
CHINA:
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Chinese defence documents emphasise sovereignty and territorial integrity
at sea, justify infrastructure construction and patrolling as lawful, and
instruct the military to respond firmly to perceived violations of its
maritime and air borders. Strategically, China combines closer economic
and diplomatic engagement with ASEAN and participation in Code of
Conduct talks with unilateral resource exploitation and island
development to shape a “stable and mutually beneficial” regional order on
its own terms. In Chinese policy debates and academic commentary, tensions
are often blamed on the United States and on regional states like Vietnam
and the Philippines, which are seen as “inviting” US involvement to contain
China’s rise. Many Chinese analysts argue that Washington’s “pivot” or
“return to Asia” is aimed at soft containment and that “freedom of
navigation” is used as a pretext to justify US military presence and pressure
China, rather than to protect commercial shipping, which China says has
not been threatened. 

Internally, Chinese views range from hard-line voices calling for stronger
military action to moderate voices advocating assertiveness without
direct confrontation.

The United States views the South China Sea within a wider “changing global
order,” where China and other regional powers are gaining influence and
the Indo‑Pacific is central to US economic and security interests. Under
Donald Trump, US foreign policy became more selective and transactional,
with a focus on national interest—protecting national security,
maintaining economic prosperity, and preserving global influence—rather
than broad, open‑ended global commitments. In this context, the South
China Sea is part of a larger strategic calculus linked to multipolarity,
regional security, and managing China’s rise, not just a narrow maritime
dispute. 

USA
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TAIWAN
 Taiwan’sstance in the South China Sea is shaped by its broader security concerns

about rising Chinese military and political pressure in surrounding waters.
Taiwanese defence authorities warn that China’s actions are no longer isolated
but part of a coordinated campaign, combining air and naval activities with
cognitive warfare and united front tactics aimed at influencing Taiwanese
society and weakening its sovereignty. Chinese “law enforcement patrols” and
military drills around Taiwan’s outlying islands and near the median line are
seen in Taipei as efforts to normalise Beijing’s jurisdictional claims and to
portray the Taiwan Strait, and by extension nearby maritime areas, as Chinese
internal waters rather than international or shared space. This environment
reinforces a defensive, vigilance‑oriented maritime posture for Taiwan,
including in the South China Sea, where it focuses on resisting any legal or
practical redefinition of maritime zones that could erode its sovereignty or
strategic autonomy. 

In practical terms, Taiwan emphasises sovereignty protection and legal framing
through international norms, but couples this with strategic restraint rather
than escalation. Taiwan also works more closely with international partners to
ensure its situation is understood, build support, and counter attempts to isolate
it diplomatically. As a result, its approach in the South China Sea is not focused
on aggressive assertion of maritime claims but on maintaining existing legal and
political boundaries, defending its de facto autonomy, and managing security
pressures in a highly contested Indo‑Pacific environment. Overall, Taiwan’s
stance combines sovereignty protection, reliance on international law, and
careful crisis management, aiming to avoid escalation while pushing back
against perceived Chinese encroachment and influence operations. 

20



JAPAN
 

ASEAN
 

Japanisnot a direct claimant in the South China Sea and has no EEZ or
territorial claims there, but it sees itself as a major stakeholder because the sea
is a vital Sea Lane of Communication through which most of its trade and
roughly four-fifths of its energy imports pass. The South China Sea is thus
essential to Japan’s economic security, and Tokyo worries that instability,
coercion, or Chinese dominance there could endanger its supply routes. 

ASEANplays a central but complicated role in the South China Sea because
some of its members are direct claimants while others prioritise economic ties
with China, making unity difficult. Its overall approach is grounded in
neutrality, dialogue, and regional stability, using platforms like the ASEAN
Regional Forum, ASEAN–China summits, and Code of Conduct (COC)
negotiations to promote peaceful solutions and uphold international law,
especially UNCLOS. However, ASEAN’s effectiveness is limited by internal
divisions, differing national interests, and the “ASEAN Way” of consensus and
non‑interference, which slows decision‑making and weakens its ability to
confront external pressure.
Within ASEAN, the Philippines and Vietnam are the most outspoken claimants.
The Philippines claims parts of the Spratly Islands and focuses on defending its
EEZ, relying on its alliance with the United States and legal tools such as the
UNCLOS arbitration it won in 2016, even though China rejected the ruling.
Vietnam, which claims both the Spratly and Paracel Islands, sees the South
China Sea as vital and views China as a major strategic threat, so it supports
“internationalising” the issue by involving partners like the US, Japan, and India
and has invested in modernising its navy and coast guard. Malaysia takes a
quieter, cautious approach: it has overlapping claims with China around the
Luconia Shoals and the Spratlys and aligns its EEZ claims mostly with UNCLOS,
but avoids openly confronting Beijing due to strong economic links and
domestic sensitivities. Brunei is the most low‑profile claimant, quietly
asserting limited but resource‑rich claims while focusing on economic
cooperation with China and backing multilateral, peaceful solutions.
Indonesia is not a formal claimant to the Spratly or Paracel Islands, but it has
grown more assertive as China’s claims overlap with its EEZ near the Natuna
Islands, prompting stronger patrols and military presence there.
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Beyond economics, Japan views Chinese behaviour in the South China Sea—
expansive historical claims, rejection of the 2016 arbitral ruling under
UNCLOS, militarisation of artificial islands, and grey‑zone tactics—as
setting dangerous precedents that could later be used against Japan in
the East China Sea, especially around the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. For
Japan, the core issue is therefore not just specific features in the South
China Sea but the survival of a rules‑based maritime order and the
principle that disputes must be settled according to international law,
especially UNCLOS, rather than unilateral coercion.
Because of this, Japan frames its South China Sea policy around
multilateralism, capacity‑building, and rule‑enforcement rather than
direct military confrontation. It has helped create and support regional
institutions such as the ASEAN Regional Forum, East Asia Summit,
ADMM‑Plus, and the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum, using these platforms
to promote dialogue, oppose changes to the status quo by force, and
quietly balance Chinese influence. Japan has also led regional
cooperation on maritime security and anti‑piracy, backing agreements
like ReCAAP and providing coast guard vessels, radar, surveillance
aircraft, and other mostly non‑lethal equipment to Southeast Asian
states such as the Philippines and Vietnam to strengthen their maritime
domain awareness and law‑enforcement capacity. At the same time, Japan
participates in joint naval exercises and has signed arrangements like the
Reciprocal Access Agreement with the Philippines, but it avoids highly
provocative steps like US‑style FONOPs, keeping its involvement below the
threshold of direct confrontation. All of this is integrated into Japan’s
“Free and Open Indo‑Pacific” (FOIP) vision, which aims to preserve freedom
of navigation, protect the maritime commons, and prevent any single
power—especially China—from dominating the region, while still
acknowledging Japan’s constraints: reliance on the US security umbrella,
constitutional limits, demographic and economic pressures, and deep
economic interdependence with China. Japan therefore tries to balance
deterrence and engagement, seeking above all to keep the United States
deeply involved in the Indo‑Pacific and to support Southeast Asian
partners so that no state can unilaterally rewrite the rules.
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INDIA
India’s role in the South China Sea has expanded under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, even though India is not a claimant. New Delhi increasingly
sees the region as strategically important because Southeast Asia is a
gateway to the Indian Ocean and nearly half of India’s trade passes
through the Strait of Malacca and the South China Sea, making secure sea
lanes vital for economic and energy security. India worries that conflict
or Chinese dominance there could spill into the Indian Ocean and
undermine its traditional sphere of influence. As part of its “Act East Policy”
and its effort to balance China’s rise, India has deepened defence
cooperation with key claimant states like the Philippines and Vietnam
through naval exercises, arms exports, and capacity-building, including
joint exercises with ASEAN navies and the sale of BrahMos supersonic anti-
ship missiles to the Philippines and a missile frigate to Vietnam, as well as
plans to supply helicopters to the Philippine Coast Guard.
Diplomatically, India has shifted from cautious neutrality to a clearer
legal stance. After initially only “taking note” of the 2016 arbitral ruling in
Philippines v. China, India later joined the Philippines in explicitly stressing
peaceful dispute resolution, adherence to UNCLOS, and respect for the
award, marking a break from its earlier reluctance to be seen as siding
against China. India’s involvement is driven by three main factors: strategic
worries about China’s military and maritime expansion, the need to protect
freedom of navigation, and long-standing energy interests, such as oil and
gas exploration projects with Vietnam that also serve to anchor its
presence in the region. 

At the same time, India’s role is encouraged by its partnership with the United
States and other QUAD members, who see India as a balancing power in the
Indo-Pacific. However, India still faces clear limits: it lacks a permanent
military presence or alliance network in the South China Sea, remains
primarily focused on dominance in the Indian Ocean, and continues to
value strategic autonomy. As a result, its approach combines growing
engagement—through diplomacy, defence cooperation, and economic ties—
with cautious avoidance of direct confrontation or full alignment with
any one bloc.
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AUSTRALIA
 

 At the same time, it tries to balance deterrence with diplomacy by emphasising collective
security, practical cooperation, and regional stability rather than framing the region
purely in ideological terms. This makes Australia an increasingly important stakeholder
in the South China Sea dispute, not because it seeks territory, but because the outcome will
shape trade security, the regional balance of power, and the future of the rules-based
order in the wider Indo-Pacific

Australia’srole in the South China Sea has grown as it takes a more active stance against
China’s coercive behaviour in the Indo-Pacific, even though it has no territorial claims
there. Canberra sees the South China Sea as vital to a rules-based international order and
to its own trade and security, so it strongly supports freedom of navigation, open sea
lanes, and adherence to international law, especially UNCLOS. It has fully endorsed the
2016 arbitral ruling that rejected many of China’s maritime claims and frames its position
not just as following the United States, but as advancing its own national interests and
supporting Southeast Asian partners. Unlike Washington’s sometimes more ideological tone,
Australia generally avoids confrontational rhetoric that might alienate ASEAN states,
focusing instead on practical steps that build collective regional resilience.

Australia’s 2020 Defence Strategic Update signalled a shift toward a more active and
independent role in shaping Indo-Pacific security, driven by the recognition that the
United States alone can no longer uphold regional order. Canberra has deepened defence
and security cooperation with Japan, India, the United States, and ASEAN members through
joint exercises, diplomatic coordination, and frameworks like the QUAD, all under the
banner of a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific.” Operationally, Australia is under growing
pressure to match its legal stance with actions such as participating in or supporting
Freedom of Navigation Operations near Chinese‑claimed features, but it also recognises
that FONOPs are largely symbolic and do little on their own to strengthen Southeast
Asian claimants. As a result, Australia is likely to focus more on intelligence sharing,
maritime surveillance, and coordinated patrols with regional navies and coast guards to
help protect fisheries, energy exploration, and commercial shipping in other states’ EEZs.
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SOUTH KOREA
South Korea is not a claimant in the South China Sea but has significant
economic stakes in the region, as a large portion of its trade and energy
imports — including Middle Eastern oil and gas — pass through SCS
shipping lanes, making stability in the region essential to its economy.
Seoul's position is complicated by its dual dependence on the United
States, its primary security ally under the 1953 Mutual Defense Treaty,
and China, its largest trading partner, meaning South Korea
consistently avoids taking strong public stances on SCS disputes to
preserve both relationships. While South Korea broadly supports freedom
of navigation and a rules-based maritime order, it has largely stayed
out of direct SCS diplomacy, preferring to focus its strategic attention
on the Korean Peninsula and North Korean denuclearisation. In
committee, delegates representing South Korea should reflect this
careful balancing act — supportive of international law in principle but
unwilling to directly antagonise China. 

CURRENT ESCALATION:
 Amajorescalation hasbeen the sharp rise in direct confrontations,

especially with the Philippines around Second Thomas Shoal and
Scarborough Shoal. Chinese coast guard and maritime militia vessels have
repeatedly used grey‑zone tactics such as water cannon blasts, ramming,
blocking, and dangerous manoeuvres against Philippine resupply missions
to the grounded BRP Sierra Madre, injuring sailors and damaging ships in
incidents documented in 2023 and 2024. These clashes sit within a wider
trend of grey‑zone operations across the South China Sea, including the
use of large fishing fleets, law‑enforcement patrols, and surveillance
assets to establish a “new normal” of Chinese presence inside other states’
EEZs without crossing into open warfare. At the same time, external powers
have deepened their involvement: the United States has expanded Freedom
of Navigation Operations, strengthened its defence commitments to the
Philippines, and increased exercises such as the large Balikatan drills that
now involve missile firings and more allies, while Japan, Australia, and
others have stepped up joint patrols and naval presence, further
internationalising the dispute
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Parallel legal and diplomatic moves—such as the Philippines’ Maritime Zones
Act on one side and China’s continued rejection of the arbitral ruling on
the other—have hardened positions, while competition over hydrocarbons
and fisheries has raised the economic stakes in contested areas like the
Spratlys, Luconia Shoals, and waters near the Natuna Islands. Overall,
administrative expansion, militarised island‑building, repeated maritime
clashes, grey‑zone coercion, resource competition, and great‑power rivalry
have combined to make the South China Sea one of the most volatile and
escalation‑prone maritime regions in the Indo‑Pacific.

The South China Sea presents a complex set of interconnected challenges
shaped by territorial disputes, geopolitical rivalry, regional fragmentation,
militarisation, and the wider securitisation of the Indo-Pacific. At its core is
a long-running dispute between China and several Southeast Asian states
over a semi-enclosed sea that was never properly demarcated after
decolonisation. Rival claims centre on the Spratly Islands, Paracel Islands,
and Scarborough Shoal, while China’s nine-dash line symbolises its expansive
maritime claims and ambitions. This has created a highly contested
environment in which claimant states compete to occupy features and assert
control, making the dispute one of the most complex maritime conflicts in
the world.
The South China Sea is also strategically important because it connects the
Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean through vital routes such as the Strait
of Malacca and the Taiwan Strait, carrying about one-third of global
maritime traffic. Its oil, minerals, fisheries, and other marine resources have
raised the stakes further, while broader Indo-Pacific geopolitics has turned
the sea into a key theatre of great-power competition between China and the
United States. This rivalry has made ASEAN’s non-alignment strategy harder
to sustain, as regional states face increasing pressure to choose between
Washington and Beijing, weakening traditional hedging.

CHALLENGES, RISKS, AND IMPLICATIONS:
CHALLENGES:
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The most immediate risk in the South China Sea is military escalation arising
from historical claims, counterclaims, militarisation, and confrontational
maritime incidents. Because the SCS sits at the centre of US–China rivalry, even
localized maritime incidents involving Taiwan, the Spratly Islands, Paracel
Islands, Scarborough Shoal, or artificial installations could escalate into
broader regional or global conflict. Repeated close encounters between naval
and coast guard forces increase the probability of miscalculation and
accidental conflict.
A major risk stems from China’s “gray zone” strategy, which deliberately blurs
civilian and military distinctions through maritime militia, coast guard
operations, and coercive manoeuvres. Vessel ramming, aggressive interceptions,
laser targeting, and harassment of foreign ships create uncertainty and
increase the likelihood of unintended escalation. These tactics allow
incremental control without open war but destabilise the regional security
environment.

Another major challenge is China’s assertive territorial strategy and gray-
zone tactics. China increasingly uses its coast guard, maritime militia, and
civilian vessels to carry out coercive actions while avoiding open war,
including ramming, water cannon attacks, laser targeting, and harassment of
resupply missions near disputed features such as Second Thomas Shoal and Sabina
Shoal. It has also built artificial islands in the Spratlys and Paracels, adding
ports, runways, radar systems, missile facilities, and military outposts that
intensify instability. The situation is further complicated by China’s rejection of
the 2016 arbitral ruling under UNCLOS, disagreements over EEZ rights and
freedom of navigation, and ASEAN’s internal divisions, which have slowed
progress on a binding Code of Conduct. Militarisation, competing legal
interpretations, and external involvement have together made the South China
Sea one of the most volatile security flashpoints in the Indo-Pacific.

RISKS:
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There is also a systemic risk to the rules-based international order. China’s
rejection of UNCLOS arbitration undermines international legal institutions
and encourages power-based governance over rules-based systems. If maritime
boundaries are reshaped through coercion and selective compliance, global
confidence in international law and peaceful dispute resolution weakens
significantly.
Another risk is strategic polarization caused by external involvement. The
United States continues Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs) and
strengthens alliances with the Philippines, Japan, and Australia, while China
views QUAD and AUKUS as containment mechanisms. This intensifies arms
competition, military deployments, and strategic distrust across the Indo-
Pacific, increasing the possibility of bloc confrontation. The US–Philippines
Mutual Defense Treaty also raises the risk of US involvement in a regional
conflict if Philippine forces or vessels are attacked.
Economic risks are substantial because the South China Sea is one of the world’s
busiest maritime arteries. Disruption of Sea Lanes of Communication (SLOCs)
would affect global trade, supply chains, energy transport, and international
markets, with one-third of global maritime trade passing through these waters.
Instability would therefore have global consequences for economic and
energy security. 

ASEAN fragmentation creates another key risk, as internal divisions weaken
collective responses and allow external powers to exploit differences. Failure
to finalise a binding Code of Conduct reinforces institutional weakness and
reduces ASEAN’s ability to function as a regional stabiliser. At the broader
level, there is a risk of unstable multipolar transition driven by competing
ambitions of China, the United States, India, Japan, and Australia, increasing
long-term geopolitical confrontation. 
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IMPLICATIONS:
 TheSouth ChinaSea has become a defining battleground for 21st-century

geopolitics, representing a contest over international law, maritime order,
strategic influence, and global power transition. It reflects the evolution of
a multipolar international system in which China, the United States, and
regional actors such as the Philippines are central participants.
A key implication is the transformation of the Indo-Pacific into the primary
arena of global strategic competition. The SCS functions as a central hub for
power projection, alliance-building, maritime connectivity, and military
strategy, making it indispensable to global geopolitics and economic stability.
China’s assertiveness implies an effort to reshape regional order based on
strategic strength rather than existing legal frameworks, through
militarisation of artificial islands, rejection of arbitration rulings, and
expansion of maritime presence, challenging US dominance and existing
norms.
The Philippines’ resistance under President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. reflects a
broader regional trend of balancing against China through alliances with
the US, Australia, and Japan, strengthening regional deterrence networks but
increasing strategic polarization. The United States views the SCS as a litmus
test of credibility in upholding a rules-based order, yet its strategy also
reveals limits of external power projection due to escalation risks. ASEAN’s
struggles highlight the limitations of consensus-based diplomacy in
managing great power rivalry and its inability to enforce binding
mechanisms such as a Code of Conduct, raising questions about future
regional governance effectiveness. ASEAN’s hedging strategy remains central
to regional order, preserving flexibility but limiting decisive outcomes.
The South China Sea also demonstrates interconnectedness of global
theatres, where developments in Europe, particularly the war in Ukraine,
influence Indo-Pacific strategies, making multipolar competition globalised
rather than regional.
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DIPLOMATIC SOLUTIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATION:

Diplomatic solutions to the South China Sea dispute focus less on a final
settlement and more on preventing escalation, managing tensions, and
preserving regional stability. The main priority is conflict management
through confidence-building, gradual engagement, and crisis-prevention
mechanisms rather than expecting an immediate resolution of sovereignty
disputes.
ASEAN remains central to this approach, especially through negotiations for
a binding Code of Conduct (COC) with China. Since the 2002 Declaration on
the Conduct of Parties, talks have aimed to create clearer rules on military
activity, maritime conduct, and crisis management, but progress has been slow
because ASEAN members have different interests and China prefers bilateral
negotiations. A major part of diplomacy is building hotlines, communication
protocols, rules for encounters at sea, and other mechanisms to prevent
incidents like water-cannon attacks, laser targeting, dangerous manoeuvres,
and ship collisions from spiralling into larger c onflict.

International law, especially UNCLOS, is another core pillar. The 2016
arbitration ruling remains important because it rejected the legal basis of
China’s nine-dash line and reinforced that maritime entitlements must
conform to UNCLOS, even though China rejected the decision. Many proposals
also call for stronger ASEAN unity among claimant states like the Philippines,
Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Brunei, so they can coordinate on EEZ
rights and dispute management, though this is limited by different territorial
interests and varying dependence on China. Another practical option is
provisional resource-sharing and joint development, which would allow
states to set aside sovereignty disputes temporarily and cooperate on
fisheries, oil, and gas, even if political mistrust makes this difficult.
External actors such as the United States, Japan, Australia, and France support
freedom of navigation, capacity-building, and maritime security cooperation,
but most regional states prefer balancing rather than direct bloc
confrontation. Overall, the most realistic diplomatic strategy is not
complete resolution, but structured cooperation: strengthening legal
norms, improving communication, expanding joint development, and
maintaining consultation, flexibility, pragmatism, and consensus so the South
China Sea remains stable even amid rivalry.
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CONCLUSION:
 

SUGGESTED MODERATED CAUCUS TOPICS:
 

TheSouth China Sea dispute remains one of the most significant geopolitical
flashpoints in the modern international system. What began as competing territorial
and maritime claims has evolved into a broader strategic contest involving
sovereignty, international law, military power, and great-power rivalry. At its
centre is China's expansive nine-dash line claim, which conflicts with the EEZs of
several Southeast Asian nations and has been widely challenged under UNCLOS.
Tensions have escalated through militarisation, artificial island construction,
coast guard confrontations, and increasing military deployments by regional and
external powers alike. In response, states like the Philippines and Vietnam have
deepened defence ties with the United States, Japan, and Australia, transforming the
South China Sea into a central arena of US–China strategic competition. The 2016 PCA
ruling, though landmark, exposed a critical weakness: international law has limited
force when major powers refuse compliance, and ASEAN's internal divisions have
prevented a unified regional response.
The stakes are global. Any large-scale conflict or prolonged instability would
disrupt trade, threaten energy security, and risk wider military confrontation.
Complete resolution remains unlikely in the near future, making conflict
management a realistic priority — through a binding Code of Conduct, adherence to
UNCLOS, military communication mechanisms, and sustained confidence-building.
Ultimately, how this dispute unfolds will significantly shape the balance of power,
regional stability, and the future of the rules-based international order.

1.DeliberationsunderUNCLOSandpeacefuldisputeresolution mechanisms in
the South China Sea.

2.The role and effectiveness of ASEAN in addressing rising tensions in the South
China Sea.

3.The significance of the proposed ASEAN–China Code of Conduct (CoC).

4.Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs) and competing interpretations of
international maritime law.

5.Militarisation of the South China Sea and its impact on regional stability.

31



What are the measures required to resolve the given crises?

What will be the procedure in case diplomatic efforts fail?

How will the resolution ensure the accountability of states?

How will the resolution promise regional stability and safety?

How will the resolution account for the economic disparity in the affected
areas?

What long-term development initiatives can be promoted to aid fostering
amicable relations with other states?

6.Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) and overlapping maritime claims in the South
China Sea.

7.The impact of China’s nine-dash line claims on the rules-based international
order.

8.Strategic competition between the United States and China in the Indo-Pacific.

9.The significance of multipolarity in shaping South China Sea tensions. 

10.The role of external stakeholders such as India, Japan, Australia, and the
QUAD.

11.Economic and strategic importance of the South China Sea for global trade
and energy security.

12.The 2016 Permanent Court of Arbitration ruling and its implications.

13.The use of grey-zone tactics, maritime militias, and coercive strategies in the
South China Sea.

14.Balancing sovereignty, maritime security, and freedom of navigation.

15.Challenges in achieving a unified ASEAN response to the South China Sea
dispute.

QUESTIONS A RESOLUTION MUST ANSWER:
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GUIDELINES:
 

GENERAL GUIDELINES:
Use trusted sources.

Make sure to cite all the information you use.

Stay true to your country’s stance and foreign policy.

Include not only facts, but also possible solutions.

************************************************************

Includeasmanypoints as possible from the following:

A brief introduction to your country and its history concerning the topic and
c ommit tee.

How the issue affects your country.

Your country's policies with respect to the issue and your country's
justification for these policies.

Quotes from your country's leaders about the issue.

Statistics to back up your country's position on the issue.

Actions taken by your government with regard to the issue.

Conventions and resolutions that your country has signed or ratified.

UN actions that your country supported or opposed.

What your country believes should be done to address the issue.

What your country would like to accomplish in the committee's resolution.

How the positions of other countries affect your country's position.
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	The agenda: rising tensions in the South China Sea, focuses on ongoing diplomatic, legal, and strategic deliberations over sovereignty, maritime rights, and regional security. These discussions occur through bilateral negotiations such as China–Vietnam and China–Philippines talks, regional platforms like Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and international legal frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). However, these deliberations are heavily influenced by historical claims, past conflicts, militarisation, and shifting geopolitical power dynamics. As a result, the South China Sea has become a major arena of strategic competition where regional disputes intersect with broader global rivalries.
	SIGNIFICANCE OF MULTIPOLARITY  Multipolarity refers to an international system where power is distributed among several major states rather than dominated by a single superpower. Unlike the bipolar Cold War system or the unipolar post-Cold War order led by the United States, the modern international system is increasingly multipolar and competitive. The growing assertiveness of China in the South China Sea, the strengthening of the QUAD, ASEAN’s balancing role, and the increasing involvement of powers such as India, Japan, Australia, and the United States all reflect these multipolar dynamics. In this environment, power is more diffused, alliances are more fluid, and strategic uncertainty is higher. This makes multipolarity highly significant to the agenda because the South China Sea dispute is no longer only a regional maritime conflict, but also part of a larger global power struggle shaping the emerging international order.
	INTRODUCTION AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT: The South China Sea is a strategically important maritime region connecting the Pacific and Indian Oceans and serves as a major global trade and energy route.  A large portion of international shipping passes through this area, making it essential for economic stability. Tensions in the region have increased due to overlapping territorial claims, competition over fisheries and energy resources, growing militarisation, and rising rivalry between major powers. Many of these disputes originated during the colonial period, when European powers such as France and Britain drew unclear maritime boundaries in Southeast Asia. After independence, countries like Vietnam, Malaysia, and Philippines inherited overlapping claims, contributing to modern maritime disputes. Historically, the South China Sea was widely used for trade and fishing without fixed boundaries. The situation became more complicated after World War II, when Japan’s occupation of the region disrupted territorial control. Following independence, several states began asserting competing claims over islands and maritime zones. A major turning point came when the People's Republic of China introduced the Nine-Dash Line, based on earlier Eleven-Dash Line claims, asserting control over most of the South China Sea. These claims overlap with the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) of several Southeast Asian countries and conflict with the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). The Nine-Dash Line has no basis in UNCLOS, which recognises only EEZs extending 200 nautical miles from coastlines — a direct contradiction of China's claim to nearly 80% of the sea.
	As the global order shifted from Cold War bipolarity to modern multipolarity, the strategic importance of the South China Sea increased significantly. China expanded its military presence through artificial islands, ports, airstrips, and surveillance systems, while the United States strengthened its regional presence through freedom of navigation operations and security partnerships. This often conflicted with the objectives of Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), which promotes regional stability and peaceful cooperation. In response, several diplomatic and strategic frameworks emerged. ASEAN continues negotiations for a Code of Conduct, while groupings such as the QUAD and AUKUS reflect growing efforts to balance China’s influence in the Indo-Pacific. As a result, the South China Sea dispute has evolved from a regional territorial issue into a major geopolitical conflict involving international law, regional security, and global power competition.
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	2009: China formally submits Nine-Dash Line map to the UN
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	2013: Philippines files arbitration case against China under UNCLOS
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	2020: US formally and legally rejects Nine-Dash Line claims
	2023-24: Repeated water cannon attacks on Philippine resupply missions at Second Thomas Shoal
	2025: China militarises additional reef in SCS
	ECONOMIC, MILITARY & GEOGRAPHIC SIGNIFICANCE:
	MILITARY SIGNIFICANCE: The South China Sea is a central military arena because control over it allows states to dominate major sea lanes and project power across the Indo-Pacific, making it vital for naval deployments, submarine operations, missile positioning, and surveillance.
	China has militarised many islands and reefs, especially in the Spratly Islands, by building artificial islands with runways, radar and communications systems, hangars for combat aircraft, missile batteries, and naval facilities, forming part of its Anti- Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) strategy to control surrounding waters and restrict rival navies like the United States. In response, the USA conducts regular Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs), deploys carrier strike groups, and holds joint exercises with allies to challenge China’s maritime claims and keep sea lanes open, while partners such as Japan and Australia support a “free and open Indo-Pacific”. Regional groupings like the Quad and ASEAN try to prevent excessive militarisation and escalation by balancing between China and the USA and encouraging dialogue.
	Rising tensions are evident in incidents like the Scarborough Shoal standoff between China and the Philippines, the Hague Tribunal ruling that rejected many of China’s claims, and frequent US–China naval encounters, creating a deterrence- heavy environment with serious risks of naval clashes, accidental escalation, an arms race, and grey-zone tactics such as aggressive coast guard or militia actions. Key flashpoints include possible Taiwan spillover and repeated China–Philippines confrontations, making the region fragile enough that miscalculation could trigger war, while proposed measures like hotlines, joint patrols, and crisis-management mechanisms remain limited in effectiveness.
	GEOGRAPHIC SIGNIFICANCE: The South China Sea is one of the world’s most important maritime spaces because it sits at the centre of major shipping routes linking the Pacific and Indian Oceans, making it one of the busiest sea corridors globally. A large share of world trade passes through these waters, and the nearby Strait of Malacca acts as a key chokepoint where any disruption could affect international shipping, global supply chains, and economic stability.
	This central position also makes the region vulnerable to blockades or pressure during economic, diplomatic, or military crises, turning control of these routes into a major strategic advantage. The region’s geography is highly complex, with scattered islands, shoals, and coral reefs and Scarborough Shoal. Under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), even small land features can help generate maritime zones, so states compete to control them to expand their maritime rights.
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	UNCLOS declares seabed areas beyond national jurisdiction (the “Area”) as the “common heritage of mankind,” to be managed for the benefit of all through the International Seabed Authority.
	A crucial aspect for disputes like the South China Sea is its classification of maritime features such as islands, rocks, and low-tide elevations, because this decides whether a state can claim an EEZ from them. Over 160 countries, including China, the Philippines, Vietnam, and India, are parties to UNCLOS, while the United States accepts many of its rules without ratifying it. Although UNCLOS underpins most maritime boundary agreements, it has weak enforcement, so states can sometimes ignore rulings when they clash with national interests, leading to ongoing tensions and selective compliance in regions such as the South China Sea.  This enforcement gap is directly relevant to multipolarity: in a unipolar system, a hegemon can compel compliance; in a multipolar one, no single actor has that authority, making legal frameworks like UNCLOS increasingly dependent on voluntary state compliance.
	2. FONOPS Freedom of navigation is a core principle of international law that allows all states to use the seas for trade, communication, and the movement of armed forces, and it is central to ideas like a “Free and Open Indo‑Pacific” because it supports global security, economic interdependence, and the free flow of goods, people, and ideas. This principle is rooted in the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which provides the main legal framework protecting navigation, overflight, and other lawful uses of the oceans, while distinguishing between full sovereignty in the 12‑nautical‑mile territorial sea and limited resource rights in the 200‑nautical‑mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).
	Differences in how states interpret UNCLOS have created disputes, such as India’s domestic rule that military activities in its EEZ require prior notification, which the United States argues is inconsistent with UNCLOS because the EEZ is not sovereign territory. To challenge what it views as “excessive maritime claims,” the US conducts Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs), including missions by the US Seventh Fleet, under a long‑running Freedom of Navigation Program designed to assert navigation and overflight rights worldwide, even though the US has not formally ratified UNCLOS while still following many of its principles. FONOPs are presented as principle‑based and peaceful exercises of unlawful restrictions, whether they come from rivals, partners, or allies. In the South China Sea, these operations challenge practices such as extending control beyond 12 nautical miles, restricting innocent passage, or invoking vague “historic rights” like China’s Nine‑Dash Line, which have been found inconsistent with international law in rulings such as the South China Sea Arbitration.
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	Supporters argue that FONOPs help uphold a rules‑based maritime order and keep sea lanes open, but they also carry risks of military incidents and are often seen as provocative by China, adding to tensions even as they remain a key tool for countering coercive maritime behavior and preventing the gradual erosion of freedom of navigation. Russia has consistently sided with China in framing FONOPs as provocative violations of coastal state rights rather than legitimate exercises of freedom of navigation, reflecting a broader Sino-Russian convergence against what both states describe as US- led unilateralism.
	3. ARBITRATION The Philippines v. China arbitration under UNCLOS is one of the most important legal developments in the South China Sea dispute. In January 2013, the Philippines brought a case under Annex VII of UNCLOS against China, asking a tribunal to clarify the legality of China’s “Nine-Dash Line,” the status of certain maritime features, and the lawfulness of China’s activities in areas the Philippines considered within its Exclusive Economic Zone. The case grew out of years of growing tension, including incidents at Mischief Reef, Reed Bank, and especially the 2012 Scarborough Shoal standoff, after earlier efforts like the 2002 Declaration on the Conduct of Parties and the 2005 Joint Marine Seismic Undertaking had temporarily eased but not resolved the disputes.
	Although China refused to participate and issued a position paper rejecting the tribunal’s jurisdiction, a five-member tribunal was still formed and administered by the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague, because UNCLOS allows proceedings to continue even if one party does not appear. The Philippines argued that China’s Nine-Dash Line went beyond what UNCLOS permits, that many features China claimed were only rocks or low-tide elevations that could not generate large maritime and interference with fishing and resource exploration inside the Philippines’ EEZ violated its rights under the Convention. China countered that the case was really about territorial sovereignty and maritime boundary delimitation, which it had excluded from compulsory arbitration under Article 298 of UNCLOS, and insisted the tribunal had no authority.
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	While the hearings went ahead, China continued building and militarising artificial islands on features such as Mischief Reef, Subi Reef, and Fiery Cross Reef, while the Philippines deepened its defence ties with the United States. The Philippines ultimately sought a clear ruling that maritime entitlements must be based on UNCLOS provisions rather than vague historic rights, and that China should cease unlawful activities and respect its EEZ.
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	Beyond economics, Japan views Chinese behaviour in the South China Sea— expansive historical claims, rejection of the 2016 arbitral ruling under UNCLOS, militarisation of artificial islands, and grey‑zone tactics—as setting dangerous precedents that could later be used against Japan in the East China Sea, especially around the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. For Japan, the core issue is therefore not just specific features in the South China Sea but the survival of a rules‑based maritime order and the principle that disputes must be settled according to international law, especially UNCLOS, rather than unilateral coercion. Because of this, Japan frames its South China Sea policy around multilateralism, capacity‑building, and rule‑enforcement rather than direct military confrontation. It has helped create and support regional institutions such as the ASEAN Regional Forum, East Asia Summit, ADMM‑Plus, and the Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum, using these platforms to promote dialogue, oppose changes to the status quo by force, and quietly balance Chinese influence. Japan has also led regional cooperation on maritime security and anti‑piracy, backing agreements like ReCAAP and providing coast guard vessels, radar, surveillance aircraft, and other mostly non‑lethal equipment to Southeast Asian states such as the Philippines and Vietnam to strengthen their maritime domain awareness and law‑enforcement capacity. At the same time, Japan participates in joint naval exercises and has signed arrangements like the Reciprocal Access Agreement with the Philippines, but it avoids highly provocative steps like US‑style FONOPs, keeping its involvement below the threshold of direct confrontation. All of this is integrated into Japan’s “Free and Open Indo‑Pacific” (FOIP) vision, which aims to preserve freedom of navigation, protect the maritime commons, and prevent any single power—especially China—from dominating the region, while still acknowledging Japan’s constraints: reliance on the US security umbrella, constitutional limits, demographic and economic pressures, and deep economic interdependence with China. Japan therefore tries to balance deterrence and engagement, seeking above all to keep the United States deeply involved in the Indo‑Pacific and to support Southeast Asian partners so that no state can unilaterally rewrite the rules.
	INDIA India’s role in the South China Sea has expanded under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, even though India is not a claimant. New Delhi increasingly sees the region as strategically important because Southeast Asia is a gateway to the Indian Ocean and nearly half of India’s trade passes through the Strait of Malacca and the South China Sea, making secure sea lanes vital for economic and energy security. India worries that conflict or Chinese dominance there could spill into the Indian Ocean and undermine its traditional sphere of influence. As part of its “Act East Policy” and its effort to balance China’s rise, India has deepened defence cooperation with key claimant states like the Philippines and Vietnam through naval exercises, arms exports, and capacity-building, including joint exercises with ASEAN navies and the sale of BrahMos supersonic anti- ship missiles to the Philippines and a missile frigate to Vietnam, as well as plans to supply helicopters to the Philippine Coast Guard. Diplomatically, India has shifted from cautious neutrality to a clearer legal stance. After initially only “taking note” of the 2016 arbitral ruling in Philippines v. China, India later joined the Philippines in explicitly stressing peaceful dispute resolution, adherence to UNCLOS, and respect for the award, marking a break from its earlier reluctance to be seen as siding against China. India’s involvement is driven by three main factors: strategic worries about China’s military and maritime expansion, the need to protect freedom of navigation, and long-standing energy interests, such as oil and gas exploration projects with Vietnam that also serve to anchor its presence in the region.
	At the same time, India’s role is encouraged by its partnership with the United States and other QUAD members, who see India as a balancing power in the Indo-Pacific. However, India still faces clear limits: it lacks a permanent military presence or alliance network in the South China Sea, remains primarily focused on dominance in the Indian Ocean, and continues to value strategic autonomy. As a result, its approach combines growing engagement—through diplomacy, defence cooperation, and economic ties—with cautious avoidance of direct confrontation or full alignment with any one bloc.
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