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The remarks present the general overview with regard to the troubled 
waters in the Pacific: The case of the disputes in the South China Sea (SCS) 
which highlights the disputes itself; incidents occurred in the sea; US-China 
rivalry; and how the disputes affect Association of the South East Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) unity. The remarks conclude that maritime security remains 
an important issue in the region. 

The long-standing disputes in the SCS has started its controversy ever 
since 2009 when China submitted what is known as the nine-dash line to 
United Nations. However, the maps that China claims has published long 
before in 1947, with then eleven dash forming a U-shaped line. The disputes 
are involving China, Taiwan and four other ASEAN Member States; the 
Philippines, Vietnam, Brunei and Malaysia. The conflict, however, mostly 
dominated by China, Vietnam and the Philippines with Spratly and Paracel 
islands under the contention. The significance of the sea relies on the fact that it 
connects the Northeast Asia and Western Pacific Ocean and offers the shortest 
routes between the two. The shipping passage, moreover, constitutes one-third 
of the global maritime trade. What exist below the surface: a projected 28 
billion barrels of oil, 260 trillion cubic feet of natural gas and ten percent of the 
world’s fish1 are also the contributing factors as to why the sea is significant.  

1 “Why the South China Sea Fuels U.S.-China Tensions”,  Bloomberg Businessweek,  https://
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-10-07/why-the-south-china-sea-fuels-u-s-china-
tensions-quicktake. 08.10.2018 
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China, as the major power claims almost the entirety of the disputed area 
that is known as the U-shaped line or Nine-dash line and is being viewed as 
a matter of National Identity. The view has added to the complexity of the 
disputes. 

The disputes have also involved incidents in the sea, such as cutting cable 
incidents between China and Vietnam in 2011, Oil rig placement within Viet-
nam’s EEZ in 2014, marking the first time for China to place one of its oil rigs 
in the EEZ of another state without prior permission. Other incidents occurred 
between China and Philippine in 2012 with respect to Scarborough Shoals 
which was seized by China. 

Vietnam internationalised the issue by raising it to the United States at 
the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) that was held in Hanoi. For the first time, 
then US Secretary State Hillary Clinton stated that Unites States has interest in 
the, open access to Asia’s maritime commons, freedom of navigation, respect 
for international law in the SCS, the US also opposes to the use of threat or 
force by any claimants.2 Ever since, China has shown its objection over the 
intervention of the-third party. Beijing has stated its preference that the best 
way to resolve the disputes is for the related countries to have direct bilateral 
negotiations. 

Concerns among the disputants have also heightened by the land recla-
mation China’s built on Spratlys. Since the beginning of the construction, the 
concern over its rapid control over SCS and the fear of China militarizing the 
region have shimmered. The situation has also drawn attention from Washing-
ton. Beijing’s armed forces have installed antimissile weaponry, US officials 
reported to believed that the structures designed to house long-range surface-
toair missile launchers.3 Contrary to what Beijing had argued before, that the 
construction aimed to support the civilian. 

US rebalance, can be further seen in its activity in the disputed area. The 
US Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs) in the SCS aims to send a 
clear message for Its stance that all Nations oblige to obey the International 
Law of the Sea as codified in United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS), as well as asserts its rights to traverse the waters aligned with 
international law.

2 “Offering to Aid Talks, U.S. Challenges China on Disputed Island”, The New York Times, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/24/world/asia/24diplo.htm. 23.07.2010

3 “The Secret Ingredient to China’s Aggression? Sand”, The New York Times, https://www.
nytimes.com/2018/07/31/opinion/ china-spratly-islands-sand.html. 31.07. 2018
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Philippine has brought the case before the International Tribunal in the 
Hague and the ruling favored Manila and mentioned that China has no legal 
basis on the extensive claims. China has rejected blatantly the unfavorable le-
gal verdict at The Hague. US has been conducted the operations since October 
2015 aimed to challenge specific Chinese claims in the area.

 It is important to highlight that the United States does not take a position 
on which nation has sovereignty over each feature in the Spratly Islands, and 
the operation was not intended to challenge any country’s claims of sover-
eignty over land features. Further, the disputes, are no longer the issue between 
China and other disputants belong to ASEAN, rather, it goes beyond that and 
become a contention between two major powers, China and the United States.  

Since the four of the member states are the claimants of the SCS. The issue 
may have impact on the Unity of Association of the South East Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) which has provided a platform for China to engage multilaterally 
with other ASEAN member states, rather than bilaterally, in order to water 
down the asymmetrical relations between them. ASEAN’s approach, known 
to be soft in nature, as the “ASEAN way”, focused on conflict avoidance as 
well as harmony and solidarity. ASEAN illustrates norms and principles in 
inter-state conduct; its informal mechanisms and lack of formal institutions 
in dealing with issues; its preference for dialogue and consensus in decision-
making and finally, its preference to avoid the conflicts rather than to resolve 
them.4

Significant achievement from ASEAN in its efforts to manage the disputes 
in the SCS which involves its four members, was the signing of the Declaration 
of Conduct of the South China Sea, or also known as DOC. The non-legally 
binding document that calls on the parties undertake to exercise self-restraint 
in the conduct of activities that would complicate or escalate disputes and 
affect peace and stability. 

The draft of the Code of Conduct, which was initiated in the DOC is 
expected to be legally binding which Beijing has agreed in to a draft code of 
conduct to be the foundation for negotiations with the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN). It took fifteen years from the signing of the DOC to 
this point, where Beijing agreed with the draft. 

4 Mely Caballero-Anthony. “Regional Security in Southeast Asia: Beyond the ASEAN Way.” 
“Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2005:24
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The issues of the SCS may be challenging for ASEAN unity. Some 
Countries may be closer to China than others would like. Laos and Cambodia 
are the closer allies. Cambodia, in fact has blocked ASEAN consensus over 
the SCS in 2012. The Philippines seem friendlier with China under President 
Duterte’s administration. Such complex matter may be a challenge for the 
ASEAN unity, there is a concerned if countries swing, ASEAN won’t be able 
to speak with one voice. In the case of SCS, consensus is needed, rather than 
a unilateral act from the member states. The member states also need adjust 
at balancing the demands of great powers, China and United States in this 
context, with their commitments to ASEAN.

From the above-mentioned description over the disputes, it can be 
concluded that, assertive behaviour in claiming the disputed islands; massive 
land reclamation that started in 2013; and Beijing’s blatant rejection of the 
Permanent Court of Arbitration’s ruling in 2016 in favour of the Philippines, 
Beijing’s rapid gain over the SCS have heightened the concern to other 
claimants in the region. From Beijing’s perspective, threat to its national 
security stems from US naval capability in the pacific along with its allies. 

The disputes over the south china sea has involved not only the claimant 
Countries, but also the third party, such as United States and its allies and 
put ASEAN member states which are the claimants in between. The disputes, 
further, have gone beyond the question of which country owns what islands. 
ASEAN’s priority in preserving the security in the region rather than a question 
of sovereignty has contributed to China’s dominance in the dispute. 

From the above-mentioned description of the case, it can be concluded 
that there are concerns of a miscalculation that would risk provoking for a 
more serious contention, since the two great military forces often come into 
close contact and it appears that maritime security is still an important matter 
in the region.
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