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Abstract

The South China Sea - a "1.4 million square mile body of water, covers roughly a
third of the planet’s shipping and harbours triflions of dollars in undersca depos-
its of oil and nanral gas. With sa much up for grabs. the...Asian nations that
crowd the Sea's coastline view these waters and its prizes as a source of pride and
survival”, Prediciably, the Sea has been described as “the most troubled watersin
the werld today.” Intra-regional competition for maritime resource zones charac-
terizes the South China Sea; subsumed within this is the scramble for sea-space
and contested boundaries. Because these concerns are 5o enmeshed the conflict
potential of the region is very high.

However, since this confrontationist stance has so far not yielded positive
results for the countries involved. the realization that possibilities for develop-
ment are better explotted jointly is slowly dawning upon them. Though consensus
on peacefil co-existence is a long way off. the present trend is clearly indicative
of a deeper involvement by the South China Sea countries in the geopolitics of the
area. Thus. whereas earlier this richly endowed Sea was tie root cause of insta-
bilirv in the region, now attempts are being made to see if as @ common ground
for cooperation. In other words, there is ah understanding in the region not to let
the natural resources found in these waters overpower the dispite resolution mecha-
nism {as it happened in the 1980s) but to make them the focus of harmonious.
proiitable sharing.

With this geopolitical reality (of there being many conflicts in this region}
and the geopolitical dream (of joint development of the South China Sea), this
study makes an attempt to discover the fatent “Asian potential” - the ability of the
countries of the region to internalize conflicts by managing them) on their own
and creating mechanisms which prevent any maore such conflicts in the
future, thus paving way for sustainable management of the South Ching Sea
resources.

Introduction exhausted, increasing attention is being paid
to the seas and oceans of the world. This
‘attention’, given the selfish and competitive
nature of man, takes on ugly overtones with
conflicts arising due to overlapping claims
to sea space and resources.

The centrality of ocean space in the wel-
fare, development and security of nations
cannot be negated. Land's capacity to
accommodate more people and generate
resources to nurture them having been



Given the growing importance of ocean
space to the world community. the elabo-
rate cast of organizations involved, and the
potential for conflict: and given the respon-
sibility that the community of nations im-
plicitly assumes in declaring a sizeable frac-
tion of the planet as a common heritage of
mankind, a single major question arises:
"what steps are necessary for the rational
management of ocean space to maximize the
effective use of the limited resources, to dis-
tribute benefits equitably and rationally, and
to consider the longer term dilemmas as well
as short-term needs?"!

The realization that competing and con-
Hicting interests do not benefit any country
in the long run has now dawned, causing
the countries 1o focus attention on conflict
resolution wherein benefits for all are sought
to be maximized, resource use attempted to
be optimized and cooperative interactions
on a long-term basis organized

Economic issues, political imperatives,
security stances, and the resource utilization,
sovereignty issues and military concerns
which attach to them respectively, highiight
the utility of the seas and the oceans. These
concerns, along with, of course, a host of
other causative factors, add a geopolitical,
and hence strategic, dimension to the ques-
tion of utilization and sharing of the oceans.
Thus, geapolitics of the oceans occupies a
central place in the international relations
and foreiga policy of all states, particularly
the liftoral or coastal states.

Objective

The centrality of ocean space in the wel-
fare, development and security of nations
cannot be negated. This Paper attempts to
study the above reality in the South China
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Sea region. The countries of this region are
"sea-oriented" - offshore resources and sea-
borne trade supports their economies, Thus,
geographical setting and its impact on na-
tional growth and development is a key vari-
able determining the geopolitical outlook of
the countries of the region.

Methodology

The Paper is based on an extensive litera-
ture survey. Some of the write-ups seem to
present biased analyses probably because
their authors belong to the countries that are
affected by the geopolitics of the region.
However, a conscious effort has been made
to analyze these with a scholarly detachment
and to give an overview of the regional sce-
nario.

Area of Study
South China Sea

Being the core of 'geopolitics and
geostrategy' in the West Pacific, the South
China Sea mirrars major issues in the re-
gional political and strategic balance. Fac-
tors of limited space dotted by numerous
islands and crossed by several straits along
with the presence of invaluable resources
have made this sea more contested than most
other seas.

The South China Sea is a part of the
China Sea that has been described in the
World Book Encyclopedia thus:

China Sea is the name of the two
seas of the Puacific Ocean along the
east coast of Asia. Both seas were
the scenes of important naveal
bartles during World War 11. The
East China Sea (area 482,300
sg.miles or 1,249,200 sgq.km)



extends noridt from Taiwan to Japan
mid Korea, the South China Sea
(area [.300,000 sg.miles or
3.370,000 sq.kin} is connected to the
Fast China Sea by the Forniosa
Strait. The South China Sea in-
cludes the Gulf of Tonkin and the
Gulf of Thailand on the West and
Munila Buy on the East.”

The South China Sea - the largest sea on the
tace of the earth - is an extension of the
Western Pacific Ocean. In physical terms
though China is not exactly in the littoral of
the South China Sea, strategic interests dic-
tate its inclusion in any study of this Sea. In
this Paper, the South China Sea region in-
cludes China along with Indonesia, Malay-
sia, Philippines, Brunei, Thailand, Vietnam,
Cambodia and Singapore®. Thus, all the
countries in the South China Sea region are

a part of South East Asia, China being the
only East Asian country represented here.

The definition of the South China Sea
as a semi-gnclosed sea merits greater dis-
cussion. Since it is more vital to the global
economy now, than ever before The United
Nations Comvention on the Law of the Sea
(fenceforth, UNCLOS), Article 122, de-
scribes South China Sea as a semi-enclosed
sea -- the northern and southern extremities
of this sea being connected to another sea
or ocean (the Pacific and Indian Oceans) by
narrow outlets (Malacca and Sunda Straits
and the Straits between Taiwan, the People's
Republic of China and Philippines). More-
over, it is surrounded by many states, each
of them claiming their territorial waters/sea
and EEZs. In fact, if the geopolitical char-
acteristics and configuration of the South
China Sea are considered, it can best be de-

South China Sea Region
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scribed as a 'geopolitical lake’ with terri-
torv and land on 90% of its circumference
and narrow choke points as its entrances and
exits. It is this semi-enclosed nature of the
South China Sea which, as has been high-
lighted in this Paper, complicates the sover-
eignty issue (i.e. overlapping of territorial
claims).

The South China Sea has often been de-
scribed as the "most troubled waters in the
world today™. The reasons to support this
statement rest on a number of consider-
ations, one of them being the disputes among
the littoral states for controlling the isiands,
sea lanes of communication (henceforth,
SL.OCs), hydrocarbon exploitation etc. in
this area. “Major sea lanes of communica-
tion are of major economic and security
importance to all nations conducting trade
in Asia across the major straits and the South
China Sea. Natural resources, specially hy-
drocarbons, offshore minerals and fisheries
are becoming increasingly important to the
regional states"®.

Indonesia's Foreign Minister, Ali Alatas
(in his speech while inaugurating the First
South China Sea Workshop held in Bali,
1990), pointed out that;

The strategic importance of the
South China Sea is, of course, be-
yond question. As a semi-enclosed
sea linking the Indian and Pacific
Oceans and located between conti-
nental Asia and insular South East
Asia encompasses important sea
lanes of communication, and in-
deed, the Straits of Malacca and
Singa-pore at its southern entrance
rank among the busiest straits in the
world...(Therefore} one can hardly
avoid the first impression that the
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South China Sea, after Cambodia,
may well become the next, acute
source of conflict in the region’.

The geopolitics of the region thus involves
this sea as the single most important prin-
ciple determining inter-state relations. Its
significance as an arena for political and
military interaction emanates from the con-
test over sea space for the economic and stra-
tegic benefits its ownership would confer.

Geopolitics of the South China Sea:
Political, Economic and Military Dimen-
sions

Geopolitics is multi-dimensional-it is a com-
plex maze of political, economic and mili-
tary issues. These political, economic and
military issues are intertwined in a cause-
effect relationship wherein each overlaps
with the other, and in many instances, is
subsumed within it as well. This becomes
evident when we consider that political is-
sues have their roots in (besides other things)
economic considerations. and these two to-
gether fuel military concerns. Similarly, eco-
nomic jssues are complicated due to sover-
eignty issues which make use/sharing of
resources a complicated political tangle and
this, in turn, adds a security angle to the
entire gamut of issues. Thus, intrinsic to the
geopolitical question we have many, but
three main concerns and these have a lot of
overlap among them.

These political, economic and security
imperatives operating in the South China
Sea impart to it an unique geopolitical sig-
nificance which tends to justify the sobri-
quets “Asia's next flashpoint’, ‘another
hotspot of the world’, *Asia's ammunition
house’...and so on which it has earned. For
the sake of this study, however, it becomes



imperative to highlight, as best as possibie.,
the intricacies of the three dimensional geo-
political problem, i.e. to take up the politi-
cal. economic and military issues of geopoli-
tics in all their ramifications.

1. Main Political Issues in the South China
Sea

The South China Sea ts significant politi-
cally by virtue of the fact that the countries
around it are on the economic upswing and
are spreading their zones of influence --
trying to extend their jurisdiction over the
South China Sea. The claims to the owner-
ship of the nearly 200 islands, islets and
rocks in this sea result in an overlap of ter-
ritorial claims of the countries around it.

The several islands in the South China
Sea are divided by the Chinese government
into four groups for administrative purposes.
The Nansha/Spratly Islands (115 degrees
east, 10 degrees north) -Taiping is the larg-
est; the Xisha/Paracel Islands (112 degrees
East, 16 degrees north): the Zhongsha Is-
lands (115 degrees East, between 15 and 16
degrees north); and, the Dongsha Islands
(117 degrees East, 21 degrees north).

The Spratly Islands are claimed by
China, Vietnam, Philippines and Taiwan, but
occupied by Vietnam, Philippines and Tai-
wan; there are three claimants to the Paracel
Islands-China, Taiwan and Vietnam; the
Pratas Islands are claimed by only China,
but are occupied by Taiwan: Macclesfield
is claimed by China and Taiwan. It has been
remarked that (in this region) "over territo-
rial issues feelings run high and senses
low)........ "

The islands are rich in oil and min-
erals. Experts have estimated that
the South China Sea could become

another Persian Gulf with 35
billion tonnes of oil and gas depos-
its. China has already awarded an
oil exploration contract to an
American company called Crestone,
though this particular island is
within the territorial waters of Viet-
ram. As a matter of fact, most of
the Islands, including the Spratlys,
arc closer to Vietnam, the Philip-
pines and Indonesia rather than to
China. If these claims of China are
accepted, the Chinese territorial ju-
risdiction will increase by 2.5 mil-
lion sq km; consequently, its mari-
time jurisdiction will increase from
the present 370 sq.km making it a
crucially important power .°

The South China Sea islands are claimed
because they are blessed with critical
resources and strategic position: a country's
claim over them concretizes its claim over
the EEZ. "It is in the interest of nations to
give themselves the most generous sea
boundaries. The larger the area claimed, the
greater the EEZ. The greater the EEZ, the
greater the possibility of gaining wealth
from the sea and the sea bed."!® In other
words, these islands, rocks, reefs, sand hays,
etc. are important geopolitically because
ownership claims to them are used to bol-
ster claims to the surrounding seas and its
resources. The following extract illustrates
the criticality of islands in case of the de-
marcation of the EEZ:

The extent to which nations feel
compelled to safeguard their EEZ
is witnessed by an Associated Press
photograph that appeared in Nov.
1987, It showed a Japanese mari-
time safety agency survevor and his
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assistant perched on a small rock
in the middle of the sea. The cap-
tion read ".... surveyvors battle
against the tide fo measure
Okinotorishima Island, Japan's
southern most reef, 1700 km. south
of Tokyo The surveyors were mea-
suring distances on the reef prior
to the government spending Ameri-
can $200 million to build sieel wave
absorbing biocks to prevent the is-
land from disappearing as a result
of wave erosion. If the rock had dis-
appeared, Japan could have lost
400.000 sq.km. of its EEZ.
A similar example is the Malaysian
Government's decision to station
soldiers on Turumbu Layang-
Lavang (Swallow Reel) in the South
China Sea, which involved building
'special accommodation units' 1o
allow them to survive at high tide.”’

Moreover, control over the narrow water-
ways-the straits-aiso becomes an important
angle in the sovereignty tangie. These
{straits) are of economic and security im-
portance to all the nations in the South China
Sea littoral and beyond it because they serve
as trade routes. "Sea trade routes are often
referred to as sea lanes of communication
or S1.OCs. Regional sea trade is vulnerable
to disruption due to the convergence of the
SLOCs into choke points at the Malacca
Straits to the west, the Bashi channel in the
northeast, and at various straits through the
Indonesian Archipelago. All of these key
entry and exit points could be denied to ship-
ping by military force".'? Bulk of imports,
especially critical imports like energy re-
sources, of China, Japan, Philippines and
many other states of the region, course
through the South China Sea. According to
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an estimate, more than half of the super-
tanker traffic of the world passes through
the region's waters - snaking the South China
Sea the second busiest international sea lane
in the worid.!? This makes control over this
sea and its SLOCs decisive to the balance
of power particularly in the region around
it. In fact, the South China Sea islands' geo-
political significance is heightened by their
indisputable geosirategic importance - they
astride one of the most important SLOCs in
the world. Any control over these islands
means effective surveillance of these straits.

Thus, all these issues of islands, EEZs,
resources (which can be had both from - the
islands and the EEZs) and the SLOCs - are
inextricably linked. The semi-enclosedness
of the South China Sea complicates all these
sovereignty claims and counterclaims fur-
ther. This nature of the sea (along with the
presence of innumerable islands and islets)
means that there is no place more than 370
km (200 nautical miles) from land. Much
of the sea waters have been divided into
"national parcels”'* but still, many of the
boundaries are contested and herein lies the
political significance of this sea.

2. Economic Dimension of the South China
Sea Geopolitics

In the South China Sea setting of contested
islands and constricted sea space, a lot is at
stake. Putting it in power different way, be-
cause a lot is at stake, this sea space and the
islands therein are contested. The crux of
the statement, whichever way it is phrased,
is that in the present times regional concerns,
particularly in the South China Sea region,
have come ta rest upon economics. Eco-
nomic considerations, earlier just one of the
dimensions of geopolitics, now dominate in



a large measure, the entire gamut of geopo-
litical imperatives.

Potential oil rich seabed has been an im-
portant cause for the build up of tensions in
the South China Sea over the past 20 years
or so. "There may be many causes for the
butld up of tension in the South China Sea
over the past two decades, but the potential
oil-rich seabed obviously is one of the most
important considerations sparking the terri-
torial claims....... The South China Sea to-
day is one of the most productive offshore
areas in the world. Since 1950, 29 oilfields
and 4 gas fields have been deveioped in the
South China Sea.”'* Oil and gas resources
in the South China Sea region are strategi-
cally located close to large energy consum-
ing countries. In fact, in the recent past, the
economic growth rates of these countries
have been among the highest in the world
and this has been accompanied by further
mncrease in their demands for energy.

The strategic and econornic importance
of the oil resources of this region increased
since the repercussions of over-dependence
on the Middle East oil felt in 1974 adversely
affected the economic stability of the coun-
tries everywhere. "The drastic raising of oil
prices since 1974 has made littoral states
increasingly positive, if not bellicose, in
staking out seabed zones for oil exploration
and exploitation."® Realization dawned upon
the states that over-reliance on an external
supply of a strategic resource like oil is a
potent weapon which can be used to throw
them out of gear and bring their economy
to a standstili.

Minerals like manganese, molybdenum,
cobalt, nickel, etc. are also found in the
depths of the seas around the South China
Sea islands. With further technological ad-

vance, harnessing these minerals would also
become profitable.

Quite contrary to hydrocarbons that at-
tract an immediate global attention, fish and
other living resources have more of a local-
ized or regional importance. "Fisheries are
of substantial economic importance in South
East Asian countries as measured by their
contribution to indicators of economic 'size’
such as the GNP or GDP, by employment,
by export earnings and by import substitu-
tion.""” Less land area coupled with high
population pressure leaves little space for
cultivating agricultural crops and for live-
stock raising. Besides, in this warm and hu-
mid region these activities, particularly live-
stock raising, are not viable. So a lack of
vegetable and animal protein in the diet is
compensated by fish. "Increasingly, national
governments of coastal states have begun
to look towards the sea as an important
source of food. Indonesia is dependent on
fish for about half its population's require-
ments of animal protein, while Malaysia
relies on fish for about 65 percent of its re-
quirements,""*

Besides food, fisheries are an important
source of livelihood. A seaward orientation,
coupled with a high pressure on land, is rea-
son enough for the people to turn to the sea
for their living. In fact, even those who are
engaged in agriculture or other seasonai eco-
nomic activities take to fishing during the
lean period.

The UNCLOS IIT Agreements also
established the right to exploit or conserve
the living marine resources within the EEZ
of each country. The problem in this respect
is that fish shoal and spawning movements
are not confined to boundaries-either those
marking national sovereignty or unilaterally
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declared lines marking ‘fishing zones'. This
leads to many complications. For instance.
the migrating Club Mackerel of the Gulf of
Thailand, an important catch for Thailand,
appears to spawn in Vietnamese and Cam-
bodian waters. Thus. whereas Vietnam gets
only small and immature fish, Thailand
seems to get mature fish - but limited in
numbers as much of the immature fish has
already been caught by Vietnam. This is a
‘problem’ for both the countries and since
it is rooted in the natural migratory
behaviour of fish, there appears to be no
direct solution.

Nature's design further complicates the
issue. Thatland's concave coastline stands
to its disadvantage as it gets lesser sea space,
as against Vietnam's protruding coast. Thus,
overlapping of interests and claims comes
up yet again. "The South China Sea, in this
respect, is an 'economic pond' which all lit-
toral states aspire to explott. It, in fact, has
some characteristics of a common fishing
pond. where ominously naval forces are
becoming more visible and over which
national claims are more frequently made""*

Maritime Claims in the South China Sea
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Bestdes minerals and fish. guano, turtles
and crab meat are also important products
of the South China Sea islands.

Thus, economics is a powerful engine
that drives geopolitics. Interest in the eco-
nomic fortunes of the South China Sea is
the motive force propelling all the countries,
particularly those within the region, to in-
crease their military capabiiities to be able
to rise to the occasion in the eventuality of
an armed conflict. In other words, economic
concerns fuel military stances.

Conflicts over... resources have beena
central factor in the recent spurt in regional
arms procurement. Investment has been par-
ticularly conceniraied in mihtary forces....
suited to protecting maritime claims..... This
has meant that military spending, far from
being seen as a diversion of resources from
economic development, is often seen as a
necessary investment in protecting vital eco-
nomic interests.

Thus, it is important to focus on secu-
rity and strategic considerations in order to
get a complete picture of South China Sea's
geopolitical reality.

3. Security and Strategic Considerations

A lack of security regime in the Scuth China
Sea region in the Post-Cold War era drove
the region's states to arm themselves prob-
ably out of a perceived instability arising out
of a heightened potential for armed conflict
in the eventuality of the islands dispute ly-
ing unresoived. The paradox is that with the
end of the Cold War, this region has wit-
nessed unprecedented peace and quiet, and
yet it has been during this period that the
countries of the region have gone in for arms
procurement and military modernization on
a scale not witnessed before,

Though the governments contend that
they have merely been 'modernizing their
forces' (i.e. upgrading existing facilities),
they have, it appears. developed new and
more sophisticated technoiogies for armed
conflict. "Strategic, economic and political
links have remained important factors in

LU

East Asia's procurement decisions”.

Though the main factor causing an up-
swing in military acquisition is the threat
perception arising out of border (1.e. sover-
etgnty) and resource sharing (i.e. economic)
disputes, 1t is not the sole cause responsible
for this trend. The reasons behind the
countrys' attempt to strengthen their militar-
ily forces in the region vary. Some states
want to transform their navy from brown-
water to blue-water. Others are trying to arm
themselves to resist a possible regional
threat, Perhaps a few of them are doing 1t
tust to keep up with their netghbours. For
whatever reasons, if continued unchecked
this regional arms buying spree may lead to
military conflict in the future.”

Of the several factors leading to increased
arms procurement in the region, the
following two merit closer look:

a) EEZ Surveillance and Protection

The promulgation of 200 mile EEZs under
UNCLOS IIT (1982) has been a main factor
leading to arms build-up in the South China
Sea region. The drive to tap the resources
from the South China Sea, as has been dis-
cussed at length earlier, has resulted in con-
tested sea space, which in turn has gener-
ated the need for surveillance and monitor-
ing of the zones claimed by each country.
Moreover, there is a constant effort on part
of the countries to demonstrate their power
potential over the areas. which they claim.
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For instance, Malaysia went as far as de-
claring the need to protect the EEZ as a new
element’ in thel986 -1990 Five-Year De-
fence Plan. Further, the defence vote was
increased significantly in the subsequent
Plans - the principal reason cited for this was
the need to upgrade the capability of the
country to exercise control over and ensure
safety of its EEZ.”

b} Broadening of Regional Security Con-
cerns: Economic and Environmental
Issues

The term 'security’ - besides including 'mili-
tary' concerns also includes economic and
environmental issues. Economic security
involves surveillance of SLOCs and EEZs
and protection of marine resources (this
overlaps with point (a) given above). Envi-
ronmental security is concerned with oil
spills and other forms of marine pollution.
These issues have become an increasing
source of international disputation and their
importance is likely to increase in the fu-
ture. Environmental issues - i.¢. issues of
environmental degradation primarily, are
important because, one - they are not con-
fined to the national boundaries of the coun-
tries in which these environmentally harm-
ful activities are generated; and therefore,
two - the costs are bome by those who do
not stand to benefit from the activity gener-
ating these adverse impacts on the environ-
ment. Since these negative repercussions
lead to a decrease in returns from the sea -
say, in case of the living resources (fish, etc),
the conflicts (about the polluting country
owning responsibility and taking steps to
combat and for minimize these negative fall-
outs) are on the rise. Such economic and
environmental conflicts require maritime
patrol and thus, they are one of the causes
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for an increase in the arms procurement in
the South China Sea region.

The author of "Sea in Modern Strategy”,
L.W.Martin cautioned that "we almost cer-
tainly underestimate the future importance
of the Sea as a source of political issues and
possible conflict”* in relation to world seas
in general.

With this geopolitical reality (of there
being many conflicts in this region) and
geopolitical dream (of overcoming these
conflicts and forging new bonds of lasting
leadership and peace) the latter part of this
Paper tries to focus on the “Asian potential’
- the ability of the countries of the region to
internalize the conflicts by managing them
on their own and create mechanisms which
prevent any more such conflicts in the
future. This would be the first step in the
direction of a more meaningful utilization
of South China Sea space and resources. It
has been noticed in the recent past that the
stances and opinions held by the countries
of this region reflect a desire to rise above
their 'limited' and ‘restricted’ perspectives to
enhance cooperation and mutual trust on the
basis of widened horizons. If realized, this
would facilitate the creation of "a framework
of regional and international relations which
disengage the Asian societies from global
rivalries and makes the Asian region a force
for global peace."?

The Future Prospects of Geopolitics in the
Region - Possibilities for Cooperation

Sea space is the dominant regulating factor
in the geopolitical concerns of this region.

The geopolitical framework of the
South China Sea enables us to use
& CoRsistent maritime perspective to
the studv of regional affairs. Also,



in an area where sea occupies as
much space as land, maritime issues
have been and will continue to be,
of fundamental importance in the
understanding of regional affairs.

The inter-related issues of resource utiliza-
tion. sovereignty and security concerns lie
at the heart of South China Sea geopolitics.
To reiterate, the desegregation of these (eco-
nennic, political and military) concerns is
futile as an intense cause-effect relationship
exists between thent. Therefore, any attempt
to purge the region of its ills will have to
offer holistic solutions addressing each of
these concerns. In the present times the
economies in the South China Sea region
are in a rapidly expanding phase. Realizing
full well that it is economics, which drives
politics and security, the countries are (ry-
ing their best to maximize their economic
potential by harnessing the resources, which
the South China Sea offers. They should
realize that getting tempted by transient
commercial and strategic opportunities to
engage in conflict would only serve to un-
dermine the overall power potential of the
region besides causing irreparable damage
to the marine resources. Moreover, accom-
plishing short-term gains erodes any possi-
bilities of long-term benetits.

With the confrontationist stance taken
by the countries of the region so far having
not yielded positive returns, the realization
that possibilities for development are better
explored jointly is slowly dawning upon
them. Thus, a shift is now visible in the
South China Sea concerns -- with more and
more countries here favouring peaceful co-
existence. Though consensus is a long way
off, the trend is clearly indicative of a deeper
involvement by the South China Sea region

countries in the geopolitics of the area. Thus,
whereas earlier this richly endowed sea was
the root cause of instability in the region,
now attempts are being made to see it as a
common ground for cooperation.

South China Sea: An Arena for Co-opera-
tion

With the passage of time it has been estab-
lished that 1s no one country has the power
to control the riches of this sea single-
handediy and that a short-sighted mindless
scramble for the bounties of this richly en-
dowed sea will not benefit any country. In
other words, there is an understanding in the
region not to let the natural resources found
in these waters overpower the dispute-reso-
lution mechanism (as it happened in the
19805}, but to make them the focus of har-
momnious, profitable sharing. Therefore, joint
development is the most desirable way to
tap these resources. Joint operations can take
the form of either joint maritime surveil-
lance or joint development of resources.
Joint maritime surveillance would generate
information - for the sharing of which re-
gional arrangements should be made. This
would foster regional dialogue and exchange
of ideas, which in turn, would become the
basic building block for regional security
cooperation. "A joint maritime surveillance
regime charged with responsibilities for sea
safety, environmental monitoring and
exchange of relevant information is com-
mended to the governments of South East
Asia for its potential to enhance security of
the region in which they reside.”” In fact,
every country of the South China Sea re-
gion should devote part of its national sur-
veillance efforts to the cause of regional se-
curity, thereby reducing the possibility of
eruption of new crises.
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Joint development of resources is also
crucial to ensure peace. The contest for stra-
tegic resources is the most destabilizing fac-
tor because of the primacy of economic con-
cerns in the present day world. However,
joint development of these resources would
lead to cooperation rather than hostile con-
frontations provided there is some tacit un-
derstanding in resource utilization by the
regional countries.

Zhiguo Gao adds a word of caution on
this issue - he points out that in case of joint
development in the South China Sea the ten-
dency, by far, has been to 'beat around the
bush'. He says that though this concept (joint
development) has been repeatedly brought-
up in the conflict resolution workshops, not
much has been actually done to initiate the
process. He conjectures that lack of serious
political inclination towards this end ac-
counts for laxity on part of the governments
of the region. The author further says that
just by putting forth the idea of joint devel-
opment and talking about it in the various
informal regional meetings would not go far
in solving the South China Sea problems.
This trend can at best serve to popularize
the concept - which has already been done.
The need of the hour is to translate thoughts
into action. A meaningful cooperative en-
deavour at the regional level is the only hope
for the South China Sea area.

Multilateralism as the kev to solving the
South China Sea imbroglio has been sug-
gested by academics and military analysts -
even the governments of the regional coun-
tries have become increasingly oriented to
this approach. Considering that in some way
or the other, all the South China Sea coun-
tries have a stake in it, it is but logical that
to find a solution to the problem all the con-
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cerned parties are invited. Thus, in this re-
gion the very nature of conflicts makes
muitilateralism the most obvious approach
to conflict resolution. In the event of a fail-
ure to take-up this "challenge of multi-
lateralism, the region may become the most
important zone of conflict."*® Mark J.
Valencia is of the view that multilateralism
would solve the Spratly conflict. He sug-
gests the establishment of a multilateral
Spratly Management Authority to adminis-
ter the contested area. It is an innovative,
but possible, way out of the chaotic mesh of
claims. This idea can be extended to the en-
tire South China Sea area.

It is understood that regional countries
must intensively engage in negotiations be-
fore any line of action can be decided. "Ne-
gotiations may work well, given goodwill
and mutual interest in working towards a
binding conclusion."* In any negotiation
transparency should be ensured. Though this
will not prevent conflict, it would certainly
g0 a long way in creating a cooperative se-
curity culture in the South China Sea - and
this would lay the ground for a mutually
agrecable and beneficial sharing of sea space
and the resources.

Besides the above-mentioned mecha-
nisms Willy Ostreng suggests that the prob-
lems in the South China Sea can be solved
by setting up of commissions.* These com-
missions should have people with profes-
sional expertise, intellectual inclinations and
broad regional outlook - as their members.
The views/opinions of such commissions
could serve as guidelines to the governments
and authorities, which make political deci-
sions. "This aspect is particularly significant
in the South China Sea, where a basic com-
ponent of the problematique is the parties



finding it difficult to sit down at the same
negotiating table.”*! Though commissions
and other informal workshops of this nature
are effective constraints -- they prevent the
countries from taking unilateral military
action, it 1s important to add that "fruitless
talks combined with umlateral military and
economic initiatives may well erode rather
than build confidence”* Thus, how a par-
ticular conflict resolution mechanism is
handled is as important as what it proposes.

Conclusion

Thus, "many venues are open to disputing
parties, including arbitration, adjudication
and conciliation, as well as other regional
or local ad hoc procedures."* The South
China Sea can be exonerated of all its ills
only if the countries of the region decide to
do so. But it is important for them to realize
that they have to rise above the concept of
'national versus regional welfare' and view
the two as complementary, i.e. neither is it
possible to have a healthy regional order if
the countries of the region are not sound,
nor is it possible to conceive of national well-
being if the region is marred by conflicts and
disputes. In fact, the good of the peopie in
generai should always be borne in mind for
this is the most perfect and universal yard-
stick for achievement.

Each of the different lines of coopera-
tion as mentioned above-can initiate dia-
logue and lead to concrete action towards
sustainable and joint development of ma-
rine resources. The concerned parties should
bear in mind the fact that sustainable man-
agement of South China Sea resources rests
on the premise that national geals and re-
gional aspirations cannot, and should not,
be discreetly compartmentalized-there is

much complementarity between the two to
permit desegregation.

Summing up, it may be added that with
high resource potential, manpower pool,
recent technological advancements and eco-
nomic prosperity - this region holds im-
mense promises for the future. It can de-
velop to its fullest potential only if the coun-
tries join hands. By generating mutual am-
ity and finalising the conflicts through di-
plomacy, all the countries can contribute
towards a bright geopolitical future for the
South China Sea. Itis imperative, therefore,
to reinforce regional dynamism and use it
as a launching pad for intra-regional coop-
eraticn in sustainable development of the
sea's resources.
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