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Abstract

Tlte Sortlt China Sea ' a " l.l ntillion sguare mile body of water' coters roughly a

ilrii j:,W pt*r"ft tt,ippiry ard harbr>urs trillions ofdollors in untlersea depos'
'iir, 

.f Lit tia .r**t'gru.-wi,n ,o mttch up Jbr Srabs' the" Asian nations that.

,rorrl th" S"o'r roorrline t'iew thesev-aters and its prizes as a soutce of pride aul
-srin'iral". 

fr"aiooa4, lt Sea hus been tlescribed os " the l/lost troubled \+'ate rs il
,ir" norU*aoy." ln ro-regional competitiollfot maritine rasoufte anes chlrac'

teizes the Soith China Sea: sub:iumed within this is the sctamble for sea'space

and cottested boundaries. Becluse these concems are so etmeshed the conJlict

polential of the rcgion is very higlt'

HoweNer, sittce lhis confronlotionist stance has so ldr rot lielded positiv

,"rrh, 1o, the cou,rtries invohed, the rcolizatiott that possibilities for develop

m)nt aie beuer exploited i)intl!- is stow'ly 
'ldwning 

upon them Though con-sensus

,tn reacelul , o-..tt'tence s o long wor o1f. thr pretent trenl is clearl\ fiJr alie
,[),teeper t,unlr'"rnnt h thc Souh r']itt Stu t'ou tncsntthcq?ipnlttcsolthe

inn- firr. x'hererts earlier this richlt e*ktwed Sea was the root caus' of insto'
-O'iiiiiu 

tn" rrgior, on) atternpts are beiflg made to see it as a connton Sttund

]o, ,oop" roti oir. tu o,her woftls' therc is an wtderstanrling in the regio not to let
'the 

ratural resou rc es.lbuntl in lhese watcrs overpower the dispfie resolution mecla'

nisnr (as ir happene<l h the lg80s) but to make them the focus of harmonious'

protitable sharing.

With this geopolitical reuliry (of tlrcte being tt1(:! f conflicts itl lhts rcqio.n)

uurl th" g"npoiiirol dreartt (oJ j(,it developnent oJ the South China Seu)' th,is
-rr'ua" 

rrn*", o, o,t".Ot to t{isco|er tht latenr "Asia potenli^l"'the abilit! oftht

co,ri,itri", of th" regiott to internaliae conflicts b:- managifiS them) on their owfl

,rrri r**iug orrrllro,rirrr, \nhich prerent any more suclt cot{licls in the

|ruitur", thrr'porirrg tat Jor sttslaitable ,na.nage'll.ent of tlre Soulh Chino Sed
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Introduction

The centrality of ocean space in the wel-

fare, development and security of nalions

cannot be negated. Land's capacity to

accommodate more people and generate

resources to nurture them having been

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.



Given the growing importance of ocean

sp ce fo the world community. the elabo-
rate cast of organizations involved, and the
potential for conflict: and given thc respon-
sibility that the communil)'ol nati,.-rns im-
plicitly assumes in declaring a sizeable fi ac-

tion of the planet as a common heritage of
mankind. a single major queslir)n ari\c\:
"what steps are necessary for the rational
management oiocean space to maximize the

effective use ofthe 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 conpeling attd con-

Jliclitg itt€rests do not benefit an)'counlD)
irt the long run has now daw'ned, cousitgi
lhe countries lo focus otlettion ou cortflict
resolution wlre rein benejits for all are sought
to be ma.rintizcd, resource use alte lpl?d lo
be optinti:ed und tooperutiva intcrddio s

on a long-term bosi.s oryqnni;ed

Economic issues. political imperatives.
security stances, and the resource utilization,
sovereignty issues and military concerns
which attach to them respectively, highlight
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.

Thu*. gco1,c,1ltic: of tltc oteuns trt ufies ,t
central place in the iienrttiotlal relalions
andforeign polic,- of ull stutes, pLtrtitularlt
tlt Litloral 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

Sea region. The countries of this region are
"sea-oriented" - offshore resources and sea-

borne trade supports their economies. Thus.

-eeographicll setting and its irnpact on na-

tional grou'th and development is a key vari-

able determining the gcopolitical outlook of
the countries o1 the region.

Methodology

The Paper is based on an extensive iitera-
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 _eeopolitics 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 mirrors 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 invaluirble resourccs

have made this seir more contested than most

other seas.

The South China Sea is a part of tht'
China Sea that has been described in the

World Book Encyclopedia thus:

Chitn Sea is tlte rrunrc of fie two
seas of the Pucifit Ocetnt alcttg tlrc
east coest of Asia. Both seas wet?
lhe s(.,ue.\' o.f intportunl uural
battles durirry World War 11. The

Easr China Sea (areu 182.-100
sq.ntiles or 1,249,200 srl.knt)
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t:.\la d.\ ofl h fro t Taiwau lo Jopon
Dtid K(rrut. the South China Sea

luraa L-1[)0,000 sq.ntiles or
-1.-)70,000 sq.km) is contpcted to the

Fost Chirta Sea bt, tlte Forttosu
Srruit. flrt S,utrh Chird S,,t in.
clutlt,s rht Gul.f'oJ Tonkit und the

Gulf of Tlnilund on th(, W?st and
Mtnila Buy, on lhe East.:

-fhe 
Sourh Cltina Sea - the largest sea on the

trce of the earth - is an extension of the
Western Pacil'lc Ocean. In physical terms
Ihough 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
rhi. Paper. the Sorrth Chinu Sel region in-
cluties China along with Indonesia, Malav-
sia, Philippines, Brunei, Thailand, Vietnam,
Clmbodia and Singaporer. l'hus, all the
countrir's in the South Chinr Sea region are

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

The definition of the South China Sea

as a semi-enclosed sea merits greater dis-
cussion. Since it is more vital to the global
economy nou,, than ever before The United
Notiorts Conyerttion otl tlrc l,au, of tlrc Seo
(hanceforth, UNCLOS), Arricle 122, de-
scribes South Chirra Sc,a as a semi-enclosed
sea -- the northern and southem extremities
of this sea being connected to another sea

or ocean (the Pacific and Indian Oceans) by
ni row 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. ln fact, if tlte geopolitical char-
acteristics artd cortfiguratiott of tlrc South
Chirn Sea are considered. it can best be de-
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scribed as a'geopolitical lake'with teri-
torv and land on 90V" of its circuntferertce
and narrov'cltoke points ds its ettratrces and
e.rits. 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
clainrs).

The South China Sea has oflen been de-

scribed as lhe "ntost troubled water.\ in the

world today"t- The reasons to support this
statement rest on a number of consider-
ations, one ofthem being the disputes among

the littoral states fbr controlling the islands,
sea lanes of communication (henceforth,

SLOCs). hydrocarbon exploitation etc. in
this area. "Major sea lanes o[ 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"6.

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 imporlance of tlrc
South China Sea is, of course, be-

yond question. As a senti-enclosed
sea ltnking the Indian atrd Pacific
Oceans and located between cottti-
nental Asia and insular Soutlt East
Asia encompasses important sea

lanes of comnrunication, and in-
deed, the Staits of Malacca and
Singa-pore at its southent ertrance
rank among the busiest straits in the

wo rld. . - (The refore ) one can hardlt
avoid tlte first iilpressio lllar the

South Chitta Sea, after Cantbodia,
mat well become the nexl, acute
source of toullict itt tlrc regiottl.

The geopolitics of the region thus involves
this sea as the single mosl important prin-
ciple determining inter-state relations. lts
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 reiationship wherein each overlaps
with the other. rnd 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 concems. Similarly, eco-

nomic issues 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
hotspo( of the world'. 'Asia's ammuniti,)n
house' . .. and so on which it has earned. For
the sake of this study. howeve( it becomes
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imperative to highlight, as best as possible.

Ihe inrricacies of the three dimensional geo-
political problem, i.e. to take up the politi-
cal. economic and military issues ofgeopoli-
tics in all their ramifications.

l. Main Polifual Issues inthe South China
Sea

The South China Sea is 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 tlrc countries (lround it.

The several islands in the South China
Serz are divided by the Chinese government
into four groups for administrative purposes.

The Nansha./Spratly Islands (l15 degrees

east, l0 degrees nonh) -Taiping is the larg-
est; the Xishr./Paracel Islands ( l12 degrees

East, l6 degrees north): the Zhongsha Is-
lands (l l5 degrees East. between l5 and l6
degrees north); and, the Dongsha Islands
( 117 degrees East,2l 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)........"t

The islands are rich in oil attd mir
erals. Expens Inve estimated that
the Soutlt China Sea could betonta

a otlter Persian Culf v'ith 35
billion tonnes of oil ond gas dapos-

its. China has already awarded att
oil erploration contract to an
Ame rico n contpany called C re stone,

though this particular isLattd is
within the teritorial waters ofViet-
nam. As a maller of fact, nrcst of
the islands, including rhe Spratlys,
arc cLoser to Vetnam, the Philip-
pines and Indonesia rather than to
China. lf these clairns of Chirn are
acceptetl, the Chinese tetitorial ju-
risdiction will increase by 2.5 mil-
lion sq Am: conseqttenlly. its mari-
time jurisdictiott will increase front
the present 370 sq.km making it a
crucially impoflant power .e

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. "lt is in the interest of nations to
give themselves the most generous sea

boundanes. 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."to In other
words, these islands, rocks, reefs, sand bays,

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 v+,hich nations feel
compelled to safeguard their EEZ
is winressed by al Associated Press
photograph tlnt appeared it Nor'.

1987. lt showed a Japane.re nruri-
tinrc Sq-fetJu a?enc.y surveyor and his
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assistant perched on a s eLl rock
in the ntiddle of tlrc sea. Tlrc cap-
tton read ",,., surveyors batlle
against the tide to tneasure
Okinotorishima lsland, Japan's
sotrllrcm ntost rcef, 1700 knt. south
of Tolq'o 'The sune)-ors \tere mea-

suring distances on the reel prior
to the government spending Ameri-
can $200 nillion to build .sreel wave

absorbing blocks to prevenl lhe is-
land from disappearing as a result
ofwave erosion. lf the rock had dis-
appearcd, Japan could have lost
400.000 sq.km. of its EEZ.
A similar example is lhe Malavsian
Cor(nnrent'J deci\io to rtatia
soldie rs on Turumbu Layang-
kqtartg (Swallow Reel) itt tlte South

China Sea, which involved buildirg
'special occomnodatiott uttits' to
allow them to survive at high tide.tl

Moreover. control over the nanow water-

ways-the straits-also becomes an important
angle in the sovereignty tangle. These
(straits) are of economic and security im-
portance to all the nations in the South China
Sea littoraland beyond it because they serve

as trade routes. "Sea trade routes are often
referred to as sea lanes of communication
or SLOCs. 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".'2 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

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 intemational sea lane

in the world.rr This makes control over this

sea and its SLOCs decisive to the balance

of power panicularly in the region around
it. In fact, the South China Sea islands'geo-
political significance is heightened by their
indisputable geostrategic importance - they
astrjde one of the most imponant SLOCs in
the world. Any control over these islands
means effective surveillance ofthese 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 sernl-z trc Los e dne s s

ofthe South China Sea compLicates all tlrcse

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"ra but still, many of the
boundaries are contested and herein lies the
political significance of this sea.

2. Economic Dimension ofthe 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 ditterent 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 concems,
prrlicuiarl) in the South Chine Sea region,
have come to rest upon economics. Eco-
nomic considerations, earlierjust one ofthe
dimensions of geopolitics, now dominate in
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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
build 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 developed in the
South China Sea."15 Oil and gas resources
in the Sourh China Sea region are srrategi-
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 funher
increase in their demands for energy.

The strategic and economic 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 ofoil
prices since 1974 has made littoral states
increasingly positive, if not bellicose, in
staking out seabed zones for oil exploration
and exploitation."6 Realization dawned upon
the states that over-reliance on an extemal
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 standstill.

Minerals like manganese, molybdenum,
cobalt, nickel, etc. are also found in the
depths of the seas around the Soutlt 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 ofa 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 employmcnt,
by export eamings and by import substitu-
tion."r7 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. "lncreasingly, national
governments of coastal states have begun
to look towards the sea rs 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. "r8

Besides food. fisheries are an imponanr
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. ln fact, even those who are
engaged in agriculture or other seasonal eco-
nomic activities take to fishing during the
lean period.

The UNCLOS III Agreements also
established the right to exploit or conserve
the living marine resources within the EEZ
of each country. The problem in rhis 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
Ieads 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 u'aters. Thus. u'hereas 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. Thailand'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 exploit. It, in fact, has

some characteristics of a common fishing
pond. where ominousll naval forees are

becoming more visible and over which
national claims are more frequently made"re

Maritime Claims in the South China Sea

Source: Ade[phi Paper . No.328, Intenrutional lnstih!t? _for Strategit Studies,
ktntlon. Orfittd Uttiterrin Pr.,.rr. Mar 1999. p. 59
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Besides minerals and fish. guano. turtles
and crab meat are also important products

of the South China Sea islands.

Thus, economics is a pou'erful engine
that driyes geopolirics. Interest in the eco-

nomic tbrtunes of the South China Sea is

the molive force propelling all the countries.
particularly those within the region. to in-
crease their military capabilities to be able
to rise to the occasion in the eventuality of
an armed conl'lict. ln other u urds. ecunomic
concems fuel military stances.

conflicts over. . . resources have been a

central factor in the recent spurt in regional
arms procurement. Investment has been par-
ticularly concentrated in mililary 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 interesls.:o

Thus, it is important to focus on secu-

rity and strategic considerations in order to
get a complete picture ofSouth China Sea's

geopolitical reality.

3. Secuity ond Strategic Considerations

A lack ofsecurity regime in the South China
Sea region in the Post-Cold War era drove
the region's states to arm themselves prob-

ebly out of a perceir ed instability arising out
of a heightened potential for armed conflict
in rhe evenruality of the islands dispute ly-
ing unresolved. 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 ofthe 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 technologies for armed
conflict. "Strategic, economic and political
links have remirined important lactors in
East Asia's procurement decisions".:1

Though the rnain factor causing an up-
su,ing in military acquisition is the threat
perception urisin-s oul ol border ti.e. :over-
eignty) and resource sharing (i.e. economic)
disputes, it 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-\ aler. Others are tr; ing to arm

themselves to resist a possible regional
threat. Perhaps a few of them are doing it
just to keep up u'ith their neighbours. For
whatever reasons. if continued unchecked
this regional arms buying spree may lead to
military conflict in the future.2:

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

a) EEZ Surveillance and Proteclion

'Ihe promulgation of 200 mile EEZs under
UNCLOS III (19112) 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-

ared 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 lo 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 del'ence 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 ensufe

safety of its EEZ.rr

b) Broadening of Regional Security Con-
cerns: Economic and Environntental
/ssues

The term'security' - besides including'mili-
tary'concems 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 intemational disputation and their
imponance is Iikely to increase in the fu-
ture. Environmental issues - i.e. issues of
environmental degradation primarily, are

important because, one - they are not con-
fined to the national boundaries ofthe coun-
tries in which these environmentally harm-
ful activities are generatedl and therefore,
two - the costs are borne by those who do
nor srand to bcnclit from the rclivity gener-

ating these ldverse impacts on lhe environ-
ment. Since these negative repercussions
lead to a decrease in returns from the sea -
say, in case ofthe living resources (fish, etc),

the conflicts (about the polluting country
owning responsibility and taking steps to
combat and /or minimize these negative fall-
outs) are on the rise. Such economic and

environmental conflict\ require maritime
patrol and thus, they are one of the causes

1br 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

ofthe Sea as a source ofpolitical 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 abjlity of rhe 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 tirst 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

:\trnces ilnd opinions held by the eountries
of this region reflect a desire to rise above
their 'lim ited' lnd 'restricted' perspe,. tir es to

enhance cooperation and mutual trust on the

basis of widened horizons. If realized. this
would facilitate the creation of "a framework
o1'regional and international relations which
disengage the Asian societies from global
rivalries and makes the Asian region a force
for global peace. "r5

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

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

The geopolitical Jiantev:ork of tlrc
Soutlt Cltirn Sea enables us to use

u (ofi\i\tdtt uaritirne perspcttire to

the studr of regional affairs. Also,
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in ott orea v.'lterc sea occupies as

ttttrclt .'7crcc,r lttJ. nuritiue isstr,'s

Itttve beett atul v,ill cotttitrue to be,

ol .furtdamental importonce in tlrc
utde rstanding of tegional affairsl"

The inter-related issues of resource utiliza-
tion. sovereignty and security concerns lie
at the heart of South China Sea geopolitics.
To reiterate, t/re r/esegrcgation of these (eco'
tt,,rttit, lolitir al anJ utilittrt t cottct ttt\ i.\

.futile os o inle se crruse-effect relatiortship
e.\ists between tlrcnt Tlterefore, afi) ottenlpt
to purge tlrc reg,ion of its iLls v'ill Inve to

offe r holistic solutions addressitry each of
tlles? concents. In the present times the
economies in the South China Sea region
are in a rapidly expanding phase. Realizing
tull well that it is economics. which drives
politics and security, the countries are try-
ing their best lu mrximize their economic
potential by harnessing the resources, which
the South China Sea offers. They should
reulrre thut getting templed by transient
commercirl lnd strrtegic opponunilie: 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 shon-term guinr erodes an1 possi-

bilities of Iong-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 joinlly i. slouly 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

otl, the trend is clearly indicative ofadeeper
involvement by the South China Sea region

countries in the geopolitics ofthe area. Thus.

whcreas earlier this richly endowed sea was

the root cause of instability in the region,
now attemprs are being mf,de to 5ee it a\ a

common ground lor cooperat ion.

South China Sea2 An Arenafor Co-opera-
lion

With the passage of time it has been estab-

lished that is no one country has the power
to control the riches of this sea single-
handedly 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
1980s), but to make them the focus of har-
monious, profi table 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 regionaldialogue 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
exchrngc of relevrnt information is com-
mended to the governments of South East

Asia fbr its potential to enhance security of
the region in which they reside."r? In fact,
every country of the South China Sea re-
gion should devote part of its national sur-

veillance efforts to the cause ofregional se-

curity, thereby reducing the possibility of
eruption of new crises.
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Joitt det,elopnent of resources is also
crucial to ensure peace. The contest tbr stra-

tegic resources is the most destabilizing fac-
tor because olthe primacy ofeconomic con-
cerns in the present day world. However.
joint development of these resources would
lead to cooperation rather than hostile con-
frontations provided lhere is some trcit 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 ofjoint
development in the South China Sea the ten-

dency, by far, has been to 'beat around the
bush'. He says lhat though this concept loint
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 tbr laxity on part ofthe governments

of the region. The author further says that
just by putting forth the idea ofjoint 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 cooperati\ e en-

deavour at the regional level is the only hope

for the South China Sea area.

Multilateralisn as lhe ke), to solving the

South China Sea imbroglio has been sug-

gested by academics and military analysts -

even the govemments 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-

cerned parties are invited. Thus, in this re-
gion the very nature of conflicts makes
multilateralism 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.":8 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 areu. 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. r" In uny negolialion
transparency should be ensured. Though this

will not prevent conflict, rt would certainly
go r long way in creating a cooperative se-

curity culture in the South China Sea - and

this would lay the ground for a mutually
agreeable and beneficial sharing ofsea space

and the resources.

Besides the above-mentioned mecha-
nisms Willy Ostreng suggests that the prob-

lems in the Soutlt China Sea can be solved
by setting up of commrssions.r0 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 govemments

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
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finding it difficult to sit down at the same

negotiating trble. 'r Though commissions
and other informal workshops of this nature
are effective constraints -- they prevent the
countries from taking unilateral military
action, it is important to add that "tiuitless
talks combined with unilateral military and
economic initiatives may well erode rather
than build confidence"r2 Thus, how a par-
ticular conl'lict 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."rr The South
China Sea can be exonerated of all its ills
only if the countries ofthe 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 ofnational well-
being ifthe region is marred by conflicts and
disputes. ln fact, the good of the people in
general 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 panies should
bear in mind the fact that sustainable man-
agement of South China Sea resources rests

on the premise that national goals 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. lt can de-
velop to its fullest potentialonly ifthe 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. It is imperative, therefore,
to reinforce regional dynamism and use it
as a launching pad for intra-regional coop-
eration in sustainable development of the
sea's resources.

References

I.Wenk. Edward (h.\ (19'12): The Politit.t of tlte
O..,,rr. Seattle: University of Washington
Press, pp.428.

2. Fordetails see lrp Wo rkl Book Enoclopedia- Vl..l,
Chicago: World Book Inc., pp. 391-2.

3. Refer Joo-Jock, Lim (1979): Geostattg_,' and the
Soutll Chitta Sea Basin: Regional Balance,
Maritime Issues, Future Pa er s.
Singapore: Singapore University Press for
the lnstitute of South East Asian Studies.
pp.l.

4. Dahlby. Tracy (1998): "Crossruads ofAsia: South
CIir?.r Ssd". National Geographic.

5. Morris. Eric (1991): "Cor(littitg Claims tu the
Sottth Chilu Sea' in ... South Chinu Seu:

Zotle oJ ConJlitt or Cooperation.

6. Rau. Roben ( 1986): " Present dnd Future Mariine
Se(uri4'lssues i tlle South Fast Asian and
Sou l China Seas" . Contemporar South East

Asia 8(l):37.

7. Sukma. Rizal (1992): " httlonesia atd the Sotth
China Set: lnterest: and Policies".The
Indonesian Quartcrly 20(4): 403.

Transactions I Vol. 26, No. 1, 2004 | 59



8. Park. Choon-Ho ( 1918): "The Sonh Chitu S&t Dis
pulet: Who Orns tht ltlanls and the NLt-

ti(,ttal R?touft ts?". Occan Development
and Intemational Law. 5(1): 28 quoting and
anonymous observer.

9. Mirsky. Jonarhan (1996). "With Cltino. VTtnls tutd
Aatit)n\ ak trct thc Sarrrc". The Asian Age.
l-l September.

10. \bung. P Lewis "2rriorial Ditputes tu tlle South
Chitu arul Tinor Seas". Asian DefenceJour-

nal l0(88):38.

I L Ibid. p.36.

I2. Cre,,". R.W. 11993): "A Proytsolfor Cooperdtio
in Muriti e Securi^'i South East Asia".
Strategic and Detbnce Studies Centre-Work-
ing Paper No. 274, Canberra: Australian
National University, pp.6.

I 3. http://www.cia.doe.gov

l.r. Refer Ostreng. Willy (1985\: "The Poliics ofCo,t-
tinefital Shelres: The So|th Child Sea tu u
Ct'ntpltt,tttt'c Ptr'7, ctttc . Co oper.rtion
and Conllict: Nordic Joumal of Intemational
Polilics 20('1): 25'1.

15. Gao. Zhiguo ( l99il): "Tlrc South Cltittit Sea: Fata
Conllid to Co operdtion.t , Ocean Devel-
opment and lntemational Law 25(3):349.

16. Joo-Jock, Lim (1981): "The Soutll Chtua Sea:
Changing Strategic Perspectiv.t" it Chia
Lin Sien mid Colin MacAndrews (eds)

South Elst Asian Seast Fron(iers for Devel-
opmenl. SinSapore: Mccra* Hill lntema
tional Book Compant. pp.233

17. Man, John C. (1981): "Soult Ea:t Asian Marile
Fishery Resources ard Fisherie.\" in Chia
Lin Sien and Colin MacAndrews (eds). ibid,
pp.76.

t8. Sien. Chia Lin I 1931): 'The Straits of Malacca and

Singapore: Navigatiorlal. Resource and En'
vironmental Considerations" in Chia Lin
Sien and Colin MacAndrews (eds). ibid.
pp.246.

19. Joo-Jock. Lint (1981): op.cit.. p.1-1.1.

20. Chalrrers. Malcolm (19961 "Openness attd
Securitv Polity in Somlt F.7.r/,4 sra" Survived
38(3):83.

21. Huxley. Tim and Willett, Susan (1999) "Anr,rg
Last Ai ii' . Internatio nal Institute for Srra
tegic Studies Adeiphi Paper No. 329. Lon,
don: Oxford University Press, p.10.

22. See for delails Gao. Zhiguo, op.cit., p.3,19.

23. See for detaiis Brll, Desmond ( 199-1) "Irerrds rlr

Militan' Actluisitiotls i the Asia-Paci|ic
Region: Iuplicationsfor Securin and Prcs-
pects for Constraints a l C<)ttturls", Stra-
legic und Defence Studies Ccntrc-WorkinB
Paper No. 273, Canbera: Australian Na,
tional University, p.9.

2.1. Martin. L.W (1979): The Sea in Modem Strategy
as quoted in Lim Joo-Jock. op.cit.. p.46.

25. Gunatilleke, Codfrey (1987) "Seqtrin- and De-
vlopmenl in the Asid, Rsgio[" in Fu-chen
Lo and KamalSalih (eds) The Challenge of
Asia-Pacifi c Co-operation. Kuala Lumpur:
Institute of Asia and ihe Pacific, p.139.

26. Joo-Jock, Li n ( 1979): op.cir., p.88.

27. Grey. R.W.. op.cit., p.27.

28. Br.rzan, Barry and Segal, Gerald ( I99,1) "Relirlrt-
i S East Atid Securirr",Surrivrl36(2): 20.

29. Rau. Robert, op.cit., p.51.

10. See for details OstrenS. Willy. op.cir.. pp.253,78.

-11. rbid, p.272.

32. Valencia, I\rark J. ( 1996):"The Spr l\ lmbroglio
itt the Post-Cold War Era" in David Wurftl
and Bruce Bunon (eds) South East Asia in
the New World Order: The Polirical
Economy of a Dynamic Re8ion. Kent:
Macmillan Press Ltd.. pp. 254.

33. Rau, Robefl. op.cit.

Manisha Singh
Lecturer of Ceography,

Departmenl of Geography
lsabella Ihobum College.

Lucknow

60 lTransactrons lVol.26, No. 1 ,2004


