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Forum: Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
 
Issue: Establishing the standpoint of ASEAN regarding tensions in the South China Sea  
 
Name: Edward Connor and Elvan Suna Özsoy   
 
Position: President and Deputy President  
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

The dispute in the South China Sea has been going on for more than fifty years, and it 

involves ASEAN greatly. This clash between the countries concerned is over a large area, which is the 

area of the Pacific Ocean bordered by China, Vietnam, Philippines, Taiwan, Malaysia, and Indonesia. 

There are several reasons for which the countries in question want ownership of the area, such as: 

● The fact that it is a major shipping route. The United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development estimates that over 21% of global trade, corresponding to $3.37 trillion, was 

transited through these waters in 2016.  

● It holds more than half of the world’s fishing resources and is how millions of people across 

the region make a living.  

● Even though the Spratlys and Paracels (islands in the area) are mostly uninhabited, they may 

have large natural resources around them. The area remains largely unexplored, but its 

potential richness is estimated due to what is found in neighboring areas. 

● Undersea explorations in the 20th and 21st centuries have uncovered some natural gas and 

crude oil reserves. It is worth mentioning that the size of these reserves is not certain. 

 

Since this dispute started, China has been claiming the majority of the South China Sea, 

defending the “Nine Dash Line” that was drawn in 1947 and which includes almost all of the 

territory. Other than China, the other countries concerned by this issue are China, Taiwan, the 

Philippines, Vietnam, and Malaysia. Indonesia has insisted on remaining neutral about the dispute. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Nine dash line 

This is the line drawn by China in 1947, which claims most of the territory. The line is made 

up of nine dashes that extend hundreds of kilometers east and south, starting from Hainan, China’s 

southernmost point. 

 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) 

 This is a zone up to 200 nautical miles from a nation's coastline. Countries have full 

jurisdiction over this area and have full fishing and extraction rights. This could be of economic 

advantage to many nations, particularly in the South China Sea, where many people make their 

living from fishing. In addition, the region has a large amount of oil and gas reserves.  

 

General Overview 

 The complexity of the border disputes arose around 1945. A new nationalist party came to 

power in China and proposed the 11-dash line. This defined the nautical region that China attempted 

to claim. China claimed this region to reinstate the power within the country; they had been 

criticized in the previous century for their weak stances and submission to foreign powers. China had 

been humiliated in the previous century and introduced the 11-dash to enhance the nation's 

Figure 1 - The South China Sea 
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sovereignty. After the Communist Party of Mao Zedong gained power following their civil war 

against the nationalist party, the line changed to a nine-dash line. This line is still upheld by the 

People’s Republic of China to this day. The Chinese interest in the region only spiked in the 70s when 

a discovery was made that there might be oil and gas reserves in the sea. Following this discovery, 

China seized control of the Paracel Islands from South Vietnam. This resulted in the deaths of at least 

65 Vietnamese soldiers. China also partly took control of the Spratly Islands from Vietnam in 1988. 

Later, in 1994, China also attempted to take a different part of the Spratly Islands under the control 

of the Philippines. China has managed to keep control of the entirety of the Paracel Islands while 

mostly having control of the Spratly Islands.  

 

China has more recently started a new campaign focused on land reclamation. China has 

built artificial islands in hopes of extending its EEZ. They have also militarised the islands that they 

control and have increased naval military patrol within the sea. China has also made arrests of 

foreign fishermen fishing within the nine-dash line. China has also tried to militarily intimidate 

neighboring countries by leading naval fleets into their EEZ. They also attempted to place an oil rig in 

Vietnamese waters, which was vehemently opposed by the Vietnamese government. 

 

The United Nations Convention on Law of the Sea has issued rulings saying that the nine-

dash line has no legal basis. The Philippines has also attempted to take China to the ICC. When the 

decision eventually was ruled in the Philippines’ favor, the Chinese government issued a statement 

calling the ruling “ill-founded” and rejected cooperation with the ICC. Many other nations did, 

however, also join China in their opposition to the rule, countries including Taiwan, Papua New 

Guinea, and many countries in North Africa. On the contrary, the ruling was supported by nations 

such as the United States of America, Europe, and Australia. In addition, members of ASEAN were 

also split and could not provide a collective statement.  

 

At the start of this decade, China decided to add a tenth and final dash to their line. This 

added dash now encapsulated Taiwan and the Spratly Islands within Chinese territory. This new 

development was met with uproar, and many nations in the South China Sea have made efforts to 

reclaim land and militarise the region. The United States also made a statement saying that they 

would support the Philippines if a conflict arose. They also made efforts towards regional security by 

making an alliance called AUKUS. The purpose of this alliance is to share technology in the Indo-

Pacific region. It also works as a deterrent to China. China’s recent actions have driven some nations 

into alliances with the US and the West. The topic of the South China Sea has also polarised the 
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countries in ASEAN as every member state seeks its own goals. China’s reputation has also 

deteriorated within many nations in the region, predominantly in Vietnam, following claims that the 

Chinese navy sabotaged Vietnamese vessels. China is, however, still a large world power, and many 

nations remain reliant on trade with China. 

 

ASEAN plays a fundamental role in upholding stability within the region. The organization 

covers many problems that the issue brings with it. Firstly, it focuses on combating polarisation 

within the ASEAN nations. It holds frequent discussions and works on trust-building initiatives via 

trade of information and resources. Using ASEAN as a platform for discussion has also worked in 

fostering stability and trust. Secondly, having a union such as ASEAN gives smaller member states 

the opportunity to weigh themselves up against world powers such as China or the United States. 

Thirdly, it works together with China to come to peaceful resolutions and solutions. China and 

ASEAN are working together on making a code of conduct, a legally binding framework to combat 

unrest within the region. This is, however, taking a long time but, once finished, could mark the start 

of diplomatic measures on how to peacefully divide the South China Sea. Fourthly, ASEAN is not only 

predominant now. It will become more prevalent in the future. With many ASEAN nations being 

developing nations, the future of these countries is bright. With this development also comes more 

geopolitical prevalence and, thus, more influence. With ASEAN being a large unification, it has also 

brought this issue to the forefront and could work in member states’ favor in working against China’s 

nine-dash line. This does, however, leave the question of how the South China Sea would 

theoretically be divided. With China having built many artificial islands, their EEZ has, in theory, 

expanded. It is important for ASEAN states to clearly define when an island will be counted as part of 

an EEZ or when it will be dismissed. 

 

The South China Sea is crucial for global trade as approximately 64% percent of global trade 

passes through this region. It is beneficial for all member states to make sure that this trade route 

stays open and that the situation does not escalate. If the region is controlled by one nation, this 

could lead to the closure or at least tax when passing through the region.  

  

Timeline of Key Events  
Date      Event 

1945-1949 Chinese Civil War 

1974 

 

China seized the Paracels from Vietnam  
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April 8th, 2012 

 

 

December 9th, 2012 

May 2nd, 2014 

China and the Philippines have a stalemate, 

both accusing each other of intruding in the 

Scarborough Shoal.  

Large “anti-China” protests in Vietnam: 

The introduction of a Chinese drilling rig into 

waters near the Paracel Island, leading to 

multiple collisions between Vietnamese and 

Chinese ships. 

September 15th 2021 

2023 

 

AUKUS founded: 

China was accused of shining lasers into Filipino 

boats, temporarily blinding the crew. They 

were also accused of reckless maneuvers that 

nearly led to collisions. 

 

   

 

Major Parties Involved 

China 

China is a global superpower that facilitates most of the world's trade. They are not only a 

very powerful nation within the South China Sea but also within the world. China is using this 

economic dependency to try and enforce its nine-dash line. Many countries are vehemently against 

this line, but they do not have the influence to oppose the measure in such a way that China is 

forced to change. This leaves China in a very powerful position. Furthermore, they have recently 

already expanded the line to encapsulate the Spratly Islands. Only time will tell if China will stop 

there. China’s militarization of the South China Sea is also detrimental to the inhabitants of 

neighboring countries. Many people make a living or live off fishing. By militarizing the ocean, it 

creates a hostile environment for fishers, as they might fall under prosecution or unlawful 

punishment as a means for China to enforce power over the rest. China’s support for its territorial 

claims predominantly comes from Middle Eastern and African nations. Many African nations rely 

mostly on trade with China. Many Middle Eastern nations have chosen to side with China more to 

oppose the United States.  

 

The Philippines 



ASEAN; Edward Connor and Elvan Suna Özsoy        HMUN 2025 

 7 

 The Philippines has strongly opposed the nine-dash line by China. They, together with China, 

lay claim to the Scarborough Shoal, with The Philippines being approximately 400 miles closer to the 

islands than China. The Philippines has in the past not been afraid to express criticism to China as 

they are strong allies with the United States. The United States had worked against the Japanese 

occupation of the Philippines. The United States has also funded many initiatives to defend them 

from China. The United States sees the Philippines as a valuable ally because it can keep a concrete 

sphere of influence within the South China Sea. The close proximity to China is also beneficial to the 

United States.  

Vietnam 

              In 1974, Paracels was seized from Vietnam. In the process, more than 70 Vietnamese troops 

were killed. Vietnam has claimed the territory since the 1700s and has evidence to support such a 

claim. Vietnam is largely opposed to China, and their political ties are very weak. Many Vietnamese 

people also rely on fishing rights to come by. China and Vietnam do not uphold strong relations, but 

while they are improving, they still struggle to come to a comprehensive solution to the question of 

the South China Sea.   

 

Brunei 

Brunei is a very oil-rich nation in Southeast Asia. It does not need the oil from the South 

China Sea, nor does it have a large fishing industry. Therefore, Brunei only claims its legal portion 

within its EEZ. Their approach aligns with the UNCLOS. Brunei does not publicly condemn China for 

its actions and instead attempts to come to diplomatic solutions by using ASEAN. Brunei challenges 

China but not as vehemently as Vietnam or the Philippines and resorts to adhering to the UNCLOS 

while upholding the rights to their EEZ. 

 

Indonesia 

Indonesia is not a claimant state in the South China Sea disputes but is, however, involved in 

the issues as the nine-dash line claimed by China extends to Indonesia’s Exclusive Economic Zone 

(EEZ) of the Natuna Islands. Indonesia strongly opposes the nine-dash line on the grounds that it is 

UNCLOS that makes all of its EEZ. While China doesn’t recognize the Natuna Islands as its territory, 

Chinese fishing boats and coast guard vessels have trespassed into the EEZ of Indonesia, which has 

attracted diplomatic protests from that country as well as stepped-up Indonesian patrol and military 

activity. 
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Being the biggest member of ASEAN, Indonesia assists in the peaceful settlement of 

disputes, freedom of navigation, and respect for international law while upholding its maritime 

interests and energy exploration and development of the Natuna region. 

 

Thailand 

Thailand promotes peaceful dialogue, leading to constructive solutions. Thailand tries to 

maintain good political ties with both the US and China. Therefore, they do not openly condemn the 

actions of China. Within ASEAN, Thailand does not find it necessary to step forward and issue a 

stronger statement on the issue. Thailand has increased its naval military spending budget while also 

increasing defense cooperation with China. Their cooperation is, however, to a lesser extent but 

does emphasize the fact that Thailand wishes to remain diplomatic and neutral on the question. The 

Thai government also stated that “It will try to refrain from pointing any fingers as much as 

possible.” 

 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

 The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea is the international pillar for maritime 

law and regulations. They create coherent laws on questions such as maritime borders, sea mining, 

biodiversity protection, and freedom of navigation. Regarding the South China Sea, they work 

together with nations in defining the legal EEZs and the procedures for free travel. It also regulates 

the deep sea mining for oil and manages overfishing. 

 

 

Possible Solutions 

Making the South China Sea a neutral zone 

 All countries are economically reliant on the South China Sea passage. Therefore, it is crucial 

for all member states to make sure that this passage stays open, stays secure, and stays reliant. To 

ensure that we can rely on free passage and trade, we could enforce a law making the South China 

Sea a neutral zone with clear precautions if countries do not adhere to them. Countries would not 

adhere to these rules if they, for example, build artificial islands, issue national law in a region where 

the international law of the sea is in practice, or they would unnecessarily militarize the region. We 

could discuss the possibility of steering away from EEZs in this region, keeping in mind the 

complexity of the situation. Delegates could resort to redefining EEZs for the region or could remove 

EEZs entirely.  
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Creating an alternative to the passage 

 If the delegates believe the economic dependence on one disputed region is too large, they 

could resort to creating alternatives. The creation of a canal or a reroute could be debated. It could 

also be used as an ultimatum to the disputing nations, as all nations bordering the South China Sea 

favor the trade passage. If a canal were built, it would have to go through Indonesia and make sure 

to go around Malaysia’s eastern island. This solution might be extreme but would remove China’s 

sphere of influence. This solution does, however, beg the question of whether we trust the new 

nations bordering the most important trade route and if this is not just moving the problem.  

 

Protecting the wildlife and the climate 

The South China Sea is not only rich in oil but also rich in biodiversity. It is, therefore, very 

important to protect the wildlife and coral reefs in the South China Sea. While it might not actively 

solve the dispute, creating clear regulations stopping nations from extracting oil could lead to 

deterring nations’ eagerness to expand their EEZ. If oil extraction is no longer possible, we would 

protect wildlife, keep the seafloor stable, and possibly deter nations from wanting full control of the 

South China Sea. The delegates would have to discuss how to regulate fishing, as many inhabitants 

rely on fishing for individual consumption. This solution does, however, have the possibility of 

combating overfishing if regulated properly and if individual consumption is taken into 

consideration. 

 

Further Reading  

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/  

 The CIA World Factbook is beneficial for any delegates struggling to find their countries’ 

trade partners, fossil fuel consumption, or religion, just to name a few. It gives a clear overview of 

any statistics you may need for a country. This insight could help in sculpting your clauses and who 

you would like to work with. 

 

https://www.britannica.com/ 

Britannica is a useful website for any delegates who would like to go more in-depth or would 

like to research one specific region in the South China Sea. It could be seen as a more reliable 

Wikipedia, as not everyone can edit these articles as they please. These articles are fact-checked and 

written by experts and thus could provide a deeper insight.  

 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/
https://www.britannica.com/
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