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Abstract

China’s maritime territorial claims, and its diplomatic and military
measures to attain them, have caused much regional concern in recent
years. The expansive maritime sovereignty claims of China in the South
China Sea flow from three key goals: the completion of its incomplete
nationalist project of territorial consolidation and unifying the state;
the desire to control the contested maritime periphery; and the garnering
of sea-based resources such as oil and gas that have assumed critical
importance for fuelling the economy of a rapidly modernising China.
To prevent the deterioration of its ties with its southern maritime
neighbours and curb the influence of the United Sates, the Chinese
government has since 2002 signed a series of agreements for
cooperation, confidence-building and peaceful settlement of disputes
on overlapping claims in the South China Sea territories. But the
sovereignty issue remains unresolved and in place. The pursuit of its
ambitious maritime territorial agenda complicates its cooperative
strategy towards the East Asian states and if not set aside indefinitely
or resolved peacefully it could unravel China’s moves to build a complex
network of interdependence.

Introduction

Despiterecent effortsby Chinato build cooperativetieswith Southeast Asa
and set asdeterritoria differences, itsmaritimeterritoria clamsand theattendant
nava build up and diplomacy aimed at attaining the sovereignty goa's, havebrought
to thefore the underlying tensions between China s nationalist and itsregional
goals. Indeed, thisassertion of itsmaritime claimsand takeovershastaken place
even as Chinahas settled most of itsdisputesover land territoriesthrough the
1990s.! Chind sexpans vesovereignty claimson most of South ChinaSea, including
the Spratly (Nansha) and Paracd (Xisha) idets, directly conflict withthesovereignty
claimsand security of five Southeast Asian states— Vietnam, the Philippines,

Srategic Analysis, Vol. 29, No. 2, Apr-Jun 2005
© Ingtitute for Defence Studies and Analyses

Securing the Sea Frontier 269



Madaysia, Brune and partidly Indonesia. Itsclaimsand effortsto assert themon
the Senkaku (Diaoyu) idand and adjoining watersin the East China Seaaffectsits
tieswith Japan, which controlsit. Finaly, China ssovereignty clamson Taiwan,
including theterritoriesheld by it in the South China Sea, and the growing trend
towards assertion of anindependent Taiwaneseidentity have become the most
sgnificant sourceof ingtability and potentia conflictintheregion. Ineffect, Chind's
maritimeterritorial claimsand steady stepsto redlisethem haveintroduced anew
set of post-Cold War security issuesand concernsin East Asia. Inthe debate
over the consequencesof China sriseasagreat power and theshaping of regiona
perceptions, themaritimeterritorial issuesand how they areresolved play acrucia
role

The Chineseleadership, especially under President Hu Jintao and Premier
Wen Jiabao, hasbeen eager to detract attention away from China sgrowing power
andmilitary developments, aswell asfrom the contentioussovereignty andterritoria
disputes. It has sought to convince theworld why itsrise would be peaceful and
beneficial to its neighboursin Asia. In November 2002, after many years of
negotiations, Chinafinally signed ajoint declaration in Phnom Penh with the
Southeast Asian states on apeaceful settlement of theterritorial disputeinthe
South China Sea.® In October 2003, Beijing signed the Treaty of Amity and
Cooperation (TAC) with theAssociation of Southeast Asian States(ASEAN) —a
normative dispute-solving framework created by theASEAN statesin February
1976 — that committed Chinanot to “participate in any activity which shall
congtituteathreat to the political and economic stability, sovereignty or territorial
integrity” of other signatory states.* Inthe meantime, Chinahas systematically
worked to strengthen its relations with countries in the region — Indonesia,
Myanmar, Thailand, Malaysia, the Philippinesand Vietnam. Chinaand Vietham
finalised an agreement on their land border by 2001, and agreed on their sea
border inthe Beibu (Tonkin) Gulf in 2004.5 After itsforces occupied Mischief
Reef fromthe Philippinesin 1995, it signed acode of conduct with the Philippines
inAugust of the sameyear to contain theregional uproar and do damage control.
Thetwo countrieshave held bilateral talkssinceMarch 1999 to defusethecriss,
and build defenceties.® Theagreement with the Philippinesonjoint seilsmic surveys
for oil and gassigned in Sgptember 2004 isBeijing’ smost recent diplométicinitiative
inthiscontext.’

Chineseleadersand mediain the summer of 2004 al so announced that they
planned to commemoratein abig way in 2005 the 600" anniversary of the seven

voyages of the Chinese Muslim sailor Zheng He, whoin the 15" century Ming
dynasty period travelled to East Africaand perhaps, according to sometheories,
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asfar aspre-Columbian America.® Zheng He' svoyagestook place over a28-
year period ending in 1433— when the Imperial Government brought themto an
end for reasonsthat are not yet clear. But those voyages have gained immense
symbolicvaueinthecurrent politico-security context in East Asaand havebeen
highlighted by Beijing asan early example of China sbenevolent diplomacy as
againgt the maritime expans on of theWestern states. Chineseleadersand experts
haverepeatedly underlined that Zheng He, commanding themaost powerful ocean-
going fleet of theday, did not colonise any of the areaswhere his shipsdocked,
unlikethe Western merchant shipsand fleetsthat becamethe harbinger of colonia
occupationsonly afew decadesafter theMing expeditions. Thispublicity campaign
complemented theinitial Hu-Wen promotion of the concept of China's* peaceful
rise’ to counter worries about the country’ sgrowing influence on trade, regional
politicsand security. China'sVice Communications Minister, Xu Zuyuantold the
mediainBeijing:

“We think what's left over from Zheng He's seven voyages to the West is that

peaceful rise is the inevitable outcome of the development of Chinese history.

.....The peaceful rise concept embodies the momentum and val ues of 5,000 years of

Chinese civilisation and the nation’s moral character of love and peace.”®

Thisis, of course, selective historiography and abroad-brush treatment of the
characterigtic featuresof Chinesetraditiond externa behaviour. UnlikeZheng He
and the Ming voyages, the People' s Republic of China(PRC) for nearly three
decades has been engaged in steady territoria expansioninthe South China Sea.
Thisincludesthe capture of the Paracel s (Xisha) from aweak and dying South
Vietnamese state abandoned by the United Statesin 1974, even asChinassocidist
aly, North Vietnam, was on the verge of unifying the country, the 1988 naval
seizureof eight Vietnamese claimed and held idets, the 1992 enactment of the
Territoria waterslaw, the 1995 takeover of the Mischief Reef off the Philippines
coast and claimed by Manila, and itsstepped up oil and gasexplorationin contested
territorid waters. From China s perspectiveitsterritorid claimsinthe South China
Seaarealegitimate assertion of itshistoricaly derived sovereignty rightsthat were
enunciated first by the Guomindang government in 1947 and then by the PRC in
1951.%0

Behind much of China'smaritimeterritoria claimsliethreekey factors. the
completion of itsnationalist project of territorial consolidation and unifying the
date, thedesireto prevent any foreign power fromretaining sgnificant influencein
the maritime periphery, and garnering sea-based resources such asoil and gasthat
haveassumed critica importancefor fueling theeconomy of arapidly modernising
China™ While severd reportshave stressed theimportance of theresourcefactor
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behind China sassertion of claims, it needsto be emphasised that they predatethe
current focus on the source of oil and gas. Whileresources have becomeakey
element behind the contested territoriditiesintheregion, theclamsthemsdvesare
deeply rooted in the dominant traditional Chinese security thinking that stresses
theimportance of controlling the space around the core cultural territory asavita
security buffer. Therehas, thus, been avisibledesireto prevent wherever possible
any foreign power from retai ning significant influencein the maritime periphery
backed by a nationalist ideology based on a constructed historiography of
‘traditiond’ territoria contoursthat seekstolegitimiseitsterritorid clams. Thisis
not very different from the attempt to create asecure periphery that hasdrivenits
approach towardsland territories.

Thelack of afirm security structurein theregion makestheterritoria dispute
inthe South ChinaSeaan explosiveissue. But thedisputed so providestheregiona
statesin Southeast and East Asiawith an opportunity to devel op regional co-
operativeinstitutions. The security of theregionisof vita importanceto theoil-
hungry economiesof Japan, South K oreaand Tawan, andincreasingly thesouthern
provinces of China, which all depend on safe and open sealanesthrough the
South ChinaSea. Thefish stocks, cord reefsand marineenvironment inthe South
ChinaSeaareunder seriousstress, but thedispute over maritime delimitationand
sovereignty to the South ChinaSeaidandshasso far madeit virtually impossible
to adequately address environmental concerns. Apart from the area sresource
sgnificance, control by Chinawould have s gnificant strategic consequences. While
itwould securefor Chinaavery largeareacf itsperiphery dongitsmost devel oped
and rich South-eastern underbdlly, it would s multaneoudy alow the projection of
Chinesepower degpinto Southeast Asaand dso Sgnificantly enhanceitsinfluence
onvital traderoutesthat run through the area.

Thedisputeinthe South ChinaSearemainsaprincipal irritant inthe China-
Southeast A an relationship, even after thejoint declaration Sgned between China
and theASEAN statesin November 2002 at Phnom Penh. Thedisputesinvolve
threelayers: the ownership of idands(the Paracel sand the Spratlys), the conflicts
over maritimeresources(fish, oil and natural gas, minerals), and the control over
vital sealanesthat passthroughtheregion. Itisestimated that over haf theworld's
merchant fleet (by tonnage) sail sthrough the South China Seaeach year. Some 75
per cent of Japan'sail, for example, isshipped through these sealanes. Thefishing
zone around the South China Searanksfourth among theworld's 19 fishing zones
intermsof total annua marine production.
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TheTerritorial Settingand China’sClaims
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Two setsof small isets spread over avery large maritimeregion areat the
centre of the disputein the South China Sea: the Paracel sand the Spratlys. The
Spratlysconsist of at least 190 barrenisletsand partially submerged reefsand
rocksthat cover an areaof approximately 390,000 sg. km. Theexact count of the
number of featuresvarieswidely because many are often or dmost dwaysunder
water. The Spratlysarelocated about 500 km off the Vietnamese coast and 950
km southeast of China’'sHainanidand whichitself isat adistancefrom China's
southern-most coastlinein Guangdong. The Philippineisiand of Palawan is80-
150 kmtotheeast and the Ma aysian state of Sabah and Brunei are 250 kmtothe
south. The Paracelsare adisputed island group that wereforcibly occupied by
Chinafrom Vietnam in 1974, and are claimed by Vietnam aswell as Taiwan.
Thesetiny idandshavelittleintrinsic value and have historically not sustained
habitation. Yet they havetaken on agreater significancefor reasonsof security,
nationalism and economics. Itspotentia asaresource-rich archipelago hasbeena
driving factor for the contesting statesin recent years. The history of occupation
and control over thearchipelagosduring the 19" and early 20" centuries, particularly
of thetwo most contested areas, the Paracel sand Spratlys, ischequered. The
relative remoteness of the offshoreislands and their size were major reasons.
Ownership of theid etschanged handsrepeatedly over thelast century asBritain,
France and finally Japan exerted influence over the maritime expanse.’ Infact,
until the Second World War, theidandsin the South ChinaSeadid not seemtoo
sgnificant.
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Sincethen contested sovere gntiesand conflicting nationalisms have become
involved and have resulted in an increased emphasis on sovereignty claims,
particularly inlight of expanding economic zonesasprovided by the Lawsof the
SeaConvention. The problem hasa so been complicated by divided nationalisms
and complicated identity strugglesthat have cometo characterise China-Taiwan
relations since both claim the South China Seaid etsbased ironicaly on thesame
set of historica and nationalist argument.

Chinaclaimsthat the Spratlysand Paracel idands have been part of Chinese
territoriessincethe Han dynasty inthe 2™ century.®® Beijing basesitslega clam
through the principleof first discovery, though expertshave questioned thelega
validity of theclaimsof visitsto theareaby Chinesefishermen based in Hainan
and not actual record of administration or surveys.'* Sincethefounding of the
PRC repeated proclamations of China's claims have beeninternalised by the
Chinese elitesand hasbecome part of the nationdist psyche.

For example, ChinesePrimeMinister Zhou Enla inagtatement issuedinAugust
1951 —daysbefore the signing by the United States of the San Francisco Treaty
of Peacewith Japan on September 8, 1951 —restated China'sclaims:

“Theinviolable sovereignty of the Peoples Republic of Chinaover Nansha (Spratly
Idand) and the Xisha (Paracel) archipelago will by no meansbeimpaired, irrespective
of whether theAmerican-British draft for apeacetreaty with Japan should make any
stipulation and of the nature of any such stipulation.”

InJuly 1977, Chinese Foreign Minister Huang Huareconfirmed that China's
clamto the South ChinaSeawas* non-negotiable’:

“The territory of Chinareaches as far south as the James Shoals, near Malaysia's
Borneo territory... | remember that while | was still aschoolboy, | read about those
islands in the geography books. At that time, | never heard anyone say those
islands were not China’s... The Vietnamese claim that the islands belong to them.
Let themtalk that way. They have repeatedly asked usto negotiate with them on the
issue; we have always declined to do so... Asto the ownership of theislands, there
are historical documents that can be verified. There is no need for negotiations
since they originally belonged to China.” "

Between 1988 and 1991, in aset of mgjor articlesin China sleading foreign
policy journds, Beijingindicateditsshift from theland border orientationtowards
the seaterritories. Indeed, sincethe Chinese seizure of Mischief Reef inwaters
closeby thePhilippines idand of Paawanin 1995, Chinahasvigoroudy repeated
that itsclaim to ownership isbased on* unquestionable historical evidence”. The
Guomindang had staked its claim on both the Paracel sand the Spratlysin the
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latter yearsof itsrulein Ching, and it maintained thisclam after it moved to Taiwan.
The PRC has continued to make its claims along the expansive lines of the
Guomindang. However, while endorsing such aposture, the PRC in 1958 had
clamedonly 12 nautical milesof territorid watersinkegpingwiththethenprevailing
international norm. Thishasundergone achange asa200 km exclusiveeconomic
zone (EEZ) hasbeen granted under the UN Convention on the Laws of the Sea
withmagor ramificationsfor itssovereignty clams.

Theadoption in February 1992 by the Chinese National People'sCongress,
of theLaw of the Territorial Seaand ContiguousZone, marksamagjor devel opment
inthemaritimeterritoria policiesof China. Contrary to China'spromisestoresolve
outstanding territorial disputesthrough friendly discussion, thelaw wasastrong
assertion of Chinesemaritimerights. TheLaw claimed exclusive sovereignty over
the Paracelsand Spratlys, asserted aright to evict other nations' naval vessels
fromitsterritoria waters(presumably eventhosedtill under dispute), and authorised
thePLA Navy to pursueforeign shipsviolaingitsregulations. Thelaw adsorequired
al foreignwarshipsto givenotification of intent to passthrough China sterritoria
seas and to receive permission before doing so. These regulations not only
threatened freedom of navigation but also revived regional antagonismsover
maritimesoveregnty.

The 1992 law issimilar to the 1958 law in many waysbut more expansivein
keeping with the UN Convention on the Laws of the Seathat Chinasignedin
1982 and ratified in 1994. On February 25, 1992, the Chinese People' sCongress
(theequivalent of Parliament) passed alaw that listed the Spratlysas sovereign
Chineseterritory and reserved theright to useforceto expel ‘intruders’ (Article
8). Thehill entitled‘ Thelaw of the People’ sRepublic of Chinaonthe Territoria
Seaand ContiguousZone' claimsfor Chinathe South China Seaand much of the
East ChinaSea. AccordingtoArticle2:

“The PRC'sterritorial watersrefer to the island waters contiguousto itsterritorial
land. The PRC's territorial land includes the mainland and its offshore islands,
Taiwan, and the various affiliated islands, including Diaoyu Dao (the Senkaku
Islands), the Penghu Islands (the Pescadores), the Dongshalslands (Pratas | lands),
the Xishalslands(the Paracel 1dlands), the Nanshaldands (the Spratlysarchipelago),
and other islands that belong to the PRC"18

With trade becoming amajor component of itsGDPand asimported energy
becomecrucid for sustained growth and nationa security, Chinaseekssomedegree
of control —on its own or in coordination with others — on the sea lines of
communicationsand mgor international shipping lanesthat passthrough the Gulf
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to East Ada Thoughitscurrent nava capabilitiesarelimited, China'snava plans
aresteadily moving towards attaining these goa sover the next two decades.

Changing Strategic Geogr aphy

Thedynagtiesthat haveruled Chinahistorically placed littleemphasison sea
territories or maritime power since the security threatsfrom Inner Asiawere
paramount. For most of theimperia era—from the Han dynasty until the mid-19"
century, when the Manchu/Qing Empire cameinto contact with many Western
imperidist powers, Chind svita security zone protecting the core Han civilisationa
areawas perceived to encompass vast expanses a ong the northern and north-
western frontiers: modern day Xinjiang, Tibet, Mongolia (outer and inner), and
northeast China(former Manchuria). Thenorthern part of Southeast Ada, especidly
Vietnam, and K orea, wereonly intermittently part of the strategic periphery during
theimperid era. Pacification and control of thisland periphery wasusudly seento
beessentia by therulers. However, theinward-oriented imperial rulersdid not
view themaritimeregionsadjacent to theeastern and southern coadtline, the Hainan
Island, Taiwan, Japan, and the Russian Far East as strategic asno threatswere
perceived and, therefore, the maintenance of amajor naval forcewasnot seenas
necessary. Themaritime periphery assumed strategic value only at theend of the
imperia era, during thelast phase of the Manchu rule, asthe European powers
and Japan began to makeinroadsinto China. Anditisonly inthemodern erathat
China’s periphery has expanded to encompass both continental and maritime
regions.

Thisisnot to say that the Chineseimperial statesdid not look seawards. The
southern Song dynasty evolved into agreat maritimetrading state. The period,
however, was short and cameto an end with the Mongol invasion from thenorth
inthe 13" century. The successor to the Mongol (Yuan) rulers, the Ming adopted
aseaward look in its early years. The Ming merchant fleet and Zheng He's
expeditionsbrought asurgein maritimetrade and established Chinesecommunities
throughout Southeast Asia.*® But asmentioned earlier, thiswas discontinued and
maritimeactivitiesweredradticaly reduced. TheManchus—thelastimperid rulers
of China—also focused their resources on coping with northern threat posed by
Tsarist Russia. Even after the Opium Wars of the 1840s, the Manchu/Qing Empire
could not overcome its northern orientation, ultimately with far reaching
consequences. As Japan rose to become the dominant Asian power, China's
influence over Koreaand control over itsown coastal citiesand Taiwan, which
had been incorporated into the Empireinthe 1870s, werelost.
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In the period between the collapse of imperial rulein 1911 and 1949, China
wastoowesk, interndly troubled and war-tornto poseany chalengeto the powerful
maritime statesthat dominated East Asia. That phase closed with thefounding of
the strong centralised state by the Communist Party in 1949. Yet, for 25-years
after, PRC too wasaninward-looking continental power. Likethe Manchu/Qing
rulersand the Guomindang beforeit, the Communist Party of China(CPC) was
too overwhel med by acuteinternal problems, developmenta challenges, securing
theland frontiersand dealing with an externa security criss—mainly dongitsland
frontiers—to concentrateon itsmaritimeterritoriesor the strategy towardssecuring
them. Party leaders such asMao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlal, Zhu De, Chen
Yun and Deng Xiaoping were not obliviousto the perils of the neglect of sea
power and control, but the wider oceans had a secondary priority in Maoist
developmental and security strategy. Thefocuswas on coastal defence. Trade
and investment tieswith the capitalist statesthat surrounded its coastal region
werepolitically and economically largely shunned as Chinaadopted an inward
looking autarchic state socialist model. The once-vibrant coastal citiesof China
atrophied. Thewarsin Koreaand Vietnam, the conflict with India, and thegrowing
crigsinrdationswith the Soviet Union after 1960 reinforced the continental view
of theMaoist regimeasit concentrated itsenergieson countering thethreat from
inner Asiaand the north. A 25-year effort to build Chinese defences against the
Soviet Union beganinthe 1960s. The Chinese Government worked feverishly to
crestetheso-caled“thirdling’ that involved themasstrandfer of strategicindustries
to China sinterior wherethey would belessvulnerableto potentia Soviet or US
attack. Therewasneither any capacity nor any urgency to pursue Chinasmaritime
territoria clams.

That stuation changed following the normdisation of diplomatic relaionswith
the US and the adoption of the new modernisation strategy inthelate 1970s. The
reformsinitiated snce 1978 have produced dramatic changesin China sstrategic
geography. Itsmost val uable economic and social resourcesnow liealongits
eastern and south-eastern territorial periphery asopposed to interior Chinaas
wasthe case during the Cold War and before. The post-Mao reformsand ‘ open
policy’ have galvanised China strade, port and ship building, and an ambitious
naval expansion programme. The maritimeregionsadjacent to China: the East
China Sea, the South China Seaand the Pacific —have emerged asastrategic
periphery inaradica departurefromthe Maoist era.

Thisseaward thrust isentirely new for China. The post-Mao reformershave
embraced the seaastheir new expanding frontier vita to China'scurrent strategic
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concernsandinterestsasnever beforeinitslong history. China smaritimeterritoria
claims, which did not have much significance aslong asit wasaweak nava power,
have becomeenormoudy significant now that it isincreasingly powerful. Thenew
policiestowardsthe South China Seaand other maritime areas, are being shaped
by multipleinterests— security, therising demand for industrial resources, the
interestsof the PLA Navy (PLAN) aswell asthat of the PLA asawhole.

Nationalist Impulse

By attaching theregime' slegitimacy toitsability to protect and defend Chinese
sovereignty, thecommunist party leaderscommitted themselvesto holding firmon
their claimson Taiwan, the South ChinaSeaidands, and other maritimeterritorial
clamssuch as Diaoyutai or Senkaku possessed by Japan. Any Chineseleader,
who suggestsindependencefor theseareasor givesup ‘historical’ claims, risks
being ostracised for surrendering the “ sacred motherland” . Having wrapped
themsdlvesintheflag, theregime'sleadersfindit difficult to compromiseonthe
issueof territoria integrity.

Therootsof modern Chinesenationalism lieinitssustained memory of the
encounterswith the Western powers, Tsarist Russiaand Japanin the 19" and 20"
centuries. The 19" century saw European powers seize concession areasin Hong
Kong, Guangzhou, Shanghai, Qingdao, and Dalian; while Russiaexpandedinto
sectionsof Manchuriathat were earlier part of the Qing empire. After the 1890s,
Japan occupied Taiwan, Korea, and the Ryukyus, and France col onised Indochina
—all around China. Outer Mongoliaand Tibet asserted independence asManchu
imperial rulewasoverthrownin 1911. In 1932, Manchuriawas carved out by
Japan and set up asaseparate Manchuguo' . Although Chinamade mgor territoria
gainsonland after the defeat of Japanin 1945—especidly after the CPC cameto
power in 1949 —asit regained control over Manchuriaand Xinjiang, and took
over Tibet, some parts of the old Qing Empire such as the now independent
Mongolian People' sRepublic, Macao, and Hong K ong remained outs deitscontrol.
Taiwan wastaken over by Chinabut became, and remainsan issueof unification
asthe Guomindang set up its own state called the Republic of China. Boththe
nationalists and the communists added in the late 1940s the South China Sea
idandstotheir list of territorial claimsas Japanese control was surrendered and
the uninhabited id etsbecame ano man’sland. They were s multaneoudy claimed
by other littoral states, such asVietnam.

Theofficia historiography of “logtterritories’ and “national humiliation” has
fostered among the Chinese elites particular sensitivity about territorial and
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sovereignty issuesthat findsexpression in contemporary nationalist statements
about reunifying the motherland. The persistent use of terms* inseparable’ or
“inalienablesovereignty” by themediawhilereferringto clamsover the Paracel,
Spratly and Diaoyu/Senkaku islands sustains support for the claimsamong the
people. Inthereformyears, withtheold revol utionary and socidist ideology losing
ground asasourceof socid cohesion, nationaism around theissueof modernisation
and growing comprehensive power on the one hand, and the state’s capacity to
resoresovereignty, territorid integrity, and logt territorieshasgained anew politica
relevancefor the state. These sentimentsdirectly relateto Chinese pride, and the
regime hasconscioudy € evated the peopl € scollective™ consciousness of suffering”
(with regard to historiography and sovereignty) asaway of uniting the peopleand
mobilising a Chinese society that isincreasingly disenchanted with the Party’s
ideologica rhetoric.

The 1958 and the February 1992 territorid water |lawsand the steady expansion
of China soccupation of claimed territoriesin the South ChinaSeasince 1974
underlinetheresolve of China sgoverning elitesto regain what they believethe
Chineselost to the European powers and Japan when it was weak. However,
with the old European empiresliquidated, the newly independent statesof Asia
seetheterritorial arrangementsleft behind by the erstwhile powersastheir own
and Chinese claimsasbeing based onitsold pre-European imperial expansion.
Thishas set the stagefor territorial conflicts between Chinaand several of its
neighboursderived fromtwo very different setsof territoria thinking and boundary
claims—both bearing thethrust of new and ascendant nationalism.

The South China Seaoccupiesavita geo-strategic positionfor littoral states
and for other maritime powers. Vitd trade routes passthrough theareaand move
through the Straitsof Maaccaand Sundato the I ndian Ocean. Thewatersthereby
connect East Asiato Southeast Asia, Indiaand West Asiaand are among the
busiest trade and energy shipping lanes. China'sterritorial clamsandits steady
expangoninthe South ChinaSeabringitinto conflict with nationdist sentimentsin
Southeast Asia, Taiwan, and Japan.

Theterritorial godsand themilitary-diplomaticthrust to attainthem aso entail
anemphasisonnava and air power and changein China smilitary strategy. China
hasso far adopted agradualist and cal cul ated Strategy to expand itscontrol of the
maritime space and territoriesit deems asits own and has avoided amilitary
confrontation with amajor power such asthe US or even Japan.

Securing the Sea Frontier 279



The Naval Factor

Assertive nationalists, however, are not the only elementsin Chinese society
that have shaped itsmaritimeterritorial policiesandthrust. The PLA Navy has
seized oningtability and tensioninthe South China Seato advanceitsown cause.
Initsaggressiveeffort to acquirelarger budgetsand more modern capabilities, the
PLAN hascons stently spotlighted asthreatstheissues emerging from the South
ChinaSea. Inthemid- and late 1970s, the PLAN crafted and obtained political
endorsement of an offshore defence policy by linking naval expansionwiththe
maritimethreats posed by the ever-present US Seventh Fleet and Soviet Pacific
Fleet. Sino-American rapprochement inthe 1970sand Sino-Soviet warmingin
themid-1980s, however, dealt major blowsto the PLAN’soffshore strategy by
deprivingit of overt threatswith which tojustify alarge, ocean-going maritime
force. Recovery of so-called“lost territories,” which hitherto had been asecondary
priority of the PLAN, now surfaced asamajor, budget-driving mission. Other
primary missionsof thePLAN, whichincludestrategic deterrence (by submarine-
launched bdlistic missles) and theliberation of Tawan, did not warrant theexpensve
and wide-ranging capabilitiesthat seacontrol would. Defending maritimeeconomic
interests, particularly offshoreterritoria claims, aso becameajudtificationfor the
PLAN’sprospectiveblue-water navy. Operationsat long rangefromthemainland,
such asin theremote Spratlysarchipelago - an areafraught with navigational
hazards- required a“modern, technically proficient, combat-ready, long distance
navy skilledinjoint operations.”

Successin acquiring therequisite share of the defence budget hinged onthe
Navy’sability to fuseitsorganisationa interestswith broad economic goalsand
core national issues. Toward that end, since 1984-85 one of the Navy’smain
godshasbeento build capability to defend Beijing'sclaimto sovereignty over the
South China Sea srich maritimeresources, including offshore petroleum depodts,
manganese nodules, and fish. In 1992, during budgetary debatesin the National
People's Congress, the naval representatives echoed these resource-based
arguments, especially China slong-term necessity to make better use of maritime
riches, particularly petroleum. Observing that China soffshoreail production output
wasonly 62 per cent of Vietnam'’s, they warned that Chinacould not continueto
lag behind other nationsin exploiting marineresourceswithout anegativeimpact
on China seconomic growth levelsinthe next century. The PLAN believesthe
seashave becomethe* new high ground of strategic competition.” Inthewords of

Admird Zhang Lianzhong:
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“We will never forget that Chinawas invaded several times by imperialist troops
from the sea. The nation’s suffering from lack of sea defence (haiwufang) still
remains fresh in our minds; and the history should not repeat itself.”?

Chinesenava plannersconsider twoidand chainsinitsmaritime periphery to
be America sprincipal ocean barriersfor apossible containment of China. The
first chain beginsin Japan, passesthrough the Liuqu Idandsof Taiwan, andthento
the Philippines. The second chain stretchesfrom Japan’s Ogasawa-gunto |dands,
throughtothelo-retto Idands, and thento the Marianaldands. Thesetwoidand
chainsare prominent in the seaward military defencebarrier against China. Asa
counter to thesetwo US-dominated chains, in 1985, Chinabeganto shiftitsmilitary
strategy fromitslargely continental focus. Anintegral part of thisstrategy isthe
establishment of adefensive zone around the heart of China, anisland chain or
perimeter extending from Koreainthenorth, to the Senkaku Idands (Diaoyuta),
to Taiwan, Hainan, the Paracel s (Xisha) and the Spratly Idands (Nansha). Within
this“zoneof activedefence,” Chinaplansto bethe dominant power.

Givenitscurrent capabilities, the PLAN hastried to exerciseseacontrol inthe
coadtd watersthat arecrucid to prevent theenemy navy frombombarding Chinese
coastal citiesat closerange, or from landing forces on Chinese soil withlittle
resstance. Intheouter watersradiating gradualy tothefirstidand chain, thenavy
istrying to develop seadenid capability meant toinflict heavy lossesontheenemy.
Theeffort isto enlarge China s defence depth and to protect the key waterways
for the country’ sgrowing commercia shipping. Thezonesof seacontrol currently
arearound itsthreemajor channels: the Bohai Strait, the Taiwan Strait, and the
Qiongzhou Strait. The PLA paysspecia attention to thefirst two. Theseadenia
drategy givesChinalarger maritimedefencedepth. Inflicting damageand casudties,
not victory, areitsobjectivesinthe zone of seadenia. Intimeasthenavy becomes
more capable, PLAN will look at the second idand chain.

Chinese statementsplace nava modernisation at the head of the priority list,
followed by theair forceand “rapid reaction units’ - al of which will alow China
to reach out into the oceans to defend its “ zone of active defence.”?! Chinese
strategy of “active defence’ entails preparationsfor limited, high-tech war with
weaker nelghbours on China s periphery, especially on its maritime periphery.
Chinese acquisitionsof naval shipsand equipment from Russiafit this pattern of
priorities. Moreover, Chinese attemptsto secureitsnorthern and Central Asian
borders, reflected initsgrowing tieswith Russiaand the recently signed border
agreementswithitslnner Asian neighbours, all facilitate China'sturn to the east
andthesea.
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Economic Factors

Theimmediate compulsion for China, however, aso prominently relateto
economic and energy factors. By 1992, ailmost all Southeast Asian stateswere
heavily involvedin il exploration off their coasts. A joint venture sponsored by the
Philippineshad recently discovered ail off thenorthwest Pdawan Idand. Mdaysia
was producing oil from 90 wellsin 1992, about half theregion’stotal offshore
output. Vietnam wasemerging asamgor regiona oil producer, withitsoffshore
production surpassing China sby mid-1992. Most compelling, amonth before
Chinapassed itssea-clamslaw, Vietnam and Ma ays ahad announced their mutual
interest in joint development of il reserveswheretheir claimsoverlapped. The
ASEAN viewed China sterritoria sealaw anditsmanifestationsasominous.

Thenear-s multaneousdeclaration of theLaw of the Territorid Sea, theChinese
occupation of reefs, and the skirmish with Viethamese naval unitsall reflected
China sheightened sensitivity to theresource and sovereignty-driven activities of
theother littoral statesin the South ChinaSea. They constituted awarningtoits
neighboursthat they could not takeover thearea snatura resourceswithout taking
China sinterest and claimsinto account. China seffortsin thisdirection were
undoubtedly encouraged by apromise of hugefinds. Revised geological surveys
by the Chinese Ministry of Geology and Minerd Resourcesled to speculation that
the Spratlysarchipelago could contain asmuch as 105 billion barrelsof oil, an
amount greater than China sonshorereserves. Theareasurrounding James Shoal
alonewas a so estimated to contain upwards of 90 billion barrelsof oil.2While
these estimateshavenot beenredlised asyet, they have strongly shaped perceptions
andpolicies.

Theencroachmentsby theother clamants, coupled with China sshifting satus
from oil exporter to net importer, appearsto have convinced Beijing that it needed
to becomemoreactivein asserting itsrightsover apotentially large petroleum
field. For influential e ementsin the Chineseleadership the South ChinaSeawas
probably worth the minor costsof diplomatic turbulencewithASEAN. At stake
was China s modernisation programme, which depended upon thefinite fuel
resourcesthen at itsdisposal.

China snew emphasison petroleum explorationin distant waters manifested
itself inan unprecedented cooperation contract between CNOOC and anAmerican
firm, the Crestone Energy Corporation, in May 1992. The contract called for joint
explorationina25,000 sg. km block in the southwest perimeter of the Spratlys
archipelago, justinsde China' s sweeping clamline. The contract wassignificant
becausethe concess on waslocated within 200 nautical milesof theVietnamese
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coast. Chinaappeared to be using Crestoneto reaffirm and internationaliseits
title, justifying itsactionsby pointing to Viethamese exploration activity directly
west. Hanoi insisted the Crestone concess onwasillegd, becauseit fdl onVietnam's
continental shelf, but it avoided chastising the US oil company in order not to
jeopardisethelifting of the UStrade embargo. Endeavouring to reap ashare of
therewardsof theoffshoreoil production of itscompetitors, Chinawaswillingto
run therisk of sponsoring exploration within Vietnam'’sexclusive economic zone
(EEZ). China even promised PLAN protection for Crestone personnel and
equipment.

A more assertive policy to satisfy energy concerns hel ps explain some of
Beijing’s recent actions in the southwest Spratlys where oil prospects were
perceived to be good. In 1995, however, Beijing decided to occupy Mischief
Reef, insdethe Philippines claim zone and well withinits EEZ, though the oil
potential wasrelatively meagre. China’s occupation of Mischief Reef was not
sudden; it was preceded by achain of eventsthat began with afalling-out withthe
Philippinesover hydrocarbon exploration in the northeast region of the Spratlys,
and actionsby Manilato strengthenitscontrol over claimed but contested territories.

Joint devel opment talksbetween Chinaand the Philippinesover gas-rich Reed
Bank brokedowninearly 1994; in May, Maniladecided to grant asix-month oil
exploration permit toAlcorn Petroleum and Minerds. The Philippineswasinterested
in collecting seismic dataon the seabed southwest of Reed Bank. Following news
of the collaboration, Beijing quickly issued astatement reasserting itssovereignty
over theareacovered by thelicense and ignored Manila'sbelated invitation to
becomeapartner intheproject. By licenang anexploration effort withoutinforming
Beijing, ThePhilippineshad appeared to engagein unilatera effortsto exploit the
natural resourcesof the Spratlys. Upset by thereversal, Chinadecided to advance
eastward for better surveillance coverage of any Philippine-sponsored oil
exploration. Mischief Reef isinthelower-middle section of theAlcorn concession;
apresencetherewould al so strengthen China’s hand were petroleum ever to be
discovered inthe area. The Chinese post on Mischief Reef was discovered by
Filipinofishermenin February 1995, theadvanced state of itsbuildingsindicating
that construction had begunintheFall of 1994, just afew monthsafter Manila's
decision. Chinahad advanced onto thereef becauseit believed physica occupation
wasthe only method by which Chineseinterests could be protected.

TheEvidenceand the L egal Regime
Though Chinahas claimed “unquestionable” and historically established
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sovereignty rightstoitsvast maritimeregion, to the other regional clamantstothe
islandsand therelated territorial watersand EEZs, China'sclaimsdo not have
muchlegd or historicaly derived vadidity. Imperia Chinesecourt annasarearich
sourceof history, not only for China, but for surrounding territoriesincluding Nan
Yang [the* Southern Ocean”, ageneric Chineseterm for Southeast Asia) aswell.
Without seeking to prove or disprovethevalidity of Chinese claimson disputed
territoriessuch as Tibet, Eastern Turkistan and Mongolia, theannalsdo at least
establishthat such claimshave existed for many years.

However, in spite of repeated Chinese affirmations of historical contral, itis
much harder to establish evidence of any nationa interest in either the Paracels
(Xisha, now controlled entirely by China) or the Spratlys(Nansha, fill indispute)
much before the start of the present century. One obviousreason isthat these
idandsinthe South ChinaSeaare uninhabited - or were until recently, whenthe
surrounding states began setting up military outposts throughout the region.
Comprised mainly of tiny islets surrounded by small reefs, the Spratlyshave
traditionally been seen by seamen asahazard to be avoided. Only pirates, seeking
havensremotefrom authority, paid them much mind until themid-1840s, whenthe
idetsweresurveyed and mapped by the BritishAdmiraty. But the Britishmadeno
attempt to claim either archipelago astheir territory —the sole purpose of the
survey wasto improve navigation. According to arecent study:

“ Attemptsto establish sovereignty over the formerly uninhabited archipelagosin

the South China Sea — the Paracels and Spratlys being the largest — are amodern

phenomenon. Today Chinaisthe most adamant of claimants, but for thousands of

years the Chinese saw these uninhabited cays and shoals as places off the map,

zones beyond civilisation.” 2

Indeed, Chinaexpressed no desireto control or possess barren, peripheral
territoriesuntil Western encroachments, beginning with the Opium War in 1839,
shocked Chinainto anew awareness of itsgeographic vulnerabilities. Until then,
becausetheidandswereof margina economic value, few other Southeast Asian
states made any effort to secure clear titleto them either. Thelittoral statesin
Southeast Asiaaround the South ChinaSeaonly gradualy awakened tothe porosity
of their bordersby prolonged periodsof fore gn victimisation during the colonisation
era. Thehistory of exploitation from the seacrystallised thenotionamongAsian
leaders, especidly in Chinaand Vietnam, that they must not be soft ontheissue of
territoria integrity.

This, of course, explainswhy despite Chineseclamsthat the Paracelsand the
Spratlysbelonged to it sincethe Han dynasty, theidlandswere not mapped and
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described by anyoneuntil the British surveyed and identified themin themid-19"
century. Thisaso underlinesthefact mentioned earlier that Chinahashistoricaly
been acontinental power, rarely venturing to sea. Theseidetssmply did not hold
any importanceto China—or for that matter to any of the other Southeast Asian
states—historicaly.®

Chinese merchants, of course, would have known of thereefsand shoal s of
the Spratlyslong before Western shipping entered Asian waters. So, too, did
other regional traders—Vietnameseand Thai, Malay and Filipino—aswell asa
handful of long-distance sailing peopleslikethe Japanese and theArabs. But all
adike, just astheBritishinthe 19" century, considered the reefsand shod shazards
to steer clear of. Theideaof claiming such semi-submerged, rocky outcropsasa
national asset remained absurd, at least until 20" century technology madethe
Seabed accessible.

A detailed analysisof all known Chinese knowledge relating to the South
China Seasduring the 15" century —that i s, during the one period when Chinese
shipping, including Zheng He' sfamousvoyages, traversed theregion onaregular
bas sand made systematic surveysof the seaways—reveal sno mention whatsoever
of the Spratly Idands. Thusthe question hasbeen asked: when did thesefar-flung
isletsbecome*anintegral part of the Chinese motherland”?How valid arethe
proofs, the“incontrovertible historical evidence” on which Chinanow basesits
claimsfor hegemony in the South China Sea™®

TheUnited Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea(UNCLOS) provides
agood framework for degling with the South ChinaSeaissue. Initsbasic philosophy,
UNCL OSlooksback to thework of the 17" century Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius,
whose concept of mareliberum®open seas’ declared the high seasasopentoall
humankind and not subject to themonopolistic clamsof any singlestateor nation.
UNCLOSitsdlf carried onthejuridica work begun by The Hague Conference,
convened by the League of Nationsin 1930, which drafted aconvention setting
thelegd statusof territorial seas. A modern convention binding state partiesbecame
necessary because of thetechnological transformation of thetraditional usesof the
sea: seabed mining, thebuilding of artificid idands, theindugtridisation of coastlines,
ocean pollution, and soforth.

UNCL OS set up acomprehensive framework for regul ating the use of all
ocean space and itsresources. It cameinto forcein November 1994, after it had
been ratified by 60 states. By August 1997, there were 122 state partiesto the
Convention. Chinaacceded to UNCLOSin 1994. UNCL OS creates aglobal
legal order for the use and management of the oceans. However, without a
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fundamenta agreement among theinvolved stateson theinterpretation of someof
the clausesof thislegal order the potential for conflict over the South ChinaSea
territorieswould remain.

ChineseTerritorial Diplomacy

China speriphera diplomacy and related security policiesin the post-Mao
reform erahave been dominated by two broad trends: one, ashift away fromthe
prominence of land-based territoria conflictsto the pursuit of maritimeterritorial
claimsintheseasaround it that conflict withthe claimsandinterestsof largely a
new set of itsnelghbours; and two, the simultaneous attempt to embrace apolicy
of confidencebuilding, improvement in bilaterd ties, sub-regionaism, and conflict
avoidancewith severa of itsAsian neighboursunder the rubric of what hasbeen
varioudy described as* good neighbourly policy”, “ new security concept”, or “a
new internationa order based onthefiveprinciplesof peaceful coexistence.” These
trendsare at times contradictory. China's pursuit of sovereignty claims, often
militarily, hasbeen asource of ingtability inAsiafor now five decadesand gives
riseto uncertaintiesand asecurity dilemmaamong many of itsneighbours. Onthe
contrary, China sengagement strategiesand new bilaterad and multilaterd initiatives
have created afar improved international relationsscenarioinAsia.

Thedevel opmentsa so underlinetwo other pardld threadsin China sexterna
behaviour in the post-Mao reform years. thefirst flowing from the need to stay
focused on the country’ smodernisation goal's, build up comprehensive national
power, and degpeninternationa cooperation for advancing thesegodss; the second
emanating fromthepolitical and ideol ogical need to assert itsnationalism, pursue
the sovereignty and territoria agenda, unify the state, ensure maritime and coastal
security, and securevital resources such asoil and gas. Both threadsare seen as
necessary for regimelegitimacy and are being simultaneously pursued —often
causing deep uncertainty intheregion.

Imperia Chinesedynastieswhenthey were powerful historicaly believedin
pacification and control of the periphery and frontiersascrucial to the security of
theHan heartland. Yet for bulk of itshistory, vast areas of the periphery were not
directly ruled by these dynasties. Even control waxed and waned.?® However,
with the steady growth of the power of the European states, their territorial
expansion al around Chinaand direct attacksonitscoreareasfromthe 1840s, a
new strategy came to be adopted by both the imperial state and its successor
republican governments. Expanding direct rule over the periphery withwhichthe
Chineseempireshistorically had closetiesor uponwhichtheempirehad wielded
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influence cameto be seen asthe most effectiveway to control and keep the states
and regionsaround it away from hostileand more powerful foreign states. The
lossof control by the Qing Empire over much of this periphery —onland and sea
— to more powerful imperia states during the 1890-1945 period, became a
nationaist rallying point for the Chinese dliteand the attendant growth of astrong
senseof historically derivedterritorial claimsonland, and later sea.

Indedingwithitsclams, Chinahasused both diplomatic and military strategy.
Diplomatically, it hasclaimed all the areas named above and hasinsisted that
China'ssovereignty should berespected. The strategy hasinvolved:

»  Egtablishingdiplomaticlegitimacy by constant pronouncementson
sovereignty over clamedterritories,

»  Gradud, creeping occupation;

o Steady build-up of military capability to secureclams,

» Diplomacy of reassurancecalling for cooperation, “ kegping asdedisputes
and carrying out joint development” without revoking China ssovereignty
claims, and engagement in both bilateral and multilatera talkstowards
confidence-building and code of conduct.

China ssteady territorial acquisitionsin the Southeast and East Asan waters
wastacticaly calibrated and cal cul ated to thwart any Sgnificant opposition. Between
1974 and 1992, it wastargeted only at Vietnam, which wasinthisphase estranged
from therest of Southeast and East Asiaand the United States. At the sametime,
Chinaforged a‘ united front’ with the US and its East and Southeast Asian allies
aimed at the Soviet Union anditssocialist alies. Inthe mid-1990s, it began to
focuson the Philippinesasthe United Stateswithdrew its presencefromthe Subic
and Clarke basesweakening the security relationship.

InJune 1974, the PRC published itsfirst authoritative map showing the extent
of itsclaimsin the South ChinaSea. It was also the year in which the PRC began
totakeover territoriesit deemed asitsown. The Paracels (Xisha) wereforcibly
occupied from South Vietnam astheregimewas collgpsing following thewithdrawa
of USforces. For thenext decade, Chinawasfocused onitsconflict with Vietnam
over Cambodiaand the evolving Soviet-Vietnam security ties, which led toits
invasonin1979. In 1987 and 1988, Chinamadeterritorid inroadsinto the Spratlys
—again by taking over several islandsfrom Vietnam. In March 1988, the PLA
Navy forcibly took over aset of eight or nineidetsinthe SpratlysfromVietnam,
by sinking two naval shipsand killing 70 sailors. The next move camein 1992.
Lessthan amonth after theterritorial sealaw’sproclamation in February 1992,
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Chinesenavd forceslanded on DaBaDau reef, near the Vietnamese-held idand
of Sin Cowe East. A clash took place between Chinese and Vietnameseforceson
March 19, 1992. Four months|ater, Chinese marineslanded on DaL ac reef on
Tizard Bank. No direct economic benefits accrued from occupying thesefeatures.
However, DaBaDau reef, asof then the easternmost point occupied by the PLA
inthe Spratlys, isso closeto Sin Cowe East Idand that its occupation would seem
an attempt to trump Vietnam’s claims to resources in the eastern part of the
archipelago. Asin 1988, the PL A avoided direct assaults on occupied islands,
landing only onuninhabited reefs. Findly, in 1995, Chinacaptured Mischief Reef
claimed by the Philippinesand lying 130 milesoff its coast and more than 600
milesfrom the nearest Chineseterritory.?

Inthe 1990s, Chinahas pursued astrategy of expanding itsmilitary sphereof
influenceintheareato include strategic waypointsin the Paracel Idands, inthe
northern portion of the South China Sea (particularly Woody |dand), downthrough
the Spratlys. In the Paracel s, the Chinese have established amajor presenceand
havebuilt a350-metre pier and a2,600-metreairstrip, whichiscapableof handling
al typesof PLA arcraft. Therearead so ail tanks, gun emplacementsand ammunition
storage bunkers, which underline the perception that thisidand could beused asa
staging point to support offensive operationsin the Spratlys. There have been
reportsabout the presence of Silkworm anti-ship cruisemissileingtdlationsinthe
Paracels. The Silkworm has a range of some 59 miles and could be used to
threaten nearby shipping traffic. A Chinesesignasintelligence station, meanwhile,
has reportedly been established on Rocky Island, just to the north of Woody
Island. Rocky Island isone of the highest pointsin the area, and thus provides
good coverage of military signd activity inthispart of the South China Sea.

Theenactment of the TWL and thediplomatic and military Srategiesto secure
itsvast maritimeterritorial clamscongituteanincreasingly significant dimensionof
China srecent history of assertion of sovereignty andterritorial consolidation. The
TWL isnot anew statement of China’'smaritimeterritorial claims; it had been
preceded by ‘the Declaration on China s Territorial Seal in 1958.° But thedtrategic
context had dramatically changed by the 1990sand thereforeitsimport. In 1958,
Chinawas pursuing aninward oriented national strategy and wasfocused on
consolidatingitsland frontiers. Sea-bornetradeandinvestment tieswith theoutside
world played asmall rolein theeconomic development and external strategiesin
Maoist China. The Chinese navy wassmall anditscoastal defence strategy was
essentially an extension of Maoist “peoples war” at sea. By the late 1980s,
reformist Chinawaskeenly focused on the seathrough which flowed thelifelines
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of itsnew outward oriented modernisation strategy. Trade, investments, rapid
development of coastal cities, shipping, energy imports, shipbuilding, and port
construction had all assumed strategic importance. The sea frontiers had
smultaneoudy assumed new Sgnificanceand Chinahadinitiated aseriesof initiatives
—political, economic, diplomatic, and military —to secureitsexpansiveterritorial
dams

Inkeeping with the changing strategic environment and the new economicand
security demandsinthelate 1980s, Chineseditediscourseand officia postureon
territorial sovereignty shifted from the previousoverwhelming land orientation to
the seas. Thevast mgority of new writingsonterritoria issuesafter 1989 focused
on China'smaritimeterritoria claims. With Soviet power disintegrating around it,
Chinanow actively sought to reach peaceful settlementsof its pending land border
disputes—subgtantialy aong theexisting satusquo and wherethiswasnot possble
at least reach confidence-building agreementsto lower tensions. On the seas,
however, Chinainitiated aseriesof aggressvemovestotakeover clamedterritories
with aparale riseinwritingson maritime clamsinitsleading journalsand the
media

Chineseclaimsunfortunately clashwith theclaims, identities, interestsand
nationalismsof thestatesaround it.®! Just asitsnotionsof peripheral security and
theirredentist territorial agendaon land had adestabilising effect on continental
Asiaandledto conflictswith India, Russiaand Vietnaminthe 1957-1979 period,
China scal culated strategy to bring withinitssovereignty ambititslargemaritime
periphery —swathesof which ared so clamed by Vietnam, the Philippines, Mdaysa
and Brunei astheir own while otherswant to seethewatersas open sealanesnot
occupied or controlled by any onestate—isloaded with potentia conflict. Conflict
hasalready occurred with Vietnamin 1974 and 1988, and fire hasbeen exchanged
across the Taiwan Straits in 1954, 1958 and 1995-1996. The jockeying-for
position, setting up of nava posts, mapping and surveys, mutua encroachments
and the search and prospecting for energy resourcesin disputed territorial waters
have continued through the 1990s and over the past few years.

Conclusion

China'sclaimsto the South ChinaSeaanditsidetsare expansiveand deeply
affect the Southeast AdaandtheAsaPacificregion. Itsterritoria policiesandthe
attendant nava activities, and itscooperativeregiond diplomacy towards Southeast
Asainrecent yearsreflect contradictory pullsinitsevolvingAsan strategy. China
signed thejoint declaration with the ASEAN statesin 2002 that committed it to
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peacefully resolvetheissue was acompromisethat emergesfrom thedivergent
pullsof policies. The cooperativeregional stancewas bolstered further by its
signature of thetreaty of amity and peacein 2003. Yet concernsabout China's
territorial goasremainintheregion. While Beijing has set asdethedisputewith
the Southeast As an Satesfor thetime, it hasnot relinquished itsclamsand remains
committed to pursuing itsterritorial goasinthemaritimezonearoundit. China's
leaders have over the past decade actively encouraged a state-centric patriotic
nationdismto replacetheoldideol ogica mooringsof theCommunigt Party. Officia
gatementsemphasi seredressing historica grievances, ressting foreignintrusions,
and asserting China sinfluenceontheinternationa arena.

Most modern states seek to consolidate their hold over territory or pursue
irredentismnot only to bring together perceived core cultura/civilisationd areabut
alsoto securecritical resourcesor to pursue percelved vital strategic, geopolitical
and security interegts. Territoria consolidetion, however, isdirectly rlaedtoreative
power of states. Thisgivessignificant advantagesto major powersand militarily
powerful statesto pursuetheir irredentist goas. Through the 17" to the mid-20"
centuries, the European powers, the United States, Russiaand Japan did so. The
Manchu/Qing Empireexpandeditscontrol over vast territories, peoplesand cultures
of inner Adainthetwo centuriesbeforethe OpiumWar. Yet, inthelast half of the
twentieth century as European and Japanese colonia empiresbrokeup, new norms
began to underpinterritoria sovereignty. The United Nations Charter mademagjor
advancesin establishing theright of self-determination of colonised peoples, Sate
formation and sovereignty. But vast areas of uncertaintiesremain—uncertain
sovereignty claims, uninhabitablerocksand idetswhose sovereignty can hardly
be proven, and unmet unification desiresthat drive states. Chinacontinuestobein
themidst of many of thesetensionsand fault lines.

Official Chineserhetoricingstson* opposingall formsof power palitics,” and
peaceful resolution of disputes. Its practicein relation to sovereignty claimshas
often been in contradi ction with such principles. Over the past five decades, Chind's
drivefor security and sovereignty hasoften fanned power politicsand conflictin
Asiaand itsadjoining waters. In the coming years, Asian security will critically
depend on how Chinadecidesto pursuethe nationalist goals. If Chinamoves
towards becoming amodern, stable and responsible state at peace withitself and
withtherest of theworld, engagedin building aregiond collective security system
whereold historica woundsand dlamsarefindly ladtorest, ASacould collectively
benefit. China'sofficial policy of course emphasisesthe primacy of economic
development, andindicatethat Beljingwouldliketo opt for moremoderatepolicies
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indealing with areas of potential disagreement with neighbouring states. Inthe
near term, therefore, Chinaand itsneighboursarelikely to remain engagedin
building stronger bilateral and multilaterd ties. However, thisisnot certain.

Theability of China's*fourth generation’ leadership to balancethediverse
demandsof security, nationalism, modernisation, and regionalismiscrucial for
maintai ning stability inAsia. If Chinaabandonsitscurrent cooperativeregional
strategy infavour of anambitiousterritorial agendaor if the unfolding movesto
integrate China and Southeast Asia and create a framework of complex
interdependence unravel s because of great power rivalries, the situation may
dramatically change. Fearsexist intheregionthat Chinawill useitsstrengthto
increaseitsmilitary presencein the South China Sea. The second Mischief Reef
crisisin 1998 over the construction of facilitiesby the PLA, however, did not
provokethesamemassvecriticism of Chinafromthesdeof theASEAN countries
asthefirst onedidin 1995. Sincethen Chinaand the Southeast Asian stateshave
taken active stepsto build confidence and avoid conflict. China s posture has
shifted from implacable opposition to acode of conduct inthelate 1990s, to a
cautiousflexibility.

Thesteepriseinglobal oil pricestoo hashad animpact on Beijing'scurrent
negotiating position over the South China Sea. In theface of alooming energy
crunch, China snationa oil companieshavedrawn up ambitiousexploration plans
for zonesin the South ChinaSeaand East China Seathat are potential flashpoints
because of unresolved territorial disputeswith Southeast Asiaand Japan. For
example, it reached an agreement for joint explorations The Philippinesin waters
also claimed by Vietnam. Any such exploration, technically violatesthe 2002
agreement with ASEAN, which banstheinstallation of any structureson or near
theatollsuntil thevariousterritoria conflictshave been settled. However, most of
theclamantshaved ready violated the code. Five have permanent military garrisons
on atolls, and two—Malaysiaand Vietnam —havetourism facilities; othershave
hidden their monitoring stations under the guise of “bird-watching towers’ or
weather huts. The code of conduct istherefore under stress. However, China's
fear of USenhancingitsinfluencein Southeast ASaislikely tosustainitscooperative
and peacedrivefor sometimeto come, creating the opportunity for anegotiated
Settlement.
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