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LETTER FROM THE EXECUTIVE BOARD
Dear Delegates
It is indeed a great honour to welcome you to the General Assembly DISEC of Don Bosco
MUN 2016.
To the veterans of MUN, we promise you a very enriching debate that you’ve never
experienced before and to the newcomers, we are really excited to be a part of your maiden
voyage.
The following pages intend to guide you with the nuances of the agenda as well as the
Council. The Guide chronologically touches upon all the different aspects that are relevant
and will lead to fruitful debate in the Council. It will provide you with a bird’s eye view of
the gist of the issue.
However, it has to be noted that the background guide only contains certain basic
information which may form the basis for the debate and your research.
You are the representative of your allotted country and it is our hope that you put in
whole-hearted efforts to research and comprehensively grasp all important facets of the
diverse agenda. All the delegates should be prepared well in order to make the council’s
direction and debate productive. After all, only then will you truly be able to represent your
country in the best possible way.
Our aim in the council would be to urge you, the delegates to put your best foot forward
and take back an unforgettable experience.
We encourage you to go beyond this background guide and delve into the extremities of the
agenda to further enhance your knowledge of a burning global issue.
Tanumoy Majumder
Chairperson, DISEC
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Introduction
The territorial dispute over South China Sea is certainly not new, but is definitely renewed
by oceanographic discoveries, and the subsequent increase in International interest – both
due to China’s strategic rivalry with the America, and America’s strategic support of the
ASEAN countries in the dispute. On an introductory note, it can be said that the dispute is
between the claims of ASEAN states and China, but the underlying interests of these
nations complicate the dispute – making it, despite recent diplomatic efforts1 one of the
most structurally unresolvable territorial disputes. Situated at the crossroads of Europe,
West Asia and India on one side, and Japan and China on the other, together with abundant
wealth of natural resources, the South China Sea is also of vital commercial and strategic
significance to the states of the regions. Encompassing nearly 3.5 million square kilometres,
the South China Sea stretches from Singapore and the Straits of Malacca to the Taiwan
Straits. The international value of the South China Sea has three principle axes: resources,
sea-lanes, and security. First, the South China Sea constitutes a massive potential of direct
wealth to those who possess its assets via oil, natural gas, and fishing arenas.2
Oil reserves estimates range wildly from as high as 213 billion barrels to as low as 28
billion barrels. In fact, China has estimated that the South China Sea holds around two
quadrillion cubic feet of natural gas reserves. Much of the speculation over hydrocarbon
amounts revolve around two archipelagos (chain or cluster of islands) called the Spratly
Islands and the Parcel Islands. According to the 1995 assessment made by the Russia's
Research Institute of Geology of Foreign Countries, the Spratly Islands area might contain 6
billion barrels of oil equivalent, of which 70% would be natural gas. While the Chinese
media called the South China Sea "the second Persian Gulf," estimating oil resources near
the Spratly islands to range from 105 billion barrels to 213 billion barrels.
Beyond resources, the South China Sea hosts perhaps the most significant global sea-lanes
in the world. Joining the South-east Asian states with the Western Pacific, the South China
Sea plays host to more than half the world’s annual merchant fleet tonnage and a third of
1

Tensions Easing in the South China Sea? CNN America; http://edition.cnn.com/2013/07/01/world/asia/chinaasean-code/ (Accessed 3 July 2013)
2
Presence of Conventional Oil and Natural Gas Reserves in South China Sea, US Energy Information
Administration, dtd. April 3, 2013; http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.cfm?id=10651 (Accessed 3 July 2013)
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all maritime traffic. Being mostly export oriented and resources-deficient, Asian-Pacific
States depend heavily on sea borne trade. It is estimated that more than 41,000 ships –
over half the world’s shipping tonnage sail’s through the sea each year and more than 80%
of the oil imported by Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan transits through the area.3 The South
China Sea is proved to be rich in both living and non-living resources. The South China Sea
ranks the fourth among the world’s 19 fishing zones in terms of total annual marine
production with a catch of over 8 million metric tons (live weight) of marine fish: this
represents about 10% of the total world catch and 23% of the total catch in Asia.

South China Sea’s claims are even further complicated by the believed presence of natural
resources, and strategic sea routes
With respect to non-living resources, the South China Sea is widely known for its rich oil
and gas reservoirs and oil and gas have been discovered in most parts of the sea. In the
context of globally increased demand for oil and gas resources and the instability and
shortage of the oil and gas supplying resources due the political turmoil in the Gulf, it is
clear that the South China Sea is expected to accommodate the need for oil and gas
resources for the States in the region thus amplifying the potential for conflicting claims.
Meanwhile, the Spratly islands are located approximately in the centre of the South China
Sea, and thus the control over these islands would allow the controlling States to place a
substantial part of the South China Sea under its jurisdiction and monitor all sea traffic
3

A bulk of the disputes in the South China Sea is due to specific disputes arising as these highly busy shipping
routes contribute to the character of the South China Sea as an Exclusive Economic Zone. Some chinese claims
overlaps areas contested by Brunei, Malaysia, Phillipines and Vietnam as their EEZs. Intensification of the South
China Sea claims is considered as a consequence of area’s highly desirable trade routes.
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through the South China Sea. This, in turn, would affect all activities in the South China Sea.
The significance of the Spratly islands dispute is therefore more wide-ranging than the area
confined by the South China Sea.4
The South China Sea dispute is composed of two aspects: the overlapping jurisdictional
claims and the territorial dispute over groups of mid ocean islands. It is regarded as one of
the most complex disputes in the East Asia, and remains a dangerous source of potential
conflict which could worsen if it is not properly managed and resolved. Complicated by
many factors such as number of claimants, the economic and strategic nature of the area,
the South China Sea dispute of which the dispute over the sovereignty of Spratly islands is a
main problem has long attracted the attention of international community and many
attempts have been made to investigate the real causes of the dispute as well as to
introduce possible resolutions. The complexity of situation has made the South China Sea
dispute more vulnerable to armed conflicts. In fact, a number of armed conflicts relating to
the South China Sea and the Spratly islands dispute have occurred.

The

Occupied
Features of the Spratly

4

Islands5

The Spratly Islands have incessantly been a subject and arena of both diplomatic disputes and military stand-offs
between Vietnam and China, both of whom, claim the entire South China Sea and its islands and reefs.
Occasionally, other ASEAN nations have also been involved. (See also: Area’s Claims: Who Claims What? CNN
International;
http://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2012/09/world/asia.island.disputes/index.html?iid=article_sidebar) (Accessed
3 July 2013)
5
The term Occupied Features should be used with caution, and bearing in mind that an occupied feature may not
be absolutely occupied if there are no buildings or structures or effective military occupation in the region. An
occupied feature is 9 mi (14km) in radii which is the Effective Visible Distance (or Horizon Distance) in Spratly
Islands.
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Spratly Islands and Paracel Islands Dispute
EIA estimates the region around the Spratly Islands to have virtually no proved or probable
oil reserves. Industry sources suggest less than 100 billion cubic feet (Bcf) in currently
economically viable natural gas reserves exist in surrounding fields. However, the Spratly
Island territory may contain significant deposits of undiscovered hydrocarbons. USGS
assessments estimate anywhere between 0.8 and 5.4 (mean 2.5) billion barrels of oil and
between 7.6 and 55.1 (mean 25.5) Tcf of natural gas in undiscovered resources. Evidence
suggests that most of these resources are likely located in the contested Reed Bank at the
northeast end of the Spratlys, which is claimed by China, Taiwan, and Vietnam. The
Philippines began exploring the area in 1970 and discovered natural gas in 1976. U.S.based Sterling Energy won the concession in 2002, and U.K.-based Forum Energy acquired
the concession in 2005 and became its operator. However, Chinese objections halted
further development, and the concession remains undeveloped.6
China’s strategic interest in the post-cold war vacuum of the Spratly Islands is also often
debated. Various civilian, satellite based and military expansive activities have been carried
out and Philippines has recently also sought the help of an International Tribunal to charge
China.7 Most of these disputes are centred on the Chinese built structures in Mischief Reefs
and around.
Although China insists that the structures on Mischief Reef are intended only to provide
shelter for Chinese fishermen in the area, serious suspicions exist among Asian and
Western states that the completion of military structures on Mischief Reef foreshadows
further Chinese military activity in the South China Sea. Recent reports in fact suggest that
China might be taking secret steps to occupy the Fiery Cross atoll, another tiny islet claimed
by the Philippines. Consequently, the Philippine government filed a diplomatic protest
against China for the 1999 intrusion onto Mischief Reef, and has welcomed the
participation of the United States and the United Nations in efforts to find a solution to the
Spratlys dispute.8

6

February 2013, Annual Report by US Energy Information Administration on South China Sea;
http://www.eia.gov/countries/analysisbriefs/South_China_Sea/south_china_sea.pdf (Accessed 3 July 2013)
7
Jethro Mullem, CNN; Philippines takes territorial fight with China to international tribunal (23 January 2013);
http://edition.cnn.com/2013/01/22/world/asia/philippines-china-territorial-dispute/index.html?iref=allsearch
(Accessed 3 July 2013)
8
After the 1999 Intrusion into Mischief Reef by Chinese warships, there have been strong debates in the
International community about Chinese intentions in the islands. In the article; Johnna R. Villaviay, “China Eyes
Another Island in Spratlys,” Manila Times, 22 January 1999 (Translation available from the American Embassy in
India), she writes “While politically appealing, this protest is problematic since the presence of warships is legally
permissible under contemporary international law in areas of the high seas, including exclusive economic zones of
coastal states.” Such arguments even further intensify the situation.

7

Paracel Islands have also been traditionally under dispute, and forms a significant subset of
the larger South China Sea dispute. The Paracel Islands are disputed between Vietnam and
China. The Chinese were occupying Eastern Paracel, also known as Amphitrite group,
before 1974. South Vietnam then occupied Western Paracel, also known as the Crescent
group. When Vietnam made Spratly islands a part of its administrative unit; China, which
claimed all the islands in the area, responded by taking over Western Paracel (Crescent
group) sometime between 17 and 20 Januarys 1974. The Paracel operation was a relatively
uncomplicated military manoeuvre that did not require the deployment of significant naval
assets. It was almost risk free for China since there was practically no likelihood of
American intervention. The US as well as Soviet reaction to the
event was muted. The US navy and the Red Cross had confined their roles to helping the
South Vietnamese to evacuate from the islands. Despite several attempts by the Vietnamese
to retake the islands between 1979 and 1982, the Chinese remain in effective control of the
whole of Paracel.
In conclusion, the essence of the Spratly and Paracel dispute lies in questions of territorial
sovereignty, not law-of-the-sea issues. The 1982 LOS Convention9 prescribes new legal
rights and duties for Asian littoral states and other users of ocean space. In the South China
Sea, the extension of 12 nautical mile territorial seas and 200 nautical mile exclusive
economic zones has exacerbated conflicting claimed jurisdictions over non-living resources
in overlapping continental shelf zones. Moreover, various political antagonisms and
disputed sovereignty claims over the Spratly Islands have seriously complicated
establishment of agreed-upon baselines for territorial waters.
Territorial and Legal Claims
The complexities of overlapping claims and the dispute’s long history make determination
of national sovereignty in the South China Sea dispute extremely difficult. Obviously, if the
issue of sovereignty can be resolved, then the maritime jurisdictional principles codified in
the 1982 UNCLOS can be applied to the Spratlys and other disputed areas in the South
9

IMPORTANT United Nations Convention of the Law of the Seas (UNCLOS) of the 10th December of 1982 is a
significant International treatise in understanding the South China Sea dispute;
http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm
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China Sea. Such application would cede undersea resource rights to portions of the South
China Sea to recognized legal owners. But paradoxically, the situation is seemingly
irresolvable due to fundamental issues of the effectiveness and compelling nature of the
territorial claims in the case. Let us study the historical claims in the case of the South
China Sea dispute –
China’s claims are quite historical, but oftentimes invalidated by its incapacity to adhere to
the Palmas Case of April 1928 that requires that continuing and effective occupation is
necessary to make a claim of historical occupation. China and Vietnam claim the entire area
of the South China Sea and the islands within it while Malaysia, the Philippines, Indonesia,
and Brunei have laid claims to contiguous areas. Two principles govern the claims, both of
which work against the Chinese claim to the entire area. 10
One is ‘‘effective occupation,’’ a precedent established by the Permanent Court of
Arbitration in the Island of Palmas case in April 1928. Effective occupation entails an ability
and intention
to exercise continuous and uninterrupted jurisdiction, which is distinguished from
conquest. Though China has occupied the Paracel Island, an archipelago of around 30
islands about equidistant from the Chinese and Vietnamese coasts the doctrine of effective
occupation goes against China in the Spratly Island an archipelago off the coasts of the
Philippines and Malaysia where, except for nine islands it occupied from 1988—1992, the
islands are occupied by the ASEAN claimants.
The second principle is the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS),
which lays down the rules to decide claims to resources based on exclusive economic zones
(EEZs) and continental shelves (an EEZ is a maritime zone stretching up to 320 kilometres
from the coast that supports the
coastal state’s claims to the resources there). UNCLOS does not support claims that go
beyond EEZs or declared continental shelves, yet China’s claim goes well beyond its EEZ
and overlaps with the legal claims of the ASEAN states.
China’s claim is based on history, but such claims do not carry much weight in international
law, which from the Chinese perspective downgrades China’s ancestral heritage and is a
source of resentment. China’s attitude is that its claim predates UNCLOS (which was agreed
to in 1982 and came into force in 1994 after the 60th state ratified it) and that it should be
10

Important Remark by the Executive Board - It is important to bear in mind that United Nations Security Council
is a body entrusted with the job of maintaining international peace and security and curbing the effects of disputes
that have the potential to threaten international peace. United Nations Security Council does not have the power
or authority to announce a claim of sovereignty or lend its consent to a claimant’s cause. Such cases are
deliberated in International Court of Justice (or other International Tribunals established for-to). Therefore, any
questions of national sovereignty disputes will be dismissed by being out of its mandate, and only questions
resulting from the dispute’s potential to threaten International peace and security will be debated. However,
Security Council does have the authority to overrule Sovereign control of any one claimant and establish
superimposing administrative rights, if the member nations agree, of member nations to minimize the frequency
of conflicts under Chapter VII of the Charter of the United Nations.
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adjusted to accommodate historical rights. To assert those claims in a situation where the
complexity of international law may not support them, the Chinese have resorted to
constant diplomatic pressure to either revise international law or gain a special exception
to it, where China’s ancestral claims would be recognized by all.
China’s unflinching assertion of its nine-dotted line has created diplomatic tensions
between China and its maritime neighbours

Present Threats and Disputes 11
We have seen various historical maritime skirmishes in the South China Sea, so much so,
that South China Sea has more shipwrecks than any other sea in the world. The present
dispute over the South China Sea also tempts escalation, and is a constant threat to
International Peace and Security, as China has historically never shown reluctance in the
use of military force in exercising control, and even despite recent diplomatic efforts such
as the ASEAN Six Point Principles, the mutually agreed Code of Conduct among others, the
possibility of military confrontation and inevitable United States involvement makes the
South China Sea dispute a very critical tipping balance in long-standing International Peace
in the region since Vietnam War. There are many sources of concern, and many of those
concerns were renewed after the standoff between China and Philippines during
Scarborough Shoal incident (discussed later in the document).

11

This background guide deliberately skips the long and tiring history of military confrontations in the South China
Sea between China, Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Taiwan and Brunei as that information is widely available on
the web. Previous confrontations may be critical to understanding the of risk-potential of South China Sea and this
document ends with a case study on the Scarborough Shoal Conflict.
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South China Sea detests in a strong military presence by all claimants, and United States of
America (in a military cooperation with Phillipines).
While USA, Philippines and China have played Bellicose Rhetoric and war games in the
South China Sea, the possibility of war was previously seen unlikely but concerns remain
11

nonetheless. These sources of concerns, due to their potential to destruct long-standing
peace in the South China Sea also form the UNSC’s direct agenda items.
Firstly, China’s Intent of the Use of Force to drive out Vietnam, Philippines and other
nations that occupy some features in the South China Sea despite its own unacknowledged
territorial claims in the region may scale up to become a devastating conflict. Secondly,
United States of America’s inevitable and direct involvement in the conflict would be
beyond its harmless use of South China Sea as a media of propagating Sino-American
rivalry as it might come at a great cost, at the same time tipping the balance of peace in the
world. Any intervention by United States of America will be reckless and cause great
damage to not only the sea but also convert East Asia into an undesirable Theatre of War.
Thirdly, South China Sea’s denial of free passage by hostile takeover by any claimant
will directly affect the economy of almost 150 nations of the world resulting in not only
military but great economic pressure on the claimant. Chinese Denial of India’s right of
exploration in the South China Sea is a mild example of such an incident, which upon up
scaling can become a worldwide conflict. Lastly, the assertion of claims that have the
tendency to take violent forms as seen in many incidents in the past year.
While United States of America and Philippines joint exercises in the South China Sea could
be nothing but flexing the military muscle, a military conflict would be dangerous, large,
exponentially harmful as it will result in Sino-American war-like state given Beijing’s
already assertive behaviour and result in a power struggle that will also include military
giants like America. South China Sea is universally seen as a relatively dormant territorial
and sovereignty dispute, but the effects of Beijing’s determination can be unwholesome
and painful.

What did we learn from the Scarborough Shoal Incident?
After the fisheries exploitation dispute of Scarborough Shoal of April 2012, trends have
emerged in the South China Sea that places it at the topmost of concerns for the United
Nations Security Council. But one must only think, as to what has caused such an
immediate and necessary change in the world outlook toward considering South China Sea
as a possible Pearl Harbour over any other classical territorial dispute that will ever last,
yet remain dormant and harmless. There are definitely certain standards of investigations
while looking into the Scarborough Shoal incident, and we will assume the perspective of
threat-hunting and seeking risk-potential in the South China Sea after escalations reached
an unprecedented stage last year between Philippines and China, with ensuing American
intervention. Undoubtedly, the case may now be counted as been disposed of, and the
visibility of confidence and trust between claimants may be a good sign but it does not
necessarily mean that the dangers of South China Sea are more silent today than they were
12

yesterday. New threats are emerging, that have the unconscious capacity to upset
International peace in the South China Sea.
A genuine fear is the South China Sea has become a stage for China to flex its own military
muscle and demonstrate its strength of resolve regarding its territorial claims, no matter
how baseless they are. United States while maintaining its announced tilt towards Asia, has
officially expressed concern about certain developments in the South China Sea and
enhanced military and diplomatic relationships with concerned Southeast Asian states.
Rejection of these actions by China is also negligence towards the American resolve, and
claims that it is America's strategic presence to dilute China's regional influence. While this
might be true, the concern is that America now a reputed actor of stage that desperately
seeks a central role in the drama – and in the stage of South China Sea, the role is that of
successive military authority. Philippines’ bilateral military involvement with USA is a
symptom of the American strategy, and America’s agenda of containing Chinese naval
expansion in the South China Sea is the worst kept secret of America.

The What-If argument of Risk Potential
The standoff between Philippines and Chinese after the former arrested Chinese fishing
vessels elicited an unprecedented and a very strong military response from China and
seriously strained diplomatic relations between the two countries. The net result is that
China has taken 'effective and arbitrary control' of the disputed shoal. This increased
assertiveness by all claimants in the case of South China Sea, as seen from the Shoal
standoff is a direct and impending threat to disruption of world peace, and a
foremost concern for the UNSC.
What is more scaring is the thought about the results of any, god forbid, any future
Scarborough Shoal standoffs wherein now that America maintains a strong military
presence, there can be a stage of conflict that rises above the containable status of any such
war. Even unilateral actions concerning the sovereignty of Spratley and Paracel have been
at the cost of steady violations and explicit contraventions of 2002 ASEAN-China
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DoC), challenging both the
legitimacy and the strength of such a mechanism that diplomatically asserts on the parties
to maintain self-restraint while dealing with unavoidable military standoffs in the South
China Sea that is administered by multiple nations further diluting any one’s authority.
There are a few solutions, and we can study them in the microcosm of the Shoal standoff
only – firstly, China and other claimants should acknowledge the Shoal (in the parallel
macrocosm, the South China Sea) as a disputed territory, at least informally which could
have prevented the Philippine incursion and strong military response by China, and two,
govern the region together by sharing equal natural resources. However diplomatic
negotiations and forums have failed because none of these, and more solutions work
around China’s assertive claims over the South China Sea.
13

There is a stark, and forebodingly critical possibility that a new Scarborough Shoal incident
will be a pre-cursor to disruption of peace in East Asia and a possible war between two
world powers – a situation that bears the capacity to engulf India into its whirlpool. While
territorial and sovereignty claims are impossible to be rationalized, diplomacy must muster
enough strength to maintain relative military calm in the South China Sea before the
volatility of the region explodes into a war-like situation.
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