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Remarks Concerning Recent Developments in the South China Sea 
Wu Shicun 
 
Thank you, Chairman. Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, 
 
It is my pleasure to sit in this panel of the recent development of the South China Sea dispute, 
which have caused general international apprehension. The frictions and uncertainty of the year 
2012 will continue to the coming years with increasing disharmonies and escalation. Taking this 
opportunity, I would like to share with you my observation on the South China Sea dispute, 
which I will illustrate from six basic concerns. 
 
One: Sovereignty Concerns. 
 
The claimant states of the SCS region are taking various measures to consolidate their territorial 
and maritime claims. The disputes are now over actual jurisdiction, rather than over the previous 
nominal claims. For example, unilateral drilling for resources in the disputed areas by some of 
the claimants has become a common practice in the SCS. This is contrary to the practice of joint 
development in a maritime zones pending for delimitation. This, coupled with the involvement 
of international oil companies has made the SCS disputes more complicated and 
internationalized. Oil and gas exploitation in the disputed areas will increase the risk of 
unchecked incidents, or even serious conflict. 
 
Two: Balance Concerns. 
 
At the moment, although the overall situation in the SCS remains stable and manageable, there 
do exist a number of destabilizing elements. It has aroused our concern to see that as the U.S. has 
begun its strategic pivot toward Asia, and enhanced its presence in the Asia Pacific, some 
countries have taken the opportunity to pressure China by aligning themselves with non-
claimants. All these have added to the complexity and uncertainty of the South China Sea issue. 
This is a rather overt and clumsy effort by these states to internationalize the issues at hand. 
 
Three: Legal Concerns. 
 
Many claimant states have recently redrafted domestic legislation to bring it into line with 
accepted international law. In particular they are looking to make their legislation acceptable 
within the scope of UNCLOS. These are purely farcical attempts at legality, designed in the 
pursuit of a narrow national self-interest. This new trend brings a new dimension to the existing 
disputes. 
 
Four: Administrative Concerns. 
 
It is realized by the claimant states that an enhanced presence in the areas under dispute will 
strengthen future petitions. Baring this in mind, all the claimant states have taken various 
dubious measures to consolidate their presence in the Nansha or Spratly Islands. Therefore, to 
reinforce their claims, every kind of legalistic ruse has been employed; these include the 
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building of civilian facilities, such as schools and hospitals, and sending monks and government 
officials to the occupied features. 
 
Five: Territorial Concerns. 
 
The focus of the SCS dispute has moved away from pure interest in the sovereignty of features 
towards the legal implications as presented by international laws. In other words, what deserves a 
further consideration is that to what extend that a country might expand their maritime 
jurisdiction from their occupied features.  
 
Six: Military Concerns. 
 
It is worrying to say the least, that we observe the recent arms buildup within the region. 
Relevant countries bordering the disputed areas are all mounting efforts to purchase advanced 
weapons. This has acted as a catalyst to the practices of, ‘joint military exercises’, and ‘military 
control exercises’. The increased military activity will, not might, lead to accidents, arguments, 
recriminations, and inevitably worse. This constitutes a serious security threat to the SCS region. 
A stable and peaceful SCS is in the interests of all claimant states, and indeed of the wider 
international community. China plays an important, dynamic, and constructive role in achieving 
this much desired goal. Therefore I would like to share with you now my observation on China’s 
SCS policy. I will do this by explaining six key objectives of China’s policies in this region. 
 
First, the Peace Objective. 
 
China will always follow the road of peaceful development and never seek confrontation. China 
has indisputable sovereignty over the four island groups in the SCS and their adjacent waters, 
which is based first and foremost upon history; first discovery, first mapping, first naming, and 
first occupation. The successive administrations have kept up this historic claim in accordance 
with international law. Within the historic ‘U’-shaped line, China claims sovereignty over all the 
land features, and enjoys historic rights such as fishing, among others. China has never raised 
sovereignty demands over the entire SCS and will never make demands beyond its historic 
rights. The intentional confusion disseminated by some countries concerning China’s claims in 
the SCS, create contradictions and distortions of these historic facts, which only serve purposes 
counter to those of a peaceful settlement of the issues. 
 
Second, the Legal Objective. 
 
I would like to emphasize the fact that China has always adopted a coherent policy on SCS 
issues. China proposes that the claimant states should solve their problems through negotiations, 
on the basis of fully respecting the history of the SCS and, in accordance with international laws. 
UNCLOS has no provisions regarding the jurisdiction on the sovereignty of land features. It does 
not provide articles jeopardizing the historic claims which have been formed and accepted before 
the Convention came into force. Most importantly, the Convention should not be used as an 
excuse to infringe upon the territorial sovereignty of other states. 
 
Third, the Security Objective. 
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As one of the countries benefitting significantly from free and safe navigation throughout the 
SCS, China has played, and will continue to play a constructive role in maintaining peace and 
stability in the region. The Chinese government holds that every country shall be guaranteed 
their rights to freedom of navigation, and of over flight, according to relevant international laws. 
To achieve this China has actively participated in regional maritime security cooperation, and it 
will continue to do so. Although there might be different interpretations and perceptions on the 
regime of navigation in the EEZ under UNCLOS, coastal states and user states must work 
together to minimize these confusions. This should be done to achieve a consensus on what are 
the essential elements affecting the freedom of navigation in the SCS. Ultimately we must work 
together to secure and maintain freedom of navigation in this region. 
 
Fourth, the Diplomatic Objective. 
 
China has proposed the policy of putting aside disputes and going for joint development. While 
the claimant states may maintain their own interpretations on the provisions of the Convention, 
they should discuss and reach a consensus on temporary arrangements, such as joint 
development of resources in the SCS. On the principles of mutual understanding and 
cooperation, claimant states should come out with practical and rational proposals on how to 
break through the current political deadlock. To achieve this worthwhile goal, joint efforts from 
the relevant states are needed. 
 
Fifth, being Constructive. 
 
China is playing a constructive role in maintaining peace and stability in the SCS. In 2002 China 
and the ASEAN states signed the Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea 
(DOC), which aims to enhance mutual political trust and promote cooperation through the joint 
efforts of China and her ASEAN partners. We have to bear in mind, that the DOC does not 
function as a mechanism to solve sovereignty or maritime disputes. ASEAN has emphasized on 
many occasions that it does not take sides in these disputes, and insists that the SCS disputes 
should be resolved by the claimant states themselves, through negotiations. China and the 
ASEAN states have been working together to accomplish the principles of the DOC, including 
the implementation of many projects of cooperation. How to fulfill the guidelines of the DOC 
has become a pressing mission faced by ASEAN and China. Drafting the upcoming Code of 
Conduct (COC) is one part of this engagement. 
 
Sixth, being Co-operative. 
 
We will all benefit from practical cooperation in the SCS. To achieve peace and stability in this 
region this practical cooperation is cardinal. China’s proposal to establish a 3 billion RMB fund 
for maritime security collaboration has been warmly welcomed by both claimant and non-
claimant states. It will serve to promote a multilateral dialogue between China and her ASEAN 
neighbours. We are now working on the implementation guidelines for this fund, which I believe 
will play a positive role in pushing practical cooperation in the SCS. 
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With that, I will end my presentation. Thank you, and I look forward to your questions and 
comments. 


