


The Association of Southeast Asian Nations, or ASEAN, is a union of members states in
Southeast Asia that promotes cooperation in all regards between the member nations as well as
fostering relationships with other countries in the Asia-Pacific region. However, there have been
tensions between ASEAN and China over control of the South China Sea. These conflicts have
stemmed from possible Chinese expansionism into the region. Delegates of this committee will
need to figure out how to navigate the complex relationships of the ten different nations to
maintain diplomacy and prevent war in Southeast Asia.

TOPIC BACKGROUND

History of ASEAN
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations, also known as ASEAN, was originally

founded in July 1961 as the Association of Southeast Asia (ASA) and originally consisted of the
countries of Thailand, the Philippines, and the Federation of Malaya.1 The organization known as
ASEAN was formally founded in 1967, when the foreign ministers of Thailand, Singapore,
Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines signed the ASEAN Declaration. The original purpose of
ASEAN was to promote economic growth and cultural and social development as well as stop
the spread of Communism, which had already spread to the neighboring China as well as the
nearby Soviet Union.2

Previously, in 1954, the United States, along with the United Kingdom and Australia,
created the South East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) to promote containment against
Communism as part of a previous effort conducted by NATO in 1949.3 SEATO was disbanded in
early 1975 after the end of the Vietnam War, whichbrought greater cohesion to the Southeast
Asian countries. After the Cold War, ASEAN emerged as the dominant organization in the region
and allowed all countries to have greater political independence. A 1995 cooperation treaty
between ASEAN countries made the region free of all nuclear weapons.4 ASEAN also received

4asean.org. “Treaty on the Southeast Asia Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone,” 2012.
https://asean.org/treaty-on-the-southeast-asia-nuclear-weapon-free-zone/.

3 Eccleston, Bernard, Michael Dawson, and Deborah J Mcnamara. The Asia-Pacific Profile. London ; New York:
Routledge, In Association With The Open University, 1998.
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observer status at the United Nations General Assembly, creating a “dialogue partner[ship]”
between the two organizations.5

History of Disputes in the South China Sea

The South China Sea is one of the most important bodies in the world. It is home to over
11 billion barrels of oil that are necessary for gas production, nearly 200 trillion cubic feet of
natural gas, and is home to 10% of the entire world’s fish resources. Further, nearly 30% of
global trade is done through the South China Sea. The first known record of territorial claim to
the South China Sea was by the People’s Republic of China (also known as simply ‘China’) in
1909.6 That same year, China established what is known as the nine-dash line, which marked the
border of territory that the Chinese government laid claim to. The nine-dash line was widely
criticized by other countries in the region, as the nine-dash line covered the economic territory
that was exclusively owned by the countries of the Republic of China (also known as Taiwan),
the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, and Vietnam. During this time period, France, which
controlled Vietnam until 1954, laid claim to an area within the nine-dash line called the Spratly
Islands, which was eventually challenged by all countries in Southeast Asia, including China.7

Much of the debate over the South China Sea was halted by World War II. By the 1950s,
the countries were once again debating control over the South China Sea. The 1951 Treaty of
San Francisco, while establishing peaceful relations between Japan and the Allied Powers, also
forced Japan to give up its control of the South China Sea, but did not explicitly say who would
take ownership of the islands, creating divisions amongst the Allied Powers about who should
get what island.8 In the midst of the debate, China once again took control of the islands in 1956.
Both Vietnam and the Phillippines openly protested these moves, but neither country could take
any action as both were still under the control of the United States, who took an entirely neutral
stance to the issue. Vietnam attempted to actively challenge China and claim additional islands in
a brief war, but Vietnam was embarrasingly defeated and China controlled all islands in the
Spratly area.

8 Ibid.
7 Ibid.

6 Poling, Gregory B. On Dangerous Ground : America’s Century in the South China Sea. New York, NY: Oxford
University Press, 2022.

5 web.archive.org. “Philippines to Represent Asean in Un Meetings in Ny, Geneva,” March 12, 2007.
https://web.archive.org/web/20070312113724/http://asia.news.yahoo.com/070307/4/2ykdn.html.
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China has continued to lay claim to the islands and the sea around it, which the UN found
was a violation of international law. The United States, in 2009, made a statement agreeing with
the UN, holding that the nine-dash line was not legitimate and should not be respected. This has
created long-standing tensions between the United States and China. The United States is less
concerned with who actually owns the territory as long as all countries have equal access for
fishing, mining, and research in the area.9

PAST INTERNATIONAL ACTION

1982 Treaty of Montego Bay and the UNCLOS
In 1982, the Treaty of Montego Bay was ratified, which signaled a turning point for the

disputes related to the South China Sea. Broadly speaking, the treaty allowed for the ratification
of the United Nations Convention for Law of the Seas (UNCLOS). UNCLOS and the Treaty of
Montego Bay created exclusive economic zones within 200 miles of a country’s land. These
economic zones encompassed access to the resources located within a country’s zone, but says
nothing about the ownership of the waters themselves or islands located in the water. By this
rule, the Spratly islands that China has claimed control over would rightly belong to the
Philippines. China refused these claims, holding that they still had control over the Spratly
islands. The Philippines sued China in international court, which held that neither country owns
the islands, but that China does not have the exclusive right to the islands. China has refused to
alter their perspective, which has created tensions with the Philippines. Shortly after, the
Vietnamese government attempted to intercept a Chinese ship, but was embarrassingly defeated
once again.10

Philippines v. China Case
In 2015, the Philippines sued China for China’s jurisdiction over the nine-dash line. The

Philippines claimed that China has been violating international law since China’s creation of the
line in 1947. The case was heard in the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) after being
appointed by a tribunal of arbitrators, but China declined to participate in the proceedings. China
claimed that the PCA did not have the jurisdiction to hear the case. The tribunal found in favor of
the Philippines, but both China and Taiwan rejected these claims. The United States openly
supported the Philippines, which heightened tensions between the United States and China.

10 “Fourteenth Session of the Assembly,” Unesco.org, 1987, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000075110.

9 Bader, Jeffrey A. “The U.S. And China’s Nine-Dash Line: Ending the Ambiguity.” Brookings Institute, February 6,
2014. https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/the-u-s-and-chinas-nine-dash-line-ending-the-ambiguity/.
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SUBTOPICS TO CONSIDER

Subtopic 1: China’s Hegemony

China established the nine-dash line in the early 20th century as a way to exert influence
in the South China Sea as well as to the ASEAN countries. While both ASEAN and non-ASEAN
countries have criticized the move by China as well as declaring the nine-dash line illegitimate,
China has continued to exert its claims and influence in the region. Since World War II, China
has attempted to create manmade islands in the South China Sea with success. In addition to
constructing these islands, China has also heavily militarized them. The Chinese government has
also announced to its public as well as to other countries that China has sovereignty over the
Spratly Islands and any attempt to overtake them will result in defeat. China currently has the
second largest defense budget in the world, meaning it would be hard for countries to attack it
militarily.11

It is difficult for any ASEAN country to take definitive action towards China because of
the economic dependence of many of these countries on China. China is ASEAN’s largest
trading partner, and too many tensions between countries will result in sure bankruptcy for
ASEAN countries. For this reason, ASEAN countries such as Cambodia and Laos have elected
to remain neutral on the issue of the South China Sea for fear of creating a corrupt economy that
threatens to displace hundreds of thousands of people.12

Subtopic 2: The Role of the United States
In 1974, the United States promised China that it would not get involved in affairs related

to the South China Sea. The U.S said nothing of the issue until 1995, when its government gave
a broad speech regarding its neutral stance on sovereignty, without naming any specific instances
or countries.13 This policy changed in 2010, when President Barack Obama made a statement
criticizing the aggressive actions of China in the South China Sea without directly saying who

13 Jeffrey A Bader, “The U.S. And China’s Nine-Dash Line: Ending the Ambiguity,” Brookings Institute, February 6,
2014, https://www.brookings.edu/opinions/the-u-s-and-chinas-nine-dash-line-ending-the-ambiguity/.

12 Ibid.

11 Erbas, Yunus. “The Conflict in the South China Sea: A Focus on a Possible Solution | beyond the Horizon ISSG.”
Beyond the Horizon, April 11, 2022.
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://behorizon.org/the-conflict-in-the-south-china-sea-a-focus-on-a-possible-soluti
on/&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1669262135651908&usg=AOvVaw0wfe5d4tS7fbc_M_f5d60L.
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has ownership of the Sea. Moreover, then Secretary of State Hillary Clinton promoted the
freedom of the seas for navigation and the desire to create a code of conduct for sea exploration.
All ASEAN countries supported these ideas, but China was vehemently against them.14

The Trump Administration continued free exploration of the South China Sea, much to
the dismay of China. Trump’s Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, also declared the actions of
China to be unlawful and the U.S. government even went so far as to impose sanctions against
the Chinese government. The U.S. government has continued to practice navigation of the South
China Sea in an effort to counter Vietnamese efforts in the area, much to the dismay of China.15

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER
1. What role should the United States play in ASEAN negotiations with China, if any?
2. How can ASEAN countries collaborate with China without ensuring war?
3. What priority should issues related to the South China Sea take?

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
ASEAN Website
UN Convention on the Law of the Sea

15 Susan Heavey, Daphne Psaledakis, and David Brunnstrom, “U.S. Targets Chinese Individuals, Companies amid
South China Sea Dispute,” Reuters, August 27, 2020,
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-china-southchinasea-companies/us-targets-chinese-individuals-firms-amid-so
uth-china-sea-dispute-idUSKBN25M1O6.

14 Ibid.
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