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plications of Conflict in the South China Sea: 
Potential Triggers of Conflict  by Ralph A. Cossa 

one is asked to identify Southeast Asia’s potential 
he South China Sea invariably ranks at or near the 
ist.  The lingering territorial dispute among Brunei, 
laysia, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Vietnam over 
 of the Spratly Islands in the South China Sea does 
 ripe for any near-term solution.  And, while all 
have expressed a desire to settle the dispute 
 military force has been used before both to enforce 
d national claims and could be employed again, 
ith far-reaching disastrous consequences,  especially 
 triggers of conflict are not clearly understood and 
This commentary attempts to more adequately 

 the potential triggers of conflict in order to further 
prospects of hostility.  For the sake of discussion, 
l triggers are divided into several broad categories. 

n or Exploitation Activity   

ploration, especially if it results in major finds or 
to active exploitation, is the most likely catalyst for 
ay.  It is important to note, however, that even if no 
eposits are confirmed, the mere act of exploration 
er conflict, since such activity could be seen as a 
lenge to another claimant’s sovereignty.  The PRC 
r would likely see unilateral drilling operations as a 
enge and as a rejection of Beijing’s offer to jointly 
th China Sea resources. 

not demeaning the importance of potential oil 
 both incentive and catalyst, exploration for buried 
 other seabed resources would likely have much the 
quences since the core issue is sovereignty, not oil.  
positively determined tomorrow that there was no 
 oil in the Spratlys, the dispute would not go away. 

 other hand, discovery of major oil deposits would 
e incentive for claimants to more zealously guard 
e their respective claims.  More dangerously, it 
rease the willingness of some parties to risk 
conflict by attempting unilaterally to drill for or 
n disputed territories.  

ccupation 

C expansion into Mischief Reef in early 1995 is 
regious example of creeping occupation.  Beijing’s 
ction, accomplished and enforced by PLA naval 
ds in sharp contrast to decisions by the ASEAN 

Taiwan to avoid unilateral provocative actions that 
tatus quo.   

ing from further attempts to alter the status quo is a 
equirement to avoid future conflict. What is really 
ASEAN however, is a return to the status quo ante 

Mischief Reef; i.e., a removal of the PRC “fishermen’s 
structures” and markers. The shadow cast by the PRC 
structures on Mischief Reef stands in sharp contrast to the 
words expressed by China’s leaders about avoiding 
provocative actions and honoring the 1992 ASEAN 
Declaration on the South China Sea.  

Armed Displacement   

The use of force in settling disputed claims is not 
unprecedented, witness Taiwan’s removal of Philippine 
settlers from Itu Aba in the late 1950’s and the violent clashes 
between the PRC and Vietnam over both the Spratlys and 
Paracel Islands since then.  The use of PLA naval forces to 
protect its markers and structures at Mischief Reef borders on 
armed displacement, depending on how strictly one defines the 
term.   

The fact that some spokesmen have implied that the 
Mischief Reef action may have been a unilateral action on the 
part of the PLA Navy also raises the specter of additional, 
perhaps more aggressive actions to further assert claims and 
test the limits of ASEAN’s (and America’s) tolerance. 
Nonetheless, a blatant, unprovoked use of military force seems 
the most unlikely potential trigger. 

Armed Enforcement 

Other actions that could trigger broader conflict include 
the seizure of fishing boats or other commercial vessels within 
claimed boundaries. Showdowns between military ships 
patrolling in disputed areas or accompanying commercial 
ships could easily evolve into gunfire exchanges, which could 
further escalate into naval engagements. Some nations may 
find it difficult to back down gracefully from such standoffs in 
claimed sovereign territory. 

Accidents or Miscalculations 

Growing out of the above trigger is the ever-present 
possibility of accidents or miscalculations on the part of any of 
the parties, especially when military forces come in close 
contact with one another in disputed territory. The 1996 
unexplained clash between the Philippine navy and suspected 
PRC gun boats 120 kilometers northwest of Manila is just one 
case in point. Active patrolling by naval gunboats of several 
claimants adds to the prospects of inadvertent (as well as 
deliberate) naval confrontations. Efforts by one state to 
enforce “rights” which others (rightly or wrongly) may not 
recognize can also result in rival navies stumbling into 
conflict. 

Other Acts of Provocation 

There are many other real or perceived acts of provocation 
could very easily draw a military response. Some of the most 
prominent are listed here: 
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- attempts by claimants/littoral states to extend jurisdiction 
under pretext of taking action to ensure safety at sea, anti-
piracy and anti-pollution measures, SLOC access, or 
conducting marine scientific research (a la Scarborough 
Shoal); 

- the use of official vessels and personnel in piracy 
operations--an action that many accuse the PLA Navy of 
conducting or sanctioning (or at least turning a blind eye 
toward); 

- independent actions by “nationalist forces” to include 
visits by politicians and media to  disputed territories, which 
has already proven to be a problem in the Japan-PRC dispute 
over the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands as well as in Scarborough 
Shoal; 

- building new military facilities or increasing force 
levels/capabilities on already-held territory--the introduction 
of surface-to-surface missiles would be particularly 
destabilizing; 

- establishment of new exclusion zones or attempts to 
interfere with innocent passage which would challenge 
freedom of navigation.  

Ironically, even acts that on the surface appear to be 
confidence building measures on the part of one set of 
claimants can be interpreted as provocative by others.  For 
example, the PRC has protested peaceful bilateral discussions 
between the Philippines and Vietnam over their contested 
claims, arguing that each should be talking to Beijing – which 
they are – but not to one another. 

External/Broader Regional Tensions 

External events such as broader regional conflicts or 
escalating tensions could also spill over into the South China 
Sea and thus trigger conflict in this region.  The spill-over of a 
conflict between mainland China and Taiwan is one example.  
Renewed border tensions between Vietnam and the PRC could 
also easily spill over or even be used by Beijing as a pretext 
for seizing additional Vietnamese territory.  The Spratlys 
could also become the venue of choice should China desire to 
send a strong signal or otherwise “teach a lesson” to states that 
appear to be persecuting their ethnic Chinese communities. 

Threats to the SLOCs 

The proximity of the Spratlys to South China Sea shipping 
lanes adds an important strategic element to the dispute.  If 
any Spratly claimant threatens to inhibit freedom of navigation 
along adjacent international sea lines of communications 
(SLOCs), the U.S. would almost certainly become involved, as 
might other nations in or near the region.   

Simply put, the region’s economic growth and security 
depend upon continued freedom of navigation for both 
merchant and military traffic.  All claimants, including China, 
have taken great pains in assuring others that their claims and 
actions in the Spratlys will remain consistent with 
international freedom of navigation protocols such as the Law 
of the Seas Convention. 

 

 

Asian Financial Crisis   

The effect of the current Asian financial crisis on the quest 
for energy resources in the South China Sea is not yet clear.  
The rapid cooling off of Asian economies will no doubt force 
a reassessment of regional energy requirements.  On the other 
hand, for many countries in the region, the price of oil has 
more than doubled, since oil is bartered in dollars and local 
currencies have depreciated considerably.  Even with cuts in 
consumption, overall energy costs are rising.  So too is the 
value of a barrel of oil in local currency to both consumer and 
potential producer.  However, the cost of searching for and 
extracting oil has also risen for many Southeast Asian 
claimants. 

The Asian financial crisis has also seen popular 
frustrations being vented against indigenous Chinese 
populations which make up a significant portion of the 
merchant class in many Southeast Asian countries.  Were 
China to believe that governments were sponsoring or turning 
a blind eye toward these attacks, it may see the need to send a 
signal of its displeasure.  This could take the form of increased 
sabre-rattling (or worse) in the South China Sea. 

The biggest impact of the financial crisis is likely to be on 
the defense modernization plans of the various claimants.  It 
appears likely that all but China will be scaling back their 
modernization efforts significantly.  China may yet be 
compelled to slow its military spending as well.  With this 
comes a reduced capability to patrol, detect violations of, and 
enforce national claims in the disputed territories.   

A year ago, many security analysts were speculating about 
a possible “arms race” in Southeast Asia or, more realistically, 
about the implications of increased military capabilities on the 
part of the various claimants.  Now, more are worried about 
the continued inability of many claimants to even monitor 
activity in disputed areas, which also brings with it fears that 
those states more capable may take advantage of any potential 
widening gap in defense capabilities. 

Preventing conflict in the region is the responsibility, first 
and foremost, of the claimants themselves.  In addition to 
avoiding the above possible triggering actions, claimants 
should take maximum advantage of existing mechanisms and 
should seek additional opportunities, both bilaterally and 
multilaterally, to resolve their differences through enhanced 
confidence building measures.  They should demonstrate, by 
words and deeds, their commitment to a peaceful resolution of 
outstanding disputes.  Timely communication is a must and 
this requires active, open channels of communication among 
the claimants that currently do not exist. 

Ralph A. Cossa is Executive Director of Pacific Forum CSIS.  
This article draws from a detailed study on “Security   
Implications of Conflict in the South China Sea: Exploring 
Potential Triggers of Conflict.”  Copies are available upon 
request from the Pacific Forum CSIS.    
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