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Letter from the Chair
Dear Delegates,

Welcome to CIAC VIII! The rest of the dais and I are eager to see how you will develop your 
characters and shape the outcome of our Fight for the South China Sea: 2030 committee. 
A bit about myself: I am a senior double-majoring in Economics and China & Asia-Pacific Studies. 
Last year I spent off-campus, studying and interning in D.C. and Beijing--so yes, I am a big China-
nerd and am particularly excited by this committee. As a whole, CIAC also holds a special place in 
my heart because it was my very first Model UN experience and how I found my on-campus family, 
the wonderful people of the Cornell International Affairs Society (CIAS). Since then, I have actively 
participated in every aspect of the club, and I currently serve as its Executive Vice-President. 
Outside of CIAS, I am also a member of Greek Life and a dance group. 
This committee opens at the 23rd annual Shangri-La Dialogue (SLD), a primarily inter-
governmental Asia-Pacific security forum held in Singapore. The SLD format allows for  topic-
specific breakout sessions, private meetings, and “Track Two” participation by NGOs, academics, 
businessmen, and media. While the SLD and most of the contents of this background guide are 
true to life, the fact that this committee is set in the future gives you--and crisis--significant creative 
leeway. Whether you are trying to avoid conflict or assert your claims, it is bound to be a dynamic 
experience. Still--as a self-proclaimed China-nerd--I truly hope this committee will give you an 
opportunity to learn about real contemporary issues and stakeholders in the South China Sea.  
I look forward to meeting you in November! In the meantime, please feel free to email me at 
rwz8@cornell.edu if you have any questions. 

Sincerely, 
Robin Zhang
Chair, Fight for the South China Sea: 2030



Letter from the Crisis Director
Greetings Delegates!

         I am beyond excited to welcome you to CIAC VIII and to the South China Sea 2030 
committee. I hope that our committee will create some thought provoking dialogue that makes 
you think differently not only about the future security of the South China Sea, but about the 
diplomatic relations and events of present day. The South China Sea will become increasingly 
important to international security over the next several decades, which is why this committee 
provides an amazing opportunity to explore in greater depth how things might actually play out.
         Over the course of the weekend I will be your Crisis Director, working behind the scenes 
to orchestrate a committee that will hopefully keep you on your toes and encourage you to 
think outside of the box to address complex diplomatic and security issues. When I’m not doing 
crisis for MUN, I’m studying Government as a Junior here at Cornell. While I’m hoping to go into 
international development and focus on tech innovation and environmental sustainability, I am 
especially interested in the Asia Pacific region and Chinese government. Outside of CIAS and my 
academics, I am also active in a business club, a sustainable design group, a service fraternity, and I 
serve on the Student Assembly.
         Though it’s impossible to create a future committee that is entirely accurate, I hope that 
this committee is reasonable enough that it encourages you to take on every challenge of this 
weekend with sincere – yet creative – approaches to international security. Feel free to contact me 
at tb357@cornell.edu if you have any questions about crisis or the committee as a whole!

Sincerely,
TJ Ball
Crisis Director, Fight for the South China Sea: 2030



General Background
Introduction

 The South China Sea has been 
a fiercely contested region for over half 
a century.  China, Taiwan, Vietnam, the 
Philippines, Brunei, Japan, and Malaysia 
have all made direct territorial claims in the 
area, and the United States has been closely 
involved since the start of President Obama’s 
“pivot to Asia” foreign policy.

 There are two fully formed island 
chains in the South China Sea: the Paracel 
Islands, which are claimed by China and 
Vietnam; and the Spratly Islands, parts of 
which are claimed by China, Vietnam, Taiwan, 
Malaysia, Brunei and the Philippines. These 
are two distinct territorial disputes, one 
bilateral and one multilateral. Furthermore, 
there exist numerous disputed land masses 
such as rocks, sandbars, and coral reefs 
that do not qualify as islands--which must be above water at all times and able to independently 
sustain human habitation and economic life--but are nonetheless strategically and economically 
important. Scarborough Shoal is one of  such landmass. 

 In the latter half of the 20th century, 
overexploitation of oceanic resources 
motivated the international community 
to define each country’s jurisdiction. The 
result was the United Nations Law for the 
Convention of the Sea (UNCLOS), ratified 
by 160 countries in 1982 and considered 
to be the guideline for global maritime 
governance ever since. Notably, the United 
States did not sign on due to disagreement 
with a specific clause, but it maintains that 
it de facto follows the convention. Also 
known as the Law of the Sea, UNCLOS deemed the area within 12 nautical miles of a country’s 
coastal baseline to be its “territorial sea,” in other words, granting a country full sovereignty over 
those waters. UNCLOS also allows countries 200 nautical miles beyond their territorial sea to be 
an exclusive economic zone (EEZ). Within a country’s EEZs, it has rights to all natural resources. It is 
also important to note that sovereign islands have EEZ rights, but rocks and other land masses do 
not. 



What’s at Stake
 While some countries, especially China, have 
spun their territorial claims into a popular national 
sovereignty narrative, most analysts concur that the 
true motivation behind these conflicts is economic. 
Experts believe there to be massive oil and natural 
gas reserves under the South China Sea, though 
precise estimates vary. For a frame of reference, a 
2010 U.S. Geological Survey assessment put it at 
22 billion barrels of oil and nearly 300 trillion cubic 
feet of natural gas, while China National Offshore Oil 
Company (a major state-owned company) estimated 
125 billion barrels of oil and 500 trillion cubic feet of natural gas. Regardless, this is more than 
enough to make the South China Sea one of the world’s biggest oil fields. Sovereignty over an 
island in the South China Sea would give a country unfettered access to these reserves through an 
EEZ.
 
 Even for countries without a territorial 
stake in the region, the South China Sea is critically 
important: an estimated $5.3 billion worth of trade 
passes through the region. Commercial interests 
would like to avoid conflict for fear of disrupting 
important international trade routes. Moreover, the 
United States and its allies have a special interest 
in maintaining freedom of navigation in the area. 
Broadly speaking, freedom of navigation is the 
principle of unfettered passage through the seas, and 
it is internationally valued because of its importance 
to trade and communication. Most countries, 
including the United States, interpret UNCLOS’ 
clauses concerning freedom of navigation to allow 
for all ships--including naval vessels--to traverse 
the 12 nautical miles of another country’s territorial 
seas under “innocent passage,” (meaning no military 
actions, fishing, research, surveillance, etc.) and even 
conduct military exercises within the 200 nautical 
miles of another country’s EEZ. However, China and 
other nations argue that surveillance and military 
exercises within their EEZs violate their rights. They also maintain that military ships must request 
permission before entering their territorial seas, even if it is just innocent passage. 



 The U.S. navy’s global military exercises 
are a cornerstone of American power projection. 
For the United States and its allies, freedom of 
navigation is crucial to their security interests 
and maintaining the international order. In fact, 
in 1979, the United States started its Freedom of 
Navigation Program to contest “unilateral acts 
of other states designed to restrict the rights 
and freedom of the international community,” or 
in other words, challenge “excessive claims.” As 
tensions increased, so too did the frequency of 
U.S. freedom of navigation operations (FONOPS) 
in the beginning of the 21st century. However, 

Fishing boats
 The waters of the South China Sea have been traditional fishing grounds for the residents 
of the surrounding coastal lands. Millions of people rely on the fishing industry for their 
livelihoods. As populations and standards of living grow, so too has the demand for protein, 
leading to overexploitation and pushing fishermen further from their shores in search of seafood. 
Governments are unwilling to restrain their fishermen from venturing into disputed waters for 
many reasons; for one, it is a way to unofficially assert their maritime claims, and moreover, no 
government can afford to give up the economic growth and job creation associated with the 
fishing industry. Therefore, thousands of fishing boats continue to roam disputed waters daily. 
Seizure and destruction of fishing boats and detention of fishermen is a surprisingly common 
occurrence, of which China, the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, and others are all guilty. Recently, 
China has tried to impose fishing moratoriums in the South China Sea, but individual fishermen 
have ignored it and governments have condemned it, some even going as far as promising 
military aid to protect their people. Some analysts predict that a South China Sea crisis will most 
likely be triggered by fishing boats. 

as the balance of power shifted during the 21st century, FONOPS have become riskier since China 
is in a position to act against what it views as a violation to its sovereignty. 

Potential Flashpoints

Petroleum
 As oil reserves are unaffected by boundaries--even if they were agreed upon--drilling is a 
particularly sensitive issue in the South China Sea. Still, oil giants and state-sponsored companies 
are willing to take the risks and have made plans for further exploration and drilling. Governments 
are eager to cash in on “their” natural resources. Thus far, coast guard patrols have chased out oil 
rigs that they view as infringing upon their EEZs. The enormous environmental implications of a 
conflict around oil wells add another layer to the complexities of the South China Sea crisis. 



Island-building
 China’s aggressive island-building efforts in 
2013 drew attention to the ongoing issue of land-
reclamation in the South China Sea, but it is not 
the only guilty party. Satellite imagery provides 
indisputable evidence of island-building. Many 
features that were originally classified as rocks or 
reefs have been artificially built-up such that they 
meet the requirements of being an island and 
would allow a country to claim a 200 mile EEZ. 
Moreover, countries have built airstrips, missiles, 
naval harbors, and other military infrastructure on 
a significant number of the larger features. Some 
of the new islands are even inhabited by small 
populations--enticed by government incentives 
such as free housing and monthly pensions to 
relocate. The civilian presence is intended to 
bolster claims and discourage violent clashes, but 
rapid militarization and mounting tensions may 
prove it to be a costly miscalculation.

The Hague Ruling
 In 2013, the Philippines contested China’s claim that some of the Spratlys were islands 
as opposed to merely rocks and reefs. The brought the case to the Hague’s Permanent Court 
of Arbitration, which has the authority under UNCLOS to rule on the nature of rock formations, 
maritime boundaries, and fishing disputes, but not on issues of sovereignty. (Only the International 
Court of Justice can making a ruling on sovereignty issues.) Though China boycotted the 
entire arbitration process, UNCLOS specifies that the arbitral tribunal’s ruling would be binding 
nonetheless. In 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruled in the Philippines’ favor. It 
determined that China’s “nine dash line” has no legal basis for its claims to historic rights and 
resources in the South China Sea; that none of the rock formations in question were natural 
islands; and that only natural islands can grant 200 mile EEZs. China, however, continues to neither 



accept nor even recognize the ruling, on the 
grounds that it was essentially a case over 
sovereignty issues and thus beyond the 
jurisdiction of the Court. Most countries see the 
ruling as a moral victory for the Philippines, but 
no party has taken steps to enforce it. In reality, 
besides the use of force, very little can be done to 
restrain China without its voluntary participation. 

Timeline
• 1947 - The “Eleven-dash Line” first appears on a KMT Chinese map. Also known as the Nine-

dash Line, it is the demarcation line that the PRC uses for their South China Sea Claims. 

• 1974 - China seizes the Paracel Islands from Vietnam.

• 1982 - UNCLOS is established.

• 1988 - China and Vietnam clash over Johnson Reef in the Spratlys. China sinks three Vietnamese 
vessels, killing 74 sailors.

• 1996 - China and the Philippines clash over Mischief Reef in the Spratlys.

• 2002 - After six years of negotiations, China and the 10 ASEAN countries sign a non-binding 
Code of Conduct, the first multilateral step towards tension-easing and conflict-resolution. 

• 2011 - The U.S. becomes more active in the region, having started the “pivot to Asia” under 
President Obama.

• 2012 - A fishing dispute between China and the Philippines becomes a two-month military 
standoff near the Scarborough Shoal. This prompts the Philippines to explore legal recourse 
such as arbitration under UNCLOS. 

• 2013 - The Philippines challenges China’s claims in the Permanent Court of Arbitration in the 
Hague. China rejects the case as illegitimate, and refuses to participate in the trial.  



• 2013 - Japan offers military aid to Vietnam, Malaysia, and the Philippines, trying to counter 
China in the South China Sea while embroiled in its own territorial dispute over the Senkaku/
Diaoyu Islands in the East China Sea.

• 2016 - The Hague rules against China’s claims, though China refuses to accept nor recognizes 
the ruling. 

• 2017 - The U.S. continues with FONOPS and the Trump administration issues several hardline 
stances against “unilateral, coercive changes” to the status quo in the South China Sea. 

• 2018 - The U.S. is hit by the Second Great Recession

The “Great” Powers
 Since the Second Great Recession 
(GR II) of 2018 to 2026, the United States 
and its allies in the Asia-Pacific region 
have been struggling to regain their 
financial footing and keep up with the 
economic growth of a number of emerging 
economies, including Malaysia, Vietnam, 
the Philippines, and Indonesia. Due to the 
interdependence of China, Japan, and 
South Korea’s economies with that of the 
United States, those countries suffered 
some of the largest blows. In the past few 
years, Chinese attempts to jumpstart their 
economy have failed due to the volume of 
state resources tied up in military 
development. Seeking to return to rapid growth, the Chinese government has begun eagerly 
seeking out new resource caches in the South China Sea. While the U.S. economy is on the road 
to recovery as a result of new agrotech innovation, the country’s greatest obstacle at this time 
is reaffirming their position as a global superpower. With the Second Great Recession forcing 
American soft power to the wayside, the U.S. has been wavering in the eyes of the international 
community and many fear the U.S. intends to exert more military power in the resource-rich region 
to win back their former title. Alongside an increased U.S. navy presence in the South China Sea, 
Japanese military forces have also become increasingly active in the region, conducting a number 
of joint operations with the United States and fortifying military outposts in the East China Sea. 
Japan’s economic downfall, which came in the wake of America’s GR II, allowed for the rise of 
several xenophobic political parties in Japan. These political parties brought with them a great deal 
of anti-Chinese sentiment which has only been agitated by China’s most recent advances in the 
Asia-Pacific. Some of the most extreme politicians have started calling for Japan’s National Diet to 
remove Article 9 from Japan’s constitution, which reserves military conflict for self-defense. Though 
the future of each country as a world power remains uncertain, one thing can be guaranteed: if the 
U.S., China, and Japan don’t change their behavior towards each other and the other rising powers 
in the South China Sea soon, conflict is inevitable.



The Philippines and Taiwan
 For the past five years it has been the Philippines, still officially led by the aging Robert 
Duterte, that has been at the forefront of both military expansion and resource exploration in 
the region. While the health of their leader, who has now overstayed his term as President by 
eight years, has been called into question time and time again, the Philippines is thriving and 
is regarded as having the greatest influence in the South China Sea, outside of the struggling 
former major powers. Despite the Philippines’ growing power, they have still been challenged 
on several occasions by Taiwan, unwilling to accept the torment of China to its north and the 
Sino-allied Philippines to the south. Taiwan has secured itself a strong economic position in the 
region to counterbalance the Philippines, selling off a number of state owned assets to invest in its 
electronics industry, along with oil refinement and wind energy production off the Island’s Eastern 
coast. Not only that, but Taiwan has greatly expanded its military capacity over the past decade, 
developing a small but sophisticated submarine fleet and possessing advanced data analysis and 
intelligence gathering capabilities. After trading financial support for formal recognition from a 
handful of countries in Eastern Europe, Taiwan has been able to acquire military equipment at an 
unprecedented rate.

Emerging Powers
 While Japan, China, and the U.S. have been caught 
up trying to relive their pasts and regain their former 
standings, a number of smaller powers have started to 
emerge as forces to be reckoned with in the South China 
Sea. The same GR II which incapacitated the primarily 
credit-based economies of many major powers provided 
a host of new opportunities for the developing economies 
of Southeast Asia. In the past decade economies across the
region have greatly diversified, with some, such as the 
Philippines, nearly doubling in size. The growth of these 
Asian economies and the additional stability provided to 
them by market diversification has allowed states like 
Brunei, Taiwan, and Vietnam, which formerly had very 
limited military capabilities, to devote much larger 
portions of their national budgets to naval training and 
technology. Vietnam, in particular, which has a history of poor relations and clashes with China, 
has become increasingly aggressive towards the regional hegemon as it the power gap narrows. 
Additionally, nearly all countries with some interest or claim to the Sea’s contentious islands have 
begun vigorous resource exploration efforts. As some companies and their respective countries 
are setting out to exploit oil reserves and fishing grounds, others are in search of the next big 
tech crystal, as tech companies from around the world have started reporting that silicon is no 
longer able to provide the kind of computing capacity needed to keep up with the pace of today’s 
innovation. Moreover, some geopolitical strategists have warned of American arms distributors 
trying to rally up some business of their own by peddling their goods to the region’s emerging 
economies, so they might be prepared for possible direct conflict with China, Japan, or even the 
United States. 



Rapid Militarization and Freedom of Navigation
 As countries modernize and invest in national defense, there is an increased likelihood 
of conflict. The new naval traffic being produced by the region’s rapid militarization has stirred 
up additional concerns over navigation rights in the contentious Sea. For example, in 2025 an 
American Oliver Hazard Perry frigate, the U.S.S. McCain, was seized off of the North East coast of 
the Paracel Islands. Chinese law enforcement held the 198 American and 21 Japanese seamen 
for nearly two months. Though no one was harmed in the incident, relations between the United 
States, Japan, and China have been particularly tense in the years since and most American naval 
operations have been forced further South towards the Spratly Islands. Here the United States and 
Japan have faced fewer security challenges, despite some close calls between naval forces from 
the Philippines and Vietnam. Just last year they were several incidents within the span of a month 
off of Thitu Island and Southwest Cay, in which naval vessels from the two sides nearly opened fire 
on each other due to poor communication and possible communications interference. Since these 
incidents, the foreign ministries of both the Philippines and Vietnam have made some poignant 
statements and threatened that such interactions might not be so peaceful in the future if ships 
from the other side are found in waters not claimed by their respective government.

1. Japan

2. US & China

3. Philippines & Taiwan

4. Vietnam

5. Malaysia & Brunei

General power distribution

Japan: Yuma Tanaka
Prime Minister of Japan

Position - specific power distribution

China: Chen Qikai
General-Secretary of the Communist Party of China (also President of the People’s Republic of 
China and Commander-in-Chief of the People’s Liberation Army)

United States: Emma Foster
Assistant Secretary (head of the Department of State’s Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs

China: Wang Dongxiong
Premier of the People’s Republic of China



Vietnam: Ho Linh Diem
General-Secretary of the Communist Party of Vietnam 

Philippines: Rodrigo Duterte
President of the Philippines

Taiwan: Lin Yang
President of the Republic of China

China: Liu Minshen
Commander of the PLA Navy

United States: Carlos Oates
Commander of the U.S. Pacific Fleet

Vietnam: Phan Nguyen
President of Vietnam (also Commander-in-Chief of the Vietnam People’s Armed Forces)

Philippines: Mariel Mendoza
Minister of Foreign Affairs

Malaysia: Afiq Raja
Prime Minister of Malaysia

Brunei: Kamito Jabbar
Sultan of Brunei

Vietnam: Tran Chi Ngoc
Minister of Foreign Affairs

China: Li Bai
Secretary of the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection
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