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Abstract

G eopolitical rivalry is fierce in 
the South China Sea (SCS), 
especially because of its vast 

hydrocarbon deposits and other energy 
resources.  With an emphasis on the 
strategic importance of hydrocarbon 
exploration and its effects on regional 
stability, this paper examines how energy 
resources contribute to the escalation 
of geo-political tensions in the SCS.  
The goal is to investigate how energy-
related conflicts affect the region’s larger 
geopolitical dynamics, especially those 
involving China and other claimant 
states.  The scant examination of the 
relationship between hydrocarbon 
development and the larger security 
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and diplomatic issues in the SCS is a 
significant gap in the literature.  Using a 
qualitative approach, the study examines 
international relations frameworks, 
policy papers, and data from energy 
exploration in addition to expert 
interviews.  Results show that territorial 
disputes have been more intense due to 
rivalry for hydrocarbon resources, with 
countries like China claiming authority 
over contested areas, frequently at the 
expense of international cooperation.  
Tensions have increased as a result of 
the hunt for these resources, including 
both external and regional actors.  The 
conclusion emphasizes that one of the 
main causes of conflict in the SCS is 
energy resources.  To reduce the dangers 
of rising tensions over the region’s 
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energy resources, recommendations 
include the creation of multilateral 
energy exploration agreements, 
improved regional collaboration, and 
the encouragement of conflict-resolution 
procedures. 

Keywords: South China Sea, 
Hydrocarbon exploration, Geopolitical 
tensions, Energy resources, International 
law

Introduction
The South China Sea (SCS) is one of the 
most strategically important maritime 
areas in the world because of its abundant 
natural riches as well as its crucial role 
in international trade and shipping lanes.  
A number of nations, notably China, 
Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, 
and Brunei, have asserted rival claims 
to different regions of the sea, making 
hydrocarbons such as oil and natural gas a 
major focus of geopolitical competition.  
Both opportunities and difficulties have 
arisen as a result of the discovery and 
exploration of hydrocarbon deposits in 
the SCS, escalating territorial disputes 
and bringing up issues of international 
law, environmental dangers, and regional 
security  (Alden and Dardag, 2020; 
Barrett, 2019; Bishop, 2021).  Tensions 
have been rising in the SCS in recent 
years as nations compete for control of 
these priceless resources, which might 
have a big impact on their economic 

development and energy security.  As 
external countries like the United States 
and Japan have strategic interests in the 
security and stability of the region, the 
geopolitical fight over it is also impacted 
by larger international factors.  This 
study highlights the strategic importance 
of energy resources in forming regional 
and global power structures by 
examining the connection between the 
SCS’s hydrocarbon development and the 
resulting geopolitical tensions.

Although a lot of research has been 
done on the geopolitical tensions in 
the South China Sea, most of it has 
concentrated on maritime security, 
international law, and territorial disputes.  
There is a significant study gap, though, 
that connects the region’s growing 
geopolitical tensions to the development 
of hydrocarbon resources.  The ways 
in which the extraction and possible 
use of these energy resources not only 
exacerbate territorial disputes but also 
influence larger strategic decisions 
made by regional and international 
entities have not been thoroughly 
studied.  By examining how South China 
Sea hydrocarbon development plays 
a significant role in the geopolitical 
dynamics of the area, this study seeks 
to close this gap.  It specifically aims 
to comprehend how competition for 
these resources affects claimant nations’ 
foreign policy, the participation of 
outside powers, and the region’s general 
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stability.  The study will also look into 
how important players’ strategic choices 
are influenced by energy security issues 
and how these choices relate to more 
general geopolitical goals.  By filling this 
knowledge vacuum, the research will 
advance our knowledge of the intricate 
relationship between energy resources, 
geopolitical conflicts, and international 
relations in one of the most disputed and 
strategically significant areas on earth.

Strategic Significance of the 
South China Sea
One of the most strategically important 
marine areas in the world, the South 
China Sea (SCS) has profound effects 
on regional and international politics, 
security, and economic dynamics.  
Numerous significant elements influence 
its strategic significance, such as 
its position as a major international 
shipping route, its abundance of natural 
resources, its closeness to major world 
powers, and its pivotal role in the larger 
geopolitical competition between the 
US, China, and other regional players 
(Khan, 2020; Cheng, 2020; Chandra, 
2021).  One of the busiest and most 
important waterways for international 
maritime traffic is the South China Sea.  
The SCS, which connects the Pacific 
and Indian Oceans and facilitates trade 
between major economies like China, 
Japan, the United States, and Southeast 
Asian nations, is traversed by around 

one-third of all shipping worldwide.  The 
SCS ships around $3 trillion worth of 
commodities every year, according to the 
United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD).  Because of 
this, the area is crucial for international 
trade as well as the economies of the 
nations that border it.  Since disruptions 
in this critical maritime route could have 
serious repercussions for global supply 
chains, control over the SCS is essential 
to guaranteeing the free flow of products 
(De Castro, 2021; Friedman, 2020).  The 
SCS is crucial to many nations’ broader 
security concerns due to its economic 
importance, especially for the US, which 
has a strategic interest in preserving 
freedom of navigation and thwarting any 
attempts to impose undue control over 
this global commons.

The South China Sea’s potential as a 
resource-rich area is among the most 
significant elements of its strategic 
importance.  Large hydrocarbon reserves 
of natural gas and oil are thought to exist 
in the SCS, and these resources have 
turned into a major source of territorial 
conflicts.  An essential source of energy 
for the nations in the region, the SCS is 
thought to hold up to 11 billion barrels 
of oil and about 190 trillion cubic feet of 
natural gas (Khan, 2020; Hughes, 2021).  
Securing access to these resources 
is essential for countries like China, 
Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, and 
Brunei in order to maintain economic 
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growth and energy security.  The growing 
energy needs of the Asia-Pacific area, 
especially China, which has emerged 
as the world’s largest importer of 
natural gas and oil, further underscore 
the significance of these hydrocarbon 
resources.  Gaining control of these 
resources is thought to improve national 
security and lessen reliance on outside 
energy sources.  Intense geopolitical 
conflicts have resulted from competing 
for energy resources in the SCS, 
especially over sovereignty of islands 
and maritime areas thought to contain 
substantial oil and gas deposits.

The South China Sea is of great military 
significance in addition to its economic 
worth.  Because of its location, it has vital 
access to major regional nations with 
military interests in the area, such as China, 
Vietnam, Malaysia, and the Philippines.  
China, in particular, has built military 
bases on man-made islands, sent air and 
naval forces to protect its interests, and 
made aggressive territorial claims over a 
large portion of the SCS.  The region’s 
militarization has sparked worries about 
possible conflict between claimant states 
and outside powers, particularly the US 
(Synder, 2020; Brzezinski, 2020).  The 
SCS is viewed by the United States and 
its allies, such as Japan and Australia, as 
a vital region for preserving equilibrium 
and thwarting Chinese hegemony in 
the Indo-Pacific.  In order to contest 
disproportionate maritime claims, 

especially those asserted by China under 
its “Nine-Dash Line” claim, which covers 
a large portion of the sea, the U.S. Navy 
regularly conducts freedom of navigation 
operations (FONOPs) in the SCS.  The 
militarization of the SCS is seen by the 
United States and its allies as a means for 
China to exert influence and control over 
Southeast Asia and beyond, potentially 
affecting the regional power dynamics.

 A larger geopolitical rivalry between 
China and the United States, as well 
as between China and other regional 
countries like India and Japan, is centered 
on the South China Sea.  China aims 
to increase its control over Southeast 
Asia’s marine areas as it demonstrates 
its dominance in the area.  The ASEAN 
nations, who are torn between conflicting 
interests and the need to preserve their 
economic interests and sovereignty, are 
becoming increasingly concerned as a 
result.  China’s growing assertiveness 
in the SCS is seen by the US and its 
regional allies as part of a larger plan 
to change the regional order to its 
advantage, challenging international 
norms and the rules-based framework 
that has supported Indo-Pacific stability.  
As a result, the United States has taken 
action to improve its presence through 
freedom of navigation operations and 
joint military exercises with nations in 
the region, including the Philippines 
(Gch, 2020; Cohen, 2021; Liu, 2020).  
While negotiating a complicated web 
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of diplomatic, economic, and security 
issues, nations with conflicting territorial 
claims in the SCS, such as Vietnam, 
the Philippines, and Malaysia, have 
attempted to strike a balance between 
their connections with China and the 
United States.  As a result, the SCS is 
becoming a crucial location for regional 
power struggles that have the potential 
to turn into more extensive geopolitical 
disputes.

The South China Sea’s environmental 
resources, such as fisheries and marine 
biodiversity, are significant in addition 
to its economic and military importance.  
With millions of people in coastal nations 
relying on its seas for food and livelihood, 
the SCS is home to one of the most fertile 
fishing grounds in the world.  However, the 
region’s ecosystem has suffered greatly 
because to overfishing, pollution, and the 
development of artificial islands, which 
has further complicated the geopolitical 
dynamics.  Concerns over the long-
term health of marine ecosystems have 
been highlighted by the environmental 
risks connected to energy exploration 
and exploitation in the SCS, especially 
oil and gas drilling.  Conflicts between 
claimant governments, especially those 
with substantial fishing industries, may 
worsen as a result of the possibility of 
oil spills, coral reef destruction, and 
fishery interruption.  Accordingly, the 
protection of the South China Sea’s 
natural resources is just as important to 

its strategic significance as its economic 
and military value (Lanteigne, 2021; 
Mearssheiner, 2021).  A crucial region 
for the implementation and interpretation 
of international law, especially the 
United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS), is the South 
China Sea.  Divergent interpretations of 
maritime borders, exclusive economic 
zones (EEZs), and the legal status 
of islands and reefs complicate the 
region’s territorial conflicts.  Significant 
differences still exist despite efforts by 
the international community, including 
the United Nations, to arbitrate and settle 
these conflicts.  The Permanent Court 
of Arbitration’s (PCA) historic 2016 
decision in favor of the Philippines over 
China’s claims has resulted in a standoff 
in the settlement of the region’s territorial 
disputes because of China’s refusal 
to accept the ruling and its ongoing 
infrastructure and military development 
in the area.  Therefore, the SCS’s 
strategic importance also stems from its 
use as a test case for the application of 
international law in disputed maritime 
areas.

Hydrocarbon Exploration and 
Territorial Disputes in the South 
China Sea
One of the main causes of the territorial 
disputes between the nations that 
border the South China Sea (SCS) 
is the exploitation of hydrocarbons 
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there.  The SCS is now the focus of 
fierce geopolitical competition after the 
discovery and possible exploitation of 
enormous offshore oil and gas deposits 
changed its status from a less politically 
sensitive but still hotly contested body of 
water.  Sovereignty, territorial rights, and 
economic interests collide as countries 
compete for control of maritime areas 
thought to hold substantial hydrocarbon 
resources, posing difficult problems 
for international law, diplomacy, and 
regional security.  It is thought that there 
are significant natural gas and oil deposits 
in the South China Sea.  Although 
estimates vary, the region is thought to 
contain around 190 trillion cubic feet of 
natural gas and about 11 billion barrels 
of oil, according to several studies 
(Torbjorn, 2020; Rosen, 2020; Kachiuch, 
2020).  Given the rising energy needs 
of the Asia-Pacific region’s nations, 
especially China, the world’s largest 
importer of natural gas and oil, these 
hydrocarbon resources are extremely 
crucial.  The fight for control of these 
precious resources has intensified due 
to the need for energy security.  For 
the countries that claim portions of the 
SCS, hydrocarbon exploration activities 
such as drilling for oil and gas and the 
construction of offshore platforms 
have turned into a source of economic 
potential.  However, since other nations, 
such as China, Vietnam, the Philippines, 
Malaysia, and Brunei, have conflicting 
rights over distinct marine areas, the 

use of these resources is complicated 
by overlapping territorial claims.  
Competing claims for sovereignty over 
the sea’s islands, reefs, and seas are the 
main cause of the territorial disputes in 
the SCS.  China’s “Nine-Dash Line,” 
an ambiguous and historically grounded 
declaration of Chinese sovereignty over 
almost the entirety of the South China 
Sea, is the most controversial claim.  The 
exclusive economic zones (EEZs) of a 
number of additional nations, such as 
Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, and 
Brunei, overlap with this claim.  Because 
it includes both strategically significant 
marine routes and regions with abundant 
oil and gas deposits, the Nine-Dash 
Line has been a source of stress.  
Direct conflicts with other claimant 
governments have resulted from China’s 
claim, especially with islands such as 
the Paracels and Spratlys.  Due to their 
prospective hydrocarbon resources, these 
islands many of which are small and 
uninhabitable have emerged as crucial 
flashpoints in the conflict.  The political 
and military significance of the territorial 
claims is increased by the substantial 
economic and strategic benefit of 
controlling these islands or the power 
to regulate exploration activity close to 
them (Zhang, 2021; Friedman, 2020).

The SCS has seen increased tensions as a 
direct result of hydrocarbon exploitation.  
Exploration activities, especially offshore 
drilling, have been shown in recent 
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years to intensify territorial conflicts 
in a number of cases (De Castro, 2021; 
Friedman, 2020).  For instance, a Chinese 
oil rig was placed in Vietnamese-claimed 
waters in 2014, sparking protests in 
Vietnam and a standoff between the two 
nations.  Similar to this, China carried 
out extensive drilling near the Spratly 
Islands in 2018, which are claimed by 
both C hina and Vietnam. This caused 
Vietnam to protest diplomatically and 
other countries in Southeast Asia to 
express worry.  These episodes show that 
hydrocarbon exploration is a geopolitical 
instrument as well as an economic 
activity, with the ability to elicit military 
and diplomatic reactions from competing 
claimants.  In an effort to defend their 
interests and establish their sovereignty, 
claimant nations frequently boost their 
military presence in disputed areas as a 
result of exploration efforts.  This can 
therefore result in near encounters or 
even direct conflict between naval forces 
from various nations, which can cause 
maritime clashes.

Some nations have looked into the 
prospect of joint exploration agreements 
as a way to resolve the conflicts brought 
on by conflicting hydrocarbon interests.  
For instance, despite having conflicting 
claims in the Gulf of Tonkin, China and 
Vietnam signed a cooperative drilling 
deal there in the 2000s.  China and the 
Philippines have also been in talks 
about possible cooperative ventures in 

the Spratly Islands.  Joint exploration 
agreements have several difficulties, 
even though they can help ease tensions 
and advance economic cooperation.  The 
political costs of such agreements can 
be considerable because they may be 
interpreted as undermining territorial 
rights or national sovereignty, and 
trust between the parties is frequently 
low.  Other claimant governments, in 
particular, have regarded agreements 
with China with skepticism, possibly 
interpreting them as confirming China’s 
broad territorial claims.  Joint exploration 
is challenging and frequently brief due 
to these conflicting national interests 
(Snyder, 2020; Liu, 2020).

 The relationship between South China 
Sea territorial conflicts and hydrocarbon 
extraction has become even more complex 
due to the involvement of external 
countries, especially the United States.  
Despite not being a party to the dispute, 
the United States has a strategic interest 
in preserving the region’s power balance 
and guaranteeing freedom of navigation.  
In order to contest China’s claims and 
enforce its rights to international waters, 
the United States has regularly carried 
out freedom of navigation operations 
(FONOPs) and boosted its military 
presence in the region as part of its “Pivot 
to Asia” strategy (De Castro, 2021; Hatch, 
2020).  The United Nations Convention 
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which 
establishes rules regarding maritime 
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borders, exclusive economic zones 
(EEZs), and coastal governments’ rights 
to utilize resources within their EEZs, 
serves as the foundation for the legal 
framework governing these disputes.  
UNCLOS implementation in the South 
China Sea is hotly debated, nevertheless, 
as China has rejected international 
decisions, including the Permanent Court 
of Arbitration’s (PCA) 2016 finding that 
invalidated much of China’s Nine-Dash 
Line claim and ruled in favor of the 
Philippines.  Although there is a chance 
that international law can be used to 
settle disagreements over hydrocarbon 
development, attempts to do so have 
been hampered by the inability to reach 
an agreement and China’s resistance 
to accepting some court decisions.  
Consequently, territorial conflicts in the 
SCS remain a source of contention, with 
hydrocarbon development acting as a 
potential source of collaboration as well 
as a fuel for conflict.

Significant environmental concerns 
have been generated by the increased 
attention being paid to the South China 
Sea’s petroleum exploitation.  Important 
maritime ecosystems, including as fish 
habitats and coral reefs, are found in 
the area; these ecosystems are already 
under stress from overfishing, climate 
change, and environmental degradation.  
The territorial conflicts are further 
complicated by the possibility of 
environmental harm from oil spills, 

offshore drilling, or exploration-related 
mishaps.  The dangers that hydrocarbon 
extraction poses to the environment 
affect not just the participating 
nations but the entire region.  Any 
environmental catastrophe might have 
a transnational impact because the 
SCS is a vital component of the global 
maritime system.  This emphasizes both 
the necessity of international cooperation 
and the challenge of achieving consensus 
in an area characterized by conflicting 
territorial and resource interests.

The Role of External Powers in 
the South China Sea Disputes
A region of crucial geopolitical and 
economic importance, the South China 
Sea (SCS) has drawn the interest and 
participation of other powers due to 
its territorial sovereignty and resource 
exploitation issues.  Although coastal 
governments like China, Vietnam, the 
Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei are the 
main claimants in the area, the strategic 
significance of the SCS has attracted 
international powers, especially the 
US, Japan, and increasingly India.  The 
dynamics of the SCS disputes are greatly 
influenced by these outside forces, which 
have an impact on the political climate, 
economic situation, and security of the 
area.  South China Sea, even though it 
isn’t a party to any territorial claims.  
With more than one-third of the world’s 
maritime trade going through the SCS, 
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the United States sees it as an essential 
maritime route for international shipping 
and trade.  Therefore, protecting freedom 
of navigation and facilitating the free 
movement of products in these waters are 
important facets of U.S. strategic policy.  

The United States has regularly carried 
out Freedom of Navigation Operations 
(FONOPs) in the SCS to defend its 
interests and counter China’s broad 
territorial claims, especially those based 
on the “Nine-Dash Line,” which spans a 
large portion of the sea.  According to the 
United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS), these actions are 
intended to respect both international law 
and the free passage principle.  China’s 
ambition to gain sole authority over 
the SCS and its neighboring waters is 
directly contested by the United States 
through these measures (Kachiuch, 2020; 
Lanteigne, 2021).  Additionally, the 
U.S. has worked to fortify its regional 
security ties, particularly with nations 
like Australia, Japan, and the Philippines.  
In order to offset China’s increasing 
influence and assertiveness in the area, 
these agreements sometimes entail 
cooperative military drills, heightened 
naval presence, and intelligence-sharing 
programs.  As a result, the U.S. military 
presence in the SCS serves to both 
stabilize the area and provide security 
assurances to its allies, preventing any 
one state from trying to take control of 
it.  Furthermore, China’s militarization 

of the SCS, in which it has built military 
outposts on man-made islands in disputed 
regions, has been strongly opposed by 
the United States.  The United States has 
called for a rules-based approach to settle 
the issues and denounced these actions 
as escalating and against international 
norms.

As a major geopolitical actor and a 
claimant state, China is by far the most 
powerful foreign force in the South 
China Sea.  China claims possession of 
almost all of the SCS through its Nine-
Dash Line claim, encompassing islands 
and waters that are claimed by other 
nations such as Malaysia, Vietnam, 
and the Philippines.  In addition to its 
fisheries and hydrocarbon resources, the 
SCS is strategically significant for China 
as a vital route for international shipping, 
which accounts for a significant amount 
of its trade.  China’s neighbors and 
outside countries are concerned about 
its forceful moves in the SCS (Torbjorn, 
2020; Alden and Dardagan, 2020).  China 
has stepped up its efforts to militarize 
the area since the early 2000s, building 
artificial islands with airstrips, radars, and 
military installations.  These acts are seen 
as efforts to increase China’s regional 
influence and bolster its territorial 
claims.  Furthermore, China has used a 
mix of diplomatic pressure and economic 
clout to weaken opposition to its claims.  
This include putting diplomatic pressure 
on nations who disagree with its stance 
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as well as providing trade deals, loans, 
and investments to nations in the area.  
The problem is made more difficult 
by China’s position on international 
law.  Despite having ratified the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS), China has rejected the 
Permanent Court of Arbitration’s (PCA) 
2016 decision that declared several of 
China’s claims in the SCS to be invalid, 
especially its claim of historic rights 
over vast areas of the sea.  China and 
nations like the Philippines, Vietnam, 
and Malaysia have become increasingly 
estranged as a result of China’s 
unwillingness to accept the PCA finding. 
These nations have used the ruling to 
support their claims to the resources in 
the region.

Despite not having a direct claim in the 
South China Sea disputes, Japan has 
important geopolitical and economic 
interests in the area.  Japan, one of the 
biggest economies in the world, depends 
largely on the SCS as a shipping route 
for both the movement of products to 
and from its ports and for the importation 
of energy.  Similar to the United States, 
Japan has a strong interest in maintaining 
regional freedom of navigation.  China’s 
rising militarization of the SCS has raised 
concerns in Japan, especially in light 
of the possible effects on Indo-Pacific 
stability and regional security.  As a 
result, Japan has taken a more active role 
in regional security, frequently joining 

forces with the US and other like-minded 
countries to oppose China’s territorial 
aspirations diplomatically and militarily.  
(Green, 2020; Brzezinski, 2020).  Japan 
has also stated that it supports Vietnam 
and the Philippines in their conflicts 
with China, especially when it comes to 
respecting UNCLOS and international 
law.  Japan’s defense and security 
involvement in the region has grown in 
recent years, and it also offers security and 
humanitarian aid to nations like Vietnam 
and the Philippines.  Additionally, 
Japan has stepped up its involvement in 
multilateral security agreements, like the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), 
which consists of Japan, Australia, 
India, and the United States.  With a 
focus on marine security, this unofficial 
organization aims to balance out China’s 
influence in the Indo-Pacific.

India is playing a more and bigger role 
in the South China Sea, particularly 
as it looks to protect its own maritime 
interests and establish itself as a major 
regional force.  India has substantial 
strategic and economic interests in 
the SCS, despite not being a claimant 
in the conflicts.  A significant amount 
of India’s oil travels across the South 
China Sea, and the country imports 
energy supplies from the Middle East.  
Therefore, maintaining regional stability 
and freedom of navigation is essential 
to India’s energy security.  Additionally, 
India has worked to strengthen ties with 
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countries in Southeast Asia, several of 
which have territorial claims in the SCS.  
India has participated in regional energy 
exploration collaborations and carried 
out cooperative naval drills with nations 
such as Vietnam.  China, which claims the 
region as part of its sovereign territory, 
strongly objected to oil exploration 
activities carried out by India’s state-
owned Oil and Natural Gas Corporation 
(ONGC) in the Vietnamese EEZ in the 
SCS in 2019.  India’s engagement in the 
area has been presented as a component of 
its larger “Act East Policy,” which aims to 
offset China’s expanding influence in the 
Indo-Pacific and deepen India’s relations 
with ASEAN nations.  In keeping with 
its larger goal of advancing a rules-based 
international order and thwarting China’s 
forceful strategies, India likewise favors 
the use of UNCLOS to settle the issues 
(Kachiuch, 2020; Zhang, 2021).
 Despite its geographic distance from the 
South China Sea, the European Union 
(EU) has a stake in preserving peace and 
stability in the area because of its trading 
routes, economic ties, and adherence to 
international law.  Through consultation 
and adherence to international legal 
frameworks like the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS), the EU has continuously 
promoted the peaceful settlement of 
conflicts.  The EU has demanded a stop 
to measures that increase tensions and 
voiced worries about the militarization 
of the SCS.  By encouraging multilateral 

conversation platforms like the East 
Asia Summit (EAS) and ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF), where issues 
pertaining to the SCS can be discussed 
in a larger regional framework, the EU 
has also attempted to assist Southeast 
Asian countries through diplomatic and 
economic cooperation.

Energy Security and National 
Interests in the South China Sea
With major ramifications for both 
external powers and the national interests 
of the neighboring countries, the South 
China Sea (SCS) is a region of vital 
importance to global energy security.  
Energy security is a major source of 
geopolitical problems because of the 
region’s enormous undiscovered oil 
and gas reserves as well as its strategic 
location along international shipping 
lanes.  Energy security gets entwined 
with other national goals, such as 
economic expansion, military might, and 
regional influence, as nations compete 
for control of oceanic territory rich in 
hydrocarbons.  There are thought to be 
significant hydrocarbon deposits in the 
South China Sea.  The SCS is thought to 
contain approximately 11 billion barrels 
of oil and 190 trillion cubic feet of natural 
gas, in addition to significant fisheries 
that support the livelihoods of millions of 
people in the area, while estimates of the 
region’s oil and gas resources differ.  The 
SCS has been a focal point for territorial 
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conflicts as a result of the attention these 
resources have drawn from both regional 
and international forces.  Southeast Asian 
nations have the chance to establish 
energy independence, lessen their 
dependency on outside energy sources, 
and foster economic progress thanks to 
the SCS’s energy potential.  Since China 
is the largest importer of gas and oil in 
the world and its rising urbanization 
and industrialization have increased 
demand for energy, control over these 
resources has become crucial to China’s 
energy security strategy.  Similar to this, 
nations like Malaysia, the Philippines, 
and Vietnam see the SCS as an essential 
resource for their future economic growth 
and energy requirements (Hughes, 2021; 
Hatch, 2020; Bishop, 2021).

China is under a lot of pressure to find 
dependable and varied energy sources 
because of its rising energy consumption.  
China has focused more on the South 
China Sea as part of its larger energy 
security plan because it thinks it can 
access substantial offshore oil and gas 
resources there.  In addition to meeting 
its increasing domestic energy needs, 
control over the SCS might help China 
solidify its position as a major regional 
and international economic force.  
China’s national interests in protecting 
these essential energy resources are 
strongly linked to its “Nine-Dash Line” 
claim, which asserts control over almost 
the whole SCS.  Chinese trade depends 

heavily on the SCS, especially when it 
comes to importing oil from the Middle 
East and Africa.  China seeks to safeguard 
its energy supply lines and guarantee 
safe access to resources in the region by 
gaining control of strategic regions of the 
SCS.  Furthermore, China is bolstering 
its claims and ensuring its energy security 
by establishing military sites and artificial 
islands in the SCS.  Energy security is not 
the only national priority of China in the 
SCS.  For China’s larger Indo-Pacific 
policy, which aims to increase its political 
and economic might throughout Asia, the 
area is strategically significant.  China’s 
geopolitical influence is increased by its 
control over the SCS, especially when it 
comes to its interactions with Southeast 
Asian countries and outside powers like 
the US and Japan (Lanteigne, 2021; 
Rosen, 2020).

In terms of energy security, the SCS is a 
vital resource for nations like Malaysia, 
Vietnam, and the Philippines.  Each 
of these countries has claims to areas 
of the SCS that are thought to contain 
rich hydrocarbon deposits.  According 
to international law, particularly the 
United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS), they have the 
right to exploit natural resources in their 
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs), 
which are frequently linked to these 
claims.  The stakes in the territorial 
disputes have increased as a result of the 
finding of offshore oil and gas reserves 
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within these EEZs.  For example, in its 
claimed portions of the SCS, Vietnam 
has engaged in considerable exploration 
and gas and oil extraction.  Significant 
diplomatic tensions and anti-Chinese 
demonstrations occurred in Vietnam in 
2014 as a result of China’s installation of 
an oil rig in waters that both China and 
Vietnam claim.  Due to its high reliance 
on energy imports, Vietnam’s energy 
security depends on gaining control over 
these resources.  In a similar vein, the 
Philippines has collaborated with other 
nations and businesses on exploration 
projects, particularly in the Spratly 
Islands, in an attempt to access the energy 
resources within its Exclusive Economic 
Zone.  In response to Chinese opposition, 
which has regularly used marine forces 
to thwart exploration activities, the 
Philippine government has likewise 
attempted to make its claims known.  
Additionally, Malaysia has a stake in 
the SCS’s energy resources, especially 
those near the northern sea’s Luoji and 
Bidong areas.  To develop the oil and 
gas fields in the area, Malaysia has been 
investing in partnerships and carrying 
out its own offshore drilling operations.  
In addition to its economic interests, 
Malaysia’s national interests in the SCS 
are linked to preserving regional stability 
and preserving its sovereignty over these 
resources (Cohen, 2021; Brzezinski, 
2020).

 The United States has no territorial 

claims in the South China Sea, but its 
position on the disputes is crucial to its 
energy security and larger geopolitical 
interests in the area.  Since the SCS 
is a vital global shipping route for the 
transportation of products throughout the 
Indo-Pacific region as well as for energy 
supplies, the United States has made 
significant investments in preserving 
free and safe maritime commerce routes.  
The freedom of navigation operations 
(FONOPs) conducted by the U.S. Navy 
are a component of a larger initiative to 
guarantee that the area stays open and 
that no one state, especially China, may 
control its waters and resources (Liu, 
2020; Torbjorn, 2020).  The United 
States’ ties with regional allies and 
partners, such as Japan, Australia, India, 
and ASEAN countries, are similarly tied 
to energy security in the South China 
Sea.  The United States has always 
resisted any attempts to militarize the 
SCS or limit freedom of navigation, and 
it has defended the rights of its allies to 
investigate and utilize energy resources 
within their EEZs.  The United States 
aims to preserve the balance of power 
by diplomatic and military involvement 
because it views China’s expanding 
influence in the Indo-Pacific as a threat 
to its own strategic interests in the area.  
Being the biggest energy importer in the 
world, the US has a stake in regional 
stability to guarantee the supply of 
energy from the Middle East and other 
Asian countries would continue.  The 
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U.S. economy and its reputation across 
the world may be significantly impacted 
by any interruption to the flow of gas 
or oil in the SCS, which could have 
far-reaching effects on global energy 
markets.

There are environmental dangers 
associated with the South China Sea’s 
energy security efforts.  The region’s 
fragile marine ecosystems, like as coral 
reefs and fisheries that are essential to 
the livelihoods of millions of people, 
could be threatened by offshore drilling 
and other resource extraction operations.  
Concerns over the environmental effects 
of drilling, oil spills, and pollution have 
grown in importance in the regional 
conversation as nations step up their 
hydrocarbon exploration activities.  
The resource foundation upon which 
nations are attempting to construct their 
energy security may be jeopardized 
by environmental deterioration in the 
SCS.  For example, the local economies 
of coastal states may be impacted by 
overfishing and coral reef degradation, 
which could further strain the marine 
food chain.  Concerns have also been 
raised regarding the long-term ecological 
effects of China’s construction of military 
outposts and artificial islands as part of 
its strategy to impose authority over 
disputed territories on the biodiversity 
of the region.  Therefore, the world 
community as a whole is concerned 
about the environmental effects of 

energy exploration in addition to the 
countries directly involved.  This calls 
into question how to strike a balance 
between safeguarding the environmental 
health of the area and pursuing energy 
security, which is still a crucial problem 
for the South China Sea’s sustainable 
management (Kachiuch, 2020; Khan, 
2020).

One of the main components of larger 
Indo-Pacific geopolitical rivalry is now 
the struggle for energy resources in the 
South China Sea.  The United States and 
other regional nations, who see China’s 
efforts as part of a bigger strategy to 
expand its influence and project force 
in the region, have strongly opposed 
China’s assertiveness in seizing and 
exploiting energy resources in the 
region.  Therefore, the larger geopolitical 
conflicts at work are both reflected 
in and triggered by energy security.  
Control over energy resources is linked 
to national sovereignty, military might, 
and the capacity to affect regional order 
in addition to economic expansion and 
energy independence.  The South China 
Sea will continue to be a crucial hotspot 
where national interests and energy 
security meet, frequently with worldwide 
ramifications, as external powers, 
especially the United States and China, 
compete for control of the area.
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International Law and 
Hydrocarbon Exploration in the 
South China Sea
Conflicting territorial claims and the 
important influence of international law 
on the legal framework for resource 
exploitation make the problem of 
hydrocarbon exploration in the South 
China Sea (SSC) complicated.  Due to 
conflicting claims made by different 
nations, the region which is abundant 
in natural gas, oil, and other marine 
resources has turned into a flashpoint for 
geopolitical tensions.  Since it regulates 
matters of maritime sovereignty, rights 
to natural resources, and the legal 
parameters for hydrocarbon exploration, 
international law in particular, the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS) is at the heart of the ongoing 
conflicts.  The main legislative framework 
for the management of the world’s seas 
is provided by UNCLOS, which was 
approved in 1982.  It describes coastal 
governments’ rights and obligations 
with regard to the utilization of marine 
resources, including the discovery of 
hydrocarbons (Chandra, 2021; Barret, 
2019).  The territorial sea, continental 
shelf, and exclusive economic zone 
(EEZ) are among the maritime zones 
defined by UNCLOS. Each of these 
zones grants coastal governments distinct 
rights over the resources located there. 
 

i.	 Coastal governments enjoy complete 

authority over the territorial sea, 
which extends up to 12 nautical 
miles, and they are also permitted 
to use resources like gas and oil.  
However, in international law, this 
freedom is constrained by other 
governments’ rights to navigate the 
waters.

ii.	 States are granted the sole authority 
to investigate and utilize natural 
resources, including hydrocarbons, 
inside the Exclusive Economic 
Zone (EEZ), which extends up 
to 200 nautical miles.  Although 
resource exploration is the coastal 
state’s prerogative, foreign aircraft 
and vessels are allowed free transit 
through the EEZ since it is still a 
portion of the high seas.

iii.	 Continental Shelf: If the legal 
continental shelf extends more than 
200 nautical miles beyond the EEZ, 
coastal governments are permitted 
to explore and utilize its natural 
resources, including hydrocarbons.

Because of conflicting claims to 
maritime borders, the South China 
Sea’s implementation of UNCLOS is 
controversial.  While some nations base 
their claims on historical usage and 
proximity to islands, others make use 
of UNCLOS’ legal provisions.  Because 
of this, international law particularly 
UNCLOS has played a crucial role in 
deciding which countries have the right 
to use hydrocarbon resources in contested 



MAJOPPAD Journal Volume 1: Issue I

51

areas.  Six nations China, Vietnam, 
the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, and 
Taiwan have conflicting territorial claims 
in the South China Sea, making it one 
of the most disputed areas in the world.  
One of the main points of disagreement 
has been China’s Nine-Dash Line, which 
asserts claims over nearly the whole 
South China Sea.  Along with other 
maritime rights in the area, China’s 
claim crosses over into the EEZs of 
Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, and 
Brunei.  Although UNCLOS provides a 
framework for settling maritime disputes, 
its provisions have not always been 
applied consistently, especially when it 
comes to China’s Nine-Dash Line claim.  
No state may claim waters outside of 
its acknowledged EEZ, according to 
the United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which also 
includes clauses allowing for arbitration 
or legal action to settle disputes (De 
Castro, 2021; Friedman, 2020).

 In 2013, the Philippines filed a historic 
case before the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration (PCA) pertaining to the 
South China Sea issue.  The legitimacy 
of China’s Nine-Dash Line claim and 
its actions in the Spratly Islands were 
among the main concerns of the case.  
According to the 2016 PCA verdict in the 
Philippines’ favor, China’s Nine-Dash 
Line, which claims sovereignty over 
the majority of the South China Sea, is 
unfounded in terms of international law.  

The Scarborough Shoal is one example 
of a feature that does not create an EEZ 
or the right to resource development 
because it is not an island.  Since many 
of the features in the Spratly Islands 
are categorized as rocks, which do not 
produce large EEZs under UNCLOS, 
they do not represent an entitlement to 
exclusive resource rights.  China, which 
still maintains its claims in the South 
China Sea, rejected the PCA verdict 
even if it clarified several aspects of the 
conflict.  The decision hasn’t had much 
of an effect on the actual situation on the 
ground, where China is still engaged in 
operations like militarization of disputed 
areas and hydrocarbon exploitation.  
However, the decision emphasized 
the significance of international law in 
resolving conflicts involving marine 
resources (Rosen, 2020; Hatch, 2020; 
Cheng, 2020).

 Since these activities frequently take 
place in disputed waters, hydrocarbon 
exploration in the South China Sea has 
been a major source of contention between 
claimant states.  China has carried out 
its own exploration and development 
efforts, especially in the Spratlys and 
Paracels, while nations like Vietnam, 
Malaysia, and the Philippines have 
started offshore drilling and exploring 
projects in areas they deem to be inside 
their EEZs.  There have been a number 
of significant problems with hydrocarbon 
exploration (Liu, 2020; Rosen, 2020).  
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China has persisted in asserting its rights 
and conducting exploration activities in 
waters that are a part of other nations’ 
EEZs in spite of the 2016 PCA verdict.  
China has actively sought oil production 
in disputed areas, especially the area 
surrounding the Spratly Islands, and has 
occasionally confronted international 
exploration vessels.  In order to handle 
overlapping claims and collaborate on 
resource extraction, certain nations, 
including China, have looked into the 
idea of joint exploration agreements.  
Tensions were reduced, for instance, 
when China and Vietnam signed a 
cooperative exploration deal in the Gulf 
of Tonkin in 2000.  These agreements 
are uncommon in the South China Sea, 
though, because cooperative ventures 
are politically delicate due to conflicting 
sovereignty claims.  Exploration efforts in 
the area have also involved multinational 
energy corporations.  ExxonMobil and 
Royal Dutch Shell, for instance, have 
participated in exploration activities 
in the South China Sea.  Since their 
activities run the danger of upsetting both 
claimant governments and China, which 
has occasionally used its economic clout 
to deter international involvement in 
disputed projects, these corporations 
have had to negotiate a challenging legal 
and diplomatic landscape.
 There are many difficulties in applying 
international law to the South China 
Sea’s petroleum exploration:  The main 
problem is that China, the Philippines, 

Vietnam, Malaysia, and other countries 
have overlapping maritime claims.  
The interpretation and enforcement of 
maritime boundaries in the South China 
Sea are still controversial, despite the fact 
that UNCLOS provide a legal basis for 
doing so.  At the core of the conflict are 
claims to sovereignty over islands and 
other maritime features.  Some nations 
claim exclusive rights to the resources in 
nearby waters because of their historical 
and geographical connections to islands 
and reefs.  One important illustration of 
this is China’s “historic rights” argument, 
which is based on the Nine-Dash Line.  
International law, such as UNCLOS, 
which based resource rights on the 
physical attributes of the relevant maritime 
features, does not recognize such claims 
(De Castro, 2021; Bateman and Chiong, 
2020).  UNCLOS offers a framework for 
settling conflicts and defining maritime 
borders, but it can be difficult to enforce.  
Because international law lacks a central 
enforcement agency, nations are forced 
to defend their rights by military action 
or diplomatic pressure.  Because of this, 
international law frequently functions 
alongside realpolitik, where the results of 
resource exploration and exploitation are 
frequently determined by power relations 
and military presence.  The environmental 
implications of resource exploration 
are also covered by UNCLOS, which 
mandates that governments conduct 
exploration and exploitation in a way that 
avoids seriously harming the maritime 
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environment.  Drilling and artificial 
island construction are examples of 
uncontrolled exploration activities that 
endanger the South China Sea’s rich 
biodiversity, which includes coral reefs 
and fisheries.  Thus, environmental issues 
play a significant role in international 
legal debates around the region’s oil 
exploration.

Environmental and Strategic 
Risks in Hydrocarbon 
Exploration in the South China 
Sea
One of the most disputed maritime areas 
in the world is the South China Sea (SCS), 
where conflicting territorial claims pose a 
threat to the environment and geopolitical 
interests, particularly over waters that are 
rich in hydrocarbons.  The environmental 
effects and geopolitical difficulties 
associated with nations competing for 
control of substantial energy resources 
are becoming more and more apparent.  
In addition to endangering the marine 
ecosystem, the exploitation of the 
area’s oil and gas resources intensifies 
strategic rivalries and may trigger wider 
geopolitical instability.  In the South 
China Sea, hydrocarbon exploration 
entails the extraction of natural gas and 
oil, usually by means of seismic surveys, 
offshore drilling, and other industrial 
operations (Bishop, 2021; Khan, 2020).  
These activities present significant 
environmental dangers, especially to 

the region’s delicate marine ecosystems, 
even if they also support economic 
growth and energy security.
•	 Pollution and Oil Spills: Drilling 

offshore poses a danger of oil spills, 
which can harm ecosystems and 
marine life for a long time, especially 
in disputed or environmentally 
sensitive areas.  The possible 
environmental catastrophe linked 
to offshore drilling was illustrated 
by the Deepwater Horizon oil spill 
in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010.  
A massive oil spill in the South 
China Sea may destroy fisheries, 
coral reefs, and coastal economies 
that rely on a healthy marine 
environment.  Oil spills might have 
disastrous effects on local food 
chains and wildlife because of the 
region’s significance for biodiversity. 

•	 Seismic Exploration and 
Underwater Noise: Often employed 
in hydrocarbon exploration, 
seismic surveys generate high-
intensity sound waves that are 
transmitted through the ocean floor 
to find possible oil and gas deposits.  
Significant underwater noise is 
produced by these activities, which 
may be harmful to marine life.  
Because they depend on echolocation 
and other sound-based navigation 
techniques, species like sea turtles, 
dolphins, and whales are especially 
at risk.  Changes in migration 
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patterns, reproductive success, and 
biodiversity may result from the 
disturbance of marine ecosystems. 

•	 Coral reef destruction: Some 
of the most biodiverse coral reefs 
in the world may be found in the 
South China Sea, especially in the 
area surrounding the Spratly and 
Paracel Islands.  Coral reefs may be 
physically destroyed as a result of 
hydrocarbon extraction operations, 
including as pipelines, drilling rigs, 
and the creation of artificial islands.  
Drilling-related pollutants, such as 
chemical runoff and sedimentation, 
can also suffocate coral reefs, 
seriously harming these important 
ecosystems.  Fish populations, 
which are essential to the food 
security of many Southeast Asian 
nations, are in danger as a result 
of the destruction of coral reefs. 

•	 Sedimentation and Habitat 
Destruction: Sensitive marine 
habitats may be suffocated by 
increasing sedimentation brought 
on by offshore drilling and the 
building of infrastructure like oil 
rigs, platforms, and artificial islands.  
By interfering with the natural 
flow of water and dumping silt and 
other pollutants into the nearby 
marine environment, the dredging 
necessary for the construction 
of artificial islands—a strategy 

China uses to impose control over 
contested areas—exacerbates these 
environmental dangers.  Another 
major environmental threat is 
the loss of sea grass beds and 
mangroves, which are crucial for 
preserving coastal ecosystems. 

In addition to the dangers to the 
environment, the South China Sea’s 
resource exploitation and hydrocarbon 
exploration operations are causing 
serious geopolitical and strategic 
problems.  Control over its resources 
is viewed as a critical component in 
determining regional and global power 
dynamics, and the region is essential 
for international trade, energy transit, 
and military movement.  A number of 
strategic hazards surface as nations seek 
their claims.  China, the Philippines, 
Vietnam, Malaysia, and Brunei are among 
the nations that have full or partial claims 
to the South China Sea.  There have been 
many diplomatic impasses and marine 
conflicts as a result of the continuous 
struggle for maritime borders and energy 
resources.  Exploration for hydrocarbons 
has the potential to quickly turn into a 
military conflict, especially when it takes 
place in disputed waters (Torbjorn, 2020; 
Barret, 2019).  

China’s establishment of artificial 
islands and military outposts in the 
Spratly Islands, for example, has been 
seen as a means of bolstering territorial 
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claims; however, this has also resulted in 
conflicts with other claimants, including 
Vietnam and the Philippines, over the 
rights to explore and exploit the region’s 
resources.  The South China Sea has 
become militarized as a result of its 
strategic significance.  Particularly in 
China, military installations such as 
airstrips, radar systems, and missile 
launchers have been installed on 
fortified manmade islands.  Intentional 
or unintentional conflicts between 
regional forces are more likely when 
military assets are present in disputed 
areas.  For instance, naval skirmishes 
between Chinese and Vietnamese forces 
or between Chinese and Philippine ships 
may turn into more extensive wars.  The 
engagement of foreign powers, like the 
United States, which carries out Freedom 
of Navigation Operations (FONOPs) to 
contest China’s exaggerated territorial 
claims and guarantee unhindered 
access to international maritime routes, 
increases the risk (Hatch, 2020; Gch, 
2020).  The likelihood of military tensions 
has increased due to the numerous 
interactions between the United States 
and China in the area.  A large amount of 
the world’s oil and liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) transit through the South China 
Sea, making it a vital shipping route.  

The SCS is essential for global energy 
security because of its advantageous 
location close to major energy producers 
like the Middle East and Southeast Asia.  

International energy markets might be 
severely impacted by any disruption in 
access to the area, whether it be due to 
political unrest, military operations, or 
violence.  The danger of tensions that 
could compromise the safe passage of 
energy and commercial boats is increased 
by hydrocarbon exploration activity in 
contested locations.  Higher energy costs, 
supply chain disruptions, and pressure on 
international markets might result from 
a blockade of the SCS or an interruption 
in maritime trade, particularly for nations 
that rely heavily on energy imports.  
Another hot spot for competition 
between the world’s superpowers is the 
South China Sea.  China’s increasing 
influence in the region is a concern for 
the US, Japan, and Australia in particular.  
In an effort to offset China’s growing 
military might and assert its claims, these 
nations have stepped up their strategic 
engagement in the Indo-Pacific and held 
joint naval drills.  The United States has 
reaffirmed its dedication to preserving 
freedom of navigation in the area and 
to its allies, including Vietnam and the 
Philippines.  The stakes of any war are 
raised by the presence of these outside 
forces in the area since tensions between 
the United States and China might have 
far-reaching effects and possibly lead to 
more widespread instability in the region.  
The South China Sea is part of China’s 
larger “String of Pearls” strategy in the 
Indo-Pacific, which aims to establish a 
network of key footholds and military and 
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economic partnerships.  China’s power to 
influence the entire area is strengthened 
by its control over vital maritime 
channels and energy supplies.  China has 
made investments in the construction of 
vital infrastructure, including ports and 
trade routes, in its neighboring nations as 
part of this plan.  These investments have 
significant military ramifications because 
China may exert more influence over 
neighboring governments by controlling 
vital trade routes and infrastructure.  
China’s increasing economic and military 
might poses a strategic concern since it 
could encircle important competitors and 
exert influence over international energy 
and security issues (Torbjorn, 2020; 
Brzezinski, 2020).

 The South China Sea’s hydrocarbon 
exploration is especially risky due 
to the confluence of strategic and 
environmental hazards.  Degradation of 
the environment, including the loss of 
marine ecosystems, can make already-
existing military and political conflicts 
worse.  For example, environmental 
organizations and neighboring nations 
may object to China’s extensive drilling or 
the establishment of military installations 
on disputed islands due to the actions’ 
wider geopolitical ramifications as well 
as their effects on the environment.  
Furthermore, outside nations like the US 
might act more aggressively to safeguard 
environmental preservation and freedom 
of navigation, which could result in 

more heated disputes with China.  The 
South China Sea is one of the most 
vulnerable and high-risk areas in the 
world because of the combination of 
strategic risks (such as military escalation 
and worries about global energy security) 
and environmental hazards (such as 
pollution and habitat degradation). 
 

Conclusion
There are many strategic and 
environmental hazards associated with 
the South China Sea’s hydrocarbon 
exploration and resource extraction 
operations.  Significant energy resources 
in the area have fueled fierce rivalry 
between claimant states, and the rich 
marine biodiversity that supports millions 
of people in the area is in danger due to 
the environmental effects of extraction 
operations.  With the possibility of a 
military war, disruptions to the world’s 
energy supplies, and the involvement 
of other countries like China and the 
United States, the geopolitical stakes are 
considerably higher.  In order to mitigate 
these hazards, diplomatic collaboration, 
respect for international law, and a 
dedication to environmental preservation 
and amicable dispute settlement are all 
necessary.  The South China Sea will 
continue to be a place where geopolitical 
and environmental issues are intricately 
linked, with repercussions that go far 
beyond its boundaries, until a long-term, 
mutually acceptable solution is found.
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Recommendations
Increased Diplomatic Engagement 
and Multilateral Discussion: Only 
diplomacy can settle the current territorial 
disputes over South China Sea regions 
rich in hydrocarbons.  Under the aegis of 
regional organizations like the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization (SCO), 
the East Asia Summit (EAS), and the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), the claimant governments 
must participate in multilateral 
discussions.  These platforms give states 
a place to prioritize cooperative resource 
management, defuse military tensions 
in the area, and negotiate a peaceful 
settlement to conflicting claims over 
energy resources.

Observance of UNCLOS and 
International Law: The parties must 
restate their dedication to UNCLOS as 
the main legal framework for settling 
maritime disputes.  The necessity of 
constant commitment to international 
law is shown by China’s rejection of 
the Permanent Court of Arbitration’s 
(PCA) 2016 decision declaring its Nine-
Dash Line claim to be illegal.  A legally 
binding agreement that recognizes and 
upholds each claimant state’s rights 
under UNCLOS, especially with regard 
to exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and 
the continental shelf, should be the goal 
of all parties.

Encouragement of collaborative 
Resource Development Initiatives: 
Countries in the region should look into 
the feasibility of collaborative resource 
development agreements in order to 
ease tensions surrounding hydrocarbon 
exploration.  Other parts of the South 
China Sea could see the extension of 
cooperative initiatives, like the one 
between China and Vietnam in the 
Gulf of Tonkin.  Joint ventures would 
reduce the likelihood of violence while 
enabling nations to split the financial 
gains from resource extraction.  To 
guarantee the sustainable management 
of common resources, these programs 
must incorporate stringent environmental 
protection measures.

Environmental Protection and 
Sustainable Resource Management: 
The environmental hazards connected 
to hydrocarbon exploration need to be 
addressed with a coordinated effort.  
It is necessary to establish a regional 
framework for environmental preservation 
that includes strict protections for coastal 
ecosystems, marine biodiversity, and 
coral reefs.  International agencies 
like the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) should supervise 
the enforcement of multilateral 
agreements on undertaking ecologically 
responsible exploration.  Furthermore, 
the negative environmental effects of 
offshore drilling can be lessened by 
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implementing ecologically friendly 
exploration techniques and greener 
energy technology.

De-escalation and Confidence-
Building Strategies for the Military:  
The likelihood of a military clash has 
increased dramatically as a result of 
the militarization of the South China 
Sea, especially China’s establishment 
of artificial islands and military bases.  
Confidence-building measures (CBMs) 
should be given priority by claimant 
states in order to lessen the possibility of 
unintentional conflicts.  To guarantee that 
armed forces conduct their operations in 
an open and non-provocative manner, 
these could include the creation of hotlines 
between military leaders, agreements on 
buffer or no-fire zones, and cooperative 
marine patrols.  To prevent the buildup 
of military tensions in the SCS, external 
countries such as the United States 
should also have positive conversations 
with China and other regional actors.

Enhancing International Collaboration 
on Energy Security: Regional 
collaboration on energy security needs to 
be enhanced, especially considering the 
South China Sea’s global importance for 
energy transit.  To guarantee the safe and 
secure transit of energy supplies across 
the SCS, governments with regional 
interests, like South Korea, Australia, and 
Japan, should cooperate with Southeast 
Asian countries.  In order to lessen 

reliance on the resources of the South 
China Sea and lessen the likelihood of 
conflict over access to hydrocarbons, 
energy diversification measures should 
also be encouraged.

Encouragement of Dispute Settlement 
Techniques:  Managing the intricate and 
dynamic disputes in the South China Sea 
requires the establishment of established 
conflict resolution procedures.  
Contentious issues pertaining to resource 
extraction, military presence, and 
sovereignty may be resolved with the 
aid of neutral international organizations 
and mechanisms like third-party 
mediation.  Furthermore, the application 
of diplomatic instruments like conflict 
management workshops and track-
two diplomacy may improve trust and 
understanding between rival claims.

Regional Security Frameworks: 
To address the geopolitical and 
environmental threats in the South China 
Sea, a more comprehensive regional 
security framework is to be sought.  
Together with other Indo-Pacific nations, 
ASEAN could take the lead in advancing 
a rules-based system for maritime security 
that would guarantee the prudent use 
of common resources and the amicable 
settlement of conflicts.  The South China 
Sea wouldn’t become a spark for a larger 
world conflict if regional security were 
approached cooperatively.
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