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Overview on the |ssue

The territorial issue in the South China Sea,
including the claim of sovereignty on the Spratly and
Paracel Islands, has long attracted attention of not
only scholars but also practitioners on security in
East Asia. In the 1980s, China's aggressiveness
about territorial claim of the South China Sea,
exemplified in its occupation of some of the Spratly
Islands, and an ensuing military conflict with
Vietnam in 1988, provoked great concern among
regional countries, especially some ASEAN
members as claimants of territory in the area.
Afterwards, mainly thanks to concerted efforts by
ASEAN, the tension concerning the issue eased and
came to be partly managed, resulting in the 2002
conclusion between ASEAN and China of the
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South
China Sea. Although the declaration by nature was
not legally binding, it clearly demonstrated a will
among the parties concerned to resolve the
territorial disputes by peaceful means, and it has
been expected that ASEAN and China would be able
to further develop the talks, as far as to upgrade the
declaration to a legally binding code of conduct. In
fact, the 11th ASEAN-China Summit in November
2007 reconfirmed their determination to eventually
adopt the code of conduct.?

However, recently China has been re—activating
military operations like reinforced patrols and
exercises in the South China Sea, combined with
rapid and large—scale buildup of its naval capability,
including increasing the number of submarines and
submarine bases, and

frigates, constructing
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acquiring aircraft carriers. In March 2009, a US Navy
ship, which was conducting surveillance operations
within China’s EEZ of the South China Sea, was
confronted by Chinese vessels. Also in the same
month, China deployed Yuzheng 371, a large vessel
for fishery patrol converted from a warship, in the
sea. This activeness of the Chinese military has
been raising renewed concern among the claimants,
Vietnam in particular. In June 2009, more than thirty
Vietnamese fishermen working around the Paracels
were captured by the Chinese Navy. Also in August,
China seized again a Vietnamese trawler and
arrested fishermen in the same area. Vietnam, which
had attentively abstained from associating China

with security, is now showing its concern more

clearly.’

Vietnam' s Modest Reaction to Ch

The Vietnamese government has issued so far two
types of formal discourse on the South China Sea:
one is to firmly emphasize Vietnam’'s legitimate
sovereignty over the entire Spratly and Paracel
Islands, with adequate historical background;
officially, Vietnam has never shown willingness to
compromise.® The other is, although the sovereignty
itself can never be relinquished, to continue to seek
a solution to the issue in a peaceful manner.
Regarding Vietnam’ s complex attitude toward China
and the South China Sea, description in the third
and newest defense white paper, issued in
November 2009 by the Ministry of Defense of
Vietnam, should be noted; as a regional security
outlook, it clarifies that territorial disputes have
complicated in Southeast Asia,

become more



particularly in the South China Sea.* At the same
time however, the white paper emphasizes the
efforts which have been made to solve the issue
alleviate the tension

peacefully, or at least

stemming from the issue. Moreover, it also
underscores Vietnam’ s readiness to further talks
Vietnhamese defense

for the solution.® The

authorities seem to be carefully avoiding the

situation where Vietnam’s vigilant perception
toward China with regard to the South China Sea be
underlined too strongly. Vietnam has to balance a
cooperative relationship with China against the
long—held vigilance on Chinese territorial ambition in
the South China Sea; Vietnamese media, naturally
under the control of state in a socialist country,
tend to focus on the developments in talks with
Chinese counterparts concerning the ultimate
solution about the territorial issues. In fact, the
issue on the land border between Vietnam and China
has been completely settled; in November 2009, the
two countries finally concluded three documents on

border demarcation and control.®

Further Actions from the Vietnamese S

Facing a potential challenge on the South China Sea,
how is Vietnam expected to deal with it? The
current strategic environment surrounding Vietnam
will just provide the country with limited policy
options: it would not be feasible for Vietnam to
pursue a reinforced military partnership with other
powers, like the US, Japan, India or Russia, in order
to balance against China’s expanding power.
Vietnam actually rules out the choice to enter a
military alliance with the external powers.” In the
end, as Ralf Emmers correctly points out, Vietnam,
and perhaps other claimants on the South China Sea,
will have to seek some solution through ASEAN as a
collective diplomatic body, although the path for
solution, with the uncertainty of China’s future
intention, is still unclear.® One of the appropriate
choices would be to continue talks with China in the
ASEAN-China

framework of dialogue. In a

foreseeable future, Vietnam, with its efforts to

strengthen multi—-dimensional diplomacy, will pursue
a peaceful resolution. This policy might become a
viable solution as long as China needs a peaceful
and stable environment for further economic
development, it therefore can find interest in a
peaceful solution of the issue. Certainly, China is a
crucial factor to determine the issue, regardless of
concern arising from the neighbors. For Vietnam,
there is just a narrow path to a solution, but it will
have to continue to enhance the certainty to arrive

at an optimal point for the claimants.

optimal point for the claimants.
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