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GLOBAL VOICES 
 
Global Voices was established in February 2011 as a non-profit private company limited by 
guarantee through a grant from the British Council. We are now funded through partnerships with 
Australia’s leading universities, the corporate & philanthropic communities and Government. 

We are based in Melbourne, with seven part-time team members all aged under-25. Our board of 
directors is chaired by The Honourable Peter Lindsay, a former Parliamentary Secretary for Defence. 

Global Voices selects, funds, prepares and then coordinates delegations of Australia’s future leaders 
to a variety of major international events. We also run a domestic events program designed to bring 
Australia’s future leaders face-to-face with key international decision makers over a small, intimate 
working meal. 

Our vision is where young Australians have an influence on the world stage. 

Our mission is to create opportunities for young Australians to engage with international policy both 
at home and abroad. 
 

SHANGRI-LA DIALOGUE  
 
The Shangri-La Dialogue is one of the key security forums of the Asia-Pacific and is organised by The 
International Institute for Strategic Studies. Convened annually it brings together Defence Ministers, 
senior government officials and military chiefs from dozens of countries. 

The International Institute for Strategic Studies is a world-leading authority on global security, 
political risk and military conflict. The IISS was founded in the UK in 1958 with a focus on nuclear 
deterrence and arms control. Today, it is also renowned for its annual Military Balance assessment 
of countries’ armed forces and for its high-powered security summits.  

This year key speakers include Nguyen Tan Dung, Prime Minister of Vietnam, Chuck Hagel, 
US Secretary of Defense, and Catherine Ashton, High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy for the European Union. 

NAM NGUYEN 

Midshipman Nam Nguyen, 21, is a Maritime Warfare Officer in the Royal Australian Navy and is 
currently completing a Bachelor of Business at the Australian Defence Force Academy. He is a 
previous winner of the Australian Naval Institute Annual Essay Competition and is a member of the 
Kokoda Foundation’s Future Strategic Leaders Program. 

The views expressed in this paper are those of the author. They do not represent assessments made 
by the Department of Defence or the Australian Government. 
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Abstract 
 
Australia’s economic prosperity is reliant on seaborne trade and is inextricably linked to freedom of 
the seas in key ‘choke points’ in South East Asia. The dispute over maritime borders in the South 
China Sea has a destabilising effect on maritime trade flows that transit the area. Australia needs to 
take a more active role in ensuring peace and stability over the dispute, particularly due to the 
potential for adverse effects on Australia’s economic and resource security. The Australian Defence 
Force is well positioned to contribute to reducing tensions amongst key actors in the region by 
having a greater presence in the region. It can also contribute to bringing together claimant states to 
cooperate on issues of international responsibility. 

Recommendations 
 
It is important to consider the following recommendations as strategies for preventing armed 
conflict and building trust. While it is difficult to propose a policy solution for resolving the South 
China Sea Territorial Dispute, there are a number of practical measures that could be taken in 
building confidence and preventing conflict in the region. Whilst some of these recommendations 
are not necessarily ‘new’ in the South China Sea debate, greater emphasis or renewed delivery of 
the following recommendations is needed. 
 
It is recommended that Australia should: 
 

1. Continue to engage South East Asian states in bilateral and multilateral military 
engagements; 

2. Increase engagement with Chinese military forces in exercises and bilateral 
security dialogues; 

3. Enhance diplomatic engagement with China to encourage greater participation 
in multinational exercises and operations.  

4. Pursue a strategy of ‘quiet diplomacy’ through benign forms of military 
engagements, such as through greater levels of port visits and humanitarian aid 
and disaster relief operations; 

5. Encourage, or even host, multinational exercises between claimant states that 
concentrate on security operations war fighting skills; and 

6. Engage claimant states’ domestic law enforcement agencies to cooperate on 
international responsibilities and protecting global commons. Joint patrolling 
against piracy and maritime search and rescue are two areas that can be 
conducted to generate cooperation.  

Introduction 
 
The South China Sea maritime boundary dispute is of increasing concern for the Association of South 
East Asian Nations (ASEAN) and other states within the South East Asia region. Not only is there an 
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issue of sovereignty for claimant states, but the purported wealth of natural resources complicates 
the issue when trying to find a resolution. Moreover, use of the South China Sea as a route for 
maritime trade ensures a level of prosperity and any form of conflict or tension detracts from 
delivering this.  
 
Whilst confidence-building measures (CBM) have been implemented, through signing the 
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties to the South China Sea (DOC) in 2002, China’s increasing 
assertiveness over territorial claims is creating a pattern that suggests that a more practical solution 
is needed. Even though diplomatic efforts have resulted in a few agreements, there have been 
continued cases of reported clashes and arrests by one state against another. This poses a potential 
risk to freedom of the seas and, on a higher level, the risk of lethal force. Even though recent 
hostilities have generally involved commercial actors and civil maritime law enforcement, the need 
for navies to cooperate is essential in building stronger diplomatic relations.   
 
Australia has an interest in ensuring that conflict does not develop in South East Asia, both from a 
maritime trade perspective as well as a principle-based motivation for ensuring freedom of the seas. 
Australia’s current energy needs, particularly in liquid fuels, are primarily addressed through 
petroleum products that transit the South China Sea and through the port of Singapore. Over 51% of 
Australia’s imported petroleum products come from Singapore through the South China Sea and any 
disruption due to conflict in the region would significantly impact trade and shipping.1 Furthermore, 
as a Dialogue Partner with ASEAN, Australia has a vested interested in ensuring stability across the 
region and positive relations between member states.  
 
This paper will explore the context around the South China Sea dispute. It will also assess Australia’s 
current contributions to ensure security in the South East Asia, as well as practical methods of 
engaging the key claimant states to prevent armed conflict. This will be examined under the auspices 
of the 2013 Defence White Paper, which calls for greater regional engagement. However, any 
recommendations must take into account the cultural considerations of Chinese views on the South 
China Sea.  

Background 
 
The conflict over the South China Sea has become one of the most important geopolitical issues in 
recent times, with immediate and long-term consequences for global security and economy. It has 
arisen as a result of competing claims for the area made by various countries that are contiguous to 
the Sea. Currently, the following countries: China, Taiwan, Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia and 
Brunei all lay claim to some part of the islands within the broad area of the South China Sea – 
namely, the Spratly Islands, the Pratas Islands, the Macclesfield Bank, and the Paracel Islands. All 
these countries assert that the islands to which they lay claim fall within their exclusive economic 
zone (EEZ), as defined by the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1982. A states’ 
extended EEZ from claiming archipelagos is significant in that it has special rights over the 
exploration and use of marine resources, ranging from marine life to energy production.  
 
The economic and strategic significance of the South China Sea is owed to the following three 
factors: it has a high level of biodiversity and abundant marine resources which fuel fishing 

                                                 
1
 J. Blackburn, ‘Australia’s Liquid Fuel Security’, A Report for NRMA Motoring and Services’, 28 February 2013.  

 
 



 
Calming the Dragons: Territorial disputes and Australian maritime contributions to conflict prevention 

Global Voices Shangri-La Dialogue Australian Youth Delegation 
Nam Nguyen (Royal Australian Navy) 

 

 
Page 4 

 

  

industries; its geographical location puts it astride the busiest sea-route in the world, linking 
Northeast Asia to the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf through the Straits of Malacca; and, lastly, it 
is believed to contain vast oil and gas reserves under the seabed and on the islands.2 By asserting 
sovereignty to parts or all of the Sea, each country aims to secure the legal rights to exclusive 
exploitation of the seabed and waters.  
 
Attempts have been made to implement regional frameworks and CBMs to resolve the dispute or to 
provide some level of governing dynamics to the way security forces act. One of these is the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF), which was established in 1993 to: 
 

  Foster constructive dialogue and consultation on political and security issues of 
common interest and concern; and 

 

 Make significant contributions to efforts towards confidence-building and 
preventive diplomacy in the Asia-Pacific region.3 

 
China was not particularly supportive of the ARF idea when it was first proposed in the early 1990s, 
citing reasons that the Forum would become a highly systematic security organisation that would 
become involved in regional conflicts on its own initiative.4 The main concern was that the ARF 
would legitimise interference with the internal affairs of other states. However, it was further 
interpreted by analysts that the Chinese reasons for not being supportive of the ARF was that it did 
not want the South China Sea disputes to be part of ARF discussions, nor did they want a multilateral 
agreement that could constrain Chinese foreign policy.5  
 
Another CBM implemented to reduce tensions was the signing of the Declaration on the Conduct of 
Parties (DOC) in the South China Sea in November 2002. The parties involved committed to ‘resolve 
territorial and jurisdictional disputes by peaceful means, without resorting to the threat or use of 
force’ and ‘to exercise self-restraint in the conduct of activities that would complicate or escalate 
disputes and affect peace and stability’.6 This was viewed at the time to be a positive change from 
the Chinese because they had previously insisted that any issues related to the South China Sea 
dispute were to be handled only on a bilateral basis and states that were not party to the disputed 
should not be involved.7 Recent actions by several Chinese maritime agencies, such as arresting 
fishermen from other claimant states for fishing in ‘Chinese waters’, suggest that hostile actions are 
undermining the DOC. As a result there have been calls for a more restrictive Code of Conduct (COC) 
to govern how forces conduct activities.8 

                                                 
2
 US Energy Information Administration, ‘South China Sea’, accessed 14 May 2012, 

<http://www.eia.gov/countries/regions-topics.cfm?fips=SCS> 
3
 ASEAN Regional Forum, accessed 20 Apr 13, <http://aseanregionalforum.asean.org/about.html> 

4
 B. Gill, Rising Star: China’s New Security Diplomacy, Brookings Institution Press, Washington D.C., 2010, p. 30 

5
 Ibid, p. 32 

6
 ASEANWEB – Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea, accessed 29 April 13, 

<www.aseansec.org/13163.htm> 
7
 C.A. Thayer, ‘ASEAN’s Code of Conduct in the South China Sea: A Litmus Test for Community-Building?’, Japan 

Focus, 28 April 2013, pp. 1-20.   
8
 Y. Lalisang, ‘ASEAN’s procrastination in the South China Sea’, The Jakarta Post, 30 Apr 13, 

<http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2013/04/30/asean-s-procrastination-south-china-sea.html> 
 

http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2013/04/30/asean-s-procrastination-south-china-sea.html
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Setting the Scene for Cooperation 
 
Border disputes in South East Asia are not limited to the territorial claims in the South China Sea; 
there have been numerous examples of cooperation in patrolling joint boundaries as well as 
reaching agreements on boundary delimitations. Moreover, recent cases of Chinese cooperation in 
the maritime domain demonstrate the ability for the People’s Liberation Army-Navy (PLA-N) to 
operate in a combined effort with coalition navies. Both dimensions serve as a catalyst for future 
cooperation and provide a clear example of how to model peaceful resolutions and meaningful 
cooperation in the South China Sea.  
 
The Sino-Vietnamese diplomatic relationship has yielded successful resolution to boundary disputes 
in the past. In the Gulf of Tonkin, both parties were able to reach an agreement over the disputed 
maritime boundary and decided on a 50-50 boundary demarcation.9 Similarly, both China and 
Vietnam were able to reach a similar agreement along their land border. This sets a precedent in 
resolving territorial disputes and it proves that the diplomatic process in resolving disputes through 
high-level talks can be achieved. However, future attempts at finding an internationally viable 
solution here are made difficult by virtue of the fact that multiple states are claimants to the same 
maritime boundary.  
 
With the South China Sea dispute ongoing, it is ironic that the PLA-N’s first overseas mission is one 
that is concerned with maritime security and maintaining freedom of the seas. The Chinese 
deployment to the Gulf of Aden to combat piracy and protect merchant shipping is taken to be a 
great opportunity to demonstrate willingness in China’s foreign policy in contribution to cooperative 
security.10 Cooperative security refers to a multilateral security arrangement that is inclusive and 
creates habits of dialogue and cooperation. It does not necessarily involve operating under the 
umbrella of a combined task force. Furthermore, there was a clear acknowledgement about the 
need to protect vital sea lines of communication to ensure a level of economic prosperity, albeit 
originally to only escort Chinese-flagged freighters.11 This deployment and the introduction of 
China’s first hospital ship provide greater scope to engage in non-traditional security in the South 
China Sea.12 This type of strategy could result in an international willingness to accept China as a less 
aggressive actor in the region, thus lowering the risk of escalation to armed conflict.  
 
Whilst these examples set a precedent for future cooperation in the South China Sea, they are by no 
means 100% exportable and applicable to this debate. A recent report from the Lowy Institute 
highlights the challenges of Beijing’s latest forms of defence diplomacy: 
 

Beijing is becoming more comfortable with some kinds of security 
engagement with potential strategic competitors, but – at least when it 
comes to the maritime domain – this focuses on measures remote from or 
indirectly related to the main issues, zones or capabilities of contention 
and concern. These indirect CBMs have only a marginal impact on issues of 

                                                 
9
 International Crisis Group, ‘Stirring up the South China Sea’, Crisis Group Report No. 233, 2012, pp. 29-31.  

10
 D Capie & P. Evans, The Asia-Pacific Security Lexicon, Institute of Southeast 

Asian Studies, Singapore, 2002, pp. 98-107. 
11

 M. Li, “China’s Gulf of Aden Expedition and Maritime Cooperation in East Asia,” China Brief, Vol. 9, No. 1, 12 
January 2009. 
12

 Ibid. 
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trust, stability and crisis management.13 
 
Furthermore, there is a risk that China could redeploy some of its forces to conduct unilateral, non-
traditional security operations in the South China Sea. Even ostensibly benign operations conducted 
unilaterally, such as humanitarian aid and disaster relief, could be interpreted as a signal that Beijing 
is subtly exerting its desire to be the hegemonic power in the region. Although the physical effort of 
such operations would result in a positive outcome for beneficiaries, the distrust that could develop 
from a seemingly ulterior motive could have adverse political ramifications. Indeed, this could 
contribute to further instability and outweigh any physical, positive contributions made by China’s 
operations.  

Defence Diplomacy: A Commonsensical Approach 
 
A binding COC could alleviate some tension in the region, but it is by no means the end of the 
political debate.14 Nor is a binding COC going to be a fool-proof measure to prevent conflict. 
Therefore the need for greater strategic engagement (defence diplomacy) is needed to ensure that 
tensions to do not flare up and result in the loss of life. This form of foreign policy can be taken for 
granted but there are good reasons as to why it can be considered a ‘solution’ to prevent conflict.  
 
International relations experts, Andrew Cottey and Anthony Forster, argue that defence diplomacy is 
on the rise and that it not only prevents conflict, but also assists in building strong networks for 
mutual cooperation.15 Greater capacity for defence diplomacy prevents conflict by encouraging 
greater transparency in defence relations. It assists in changing the mindset of the militaries involved 
and carving away at historical mistrust that could be a catalyst for escalating the use of force. 
Strategic engagement can also serve a political purpose: military cooperation between states can 
send a signal to demonstrate a willingness to avoid armed conflict.  
 
The positive aspect of strategic engagement is that military commanders would be hesitant to resort 
to lethal force when they know personnel on the other side. Yet even this form of diplomacy may 
not actually resolve the maritime boundary dispute. No matter how strong the networks are 
between military personnel from different countries, it will not be able to prevent escalation of 
declared hostilities if that is the political direction by their respective governments. After all, 
militaries exist to provide a state with a means of using force to achieve a political aim and the 
military must prepare for the worst case scenario if armed conflict did develop. 

A Different Perspective on Australia’s Defence Strategy  
 
Australia is currently refocusing its defence strategy to engage the Indo-Pacific region. In broader 
terms it calls for greater participation in maritime domain awareness and cooperation. As the then 
Australian Chief of Navy Admiral, Vice Admiral Shalders, explained the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) 

                                                 
13

 R. Medcalf, R. Henrichs, & J. Jones., Crisis and confidence: Major powers and maritime security in Indo-Pacific 
Asia, Lowy Institute for International Policy, Double Bay, 2011, p. 46. 
14

 I. Storey, ‘Slipping Away? A South China Sea Code of Conduct Elude Diplomatic Efforts’, East and South China 
Seas Bulletin, No. 11, 2013.  
15

 A. Cottey & A. Forster, ‘Chapter 1: Strategic Engagement: Defence Diplomacy as a Means of Conflict 
Prevention’, The Adelphi Papers, Vol. 44, No. 365, pp. 15-30. 
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continues to engage with regional partners to build capacity and to encourage cooperation 
wherever possible.16 Indeed, the current ADF Operation in the South China Sea and Indian Ocean 
(Operation GATEWAY) are ongoing examples of Australia’s foreign policy commitment to engage 
with the region.17 
 
Chris Rahman, an Australian maritime affairs expert, describes the current practice as generally 
benign deployments aimed at bilateral and incremental cooperation.18 Under this model of defence 
diplomacy there is low political risk for Australia as it is largely concerned with building confidence 
among regional partners, particularly because the concept is primarily concerned with peaceful 
employment of military forces for diplomatic purposes. To that end, Australia has sent units to 
participate with the PLA-N and navies of other claimant states for a number of port visits and 
military exercises.19 This, coupled with the fact that Australia has no claim in the South China Sea, 
gives Australia the opportunity to seize the initiative and play a leading role in building trust 
between claimant states, particularly when higher-level diplomacy fails to achieve a resolution.  
 
Recent deployments to Asia by RAN frigates draw attention to the higher level of trust between the 
PLA-N and RAN; both navies have engaged in warlike scenarios and are venturing beyond the scope 
of search and rescue exercises. By working together in these highly complex scenarios, and to an 
extent revealing some of one’s operational model, confidence becomes an intrinsic element in the 
Sino-Australian relationship and helps to underpin further international cooperation. This is because 
a level of predictability and certainty is developed from repeated exposure to how other states’ 
foreign policy goals are manifested.20  
 
Current cooperation has extended beyond the immediate region and both navies have shared 
experience in operating in the Gulf of Aden during counter-piracy missions.21 Through a deeper 
understanding of how one another operate, a stronger sense of trust can be developed. This follows 
the mantra that friends are less likely to fight.22 Thus, a greater level of trust is developed between 
the two states, albeit at the operational level between militaries. This does not limit the scope for 
future cooperation; in fact it opens up the many pathways for cooperation that Australia’s military 
has with other states in the region. 
 
In spite of the diplomatic tension that ensued after the 2009 Defence White Paper was released, 
Australia and China were able to maintain a positive outlook in engaging militarily. With Australia’s 
ongoing contributions to regional security there could be potential for large-scale multinational 
cooperation in the region. Even small-level operations, such as week-long search and rescue 

                                                 
16

 R.E. Shalders, ‘The Commanders Respond’, US Naval Institute, Proceedings, March 2006, pp. 34-35. 
17

 Op GATEWAY currently involves a number of ADF units in maritime surveillance and naval deployments.  
18

 C. Rahman, The Global maritime partnership Initiative: Implications for the Royal Australian Navy, Sea Power 
Centre – Australia, Canberra, 2008, pp. 53-56. 
19

 Department of Defence, ‘Australian Navy joins China for maritime exercise’, Media Release, 17 May 12, 
<http://news.defence.gov.au/2012/05/17/australian-navy-joins-china-for-maritime-exercise/> 
20

 J. Whibley, ‘Trust in International Cooperation: International Security Institutions, Domestic Politics and 
American Multilateralis’, Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 34, No. 1, 2013, pp. 251-254.  
21

 Royal Australian Navy, ‘Chinese Navy and Royal Australian Navy share counter piracy lessons’, Media 
Release, 20 Dec 12, <http://www.navy.gov.au/news/chinese-navy-and-royal-australian-navy-share-counter-
piracy-lessons> 
22

 J.Brown & R. Medcalf, ‘Plenty of decisions to be made and a bit of vision would help’, The Sydney Morning 
Herald, 3 May 12, < http://www.smh.com.au/opinion/politics/plenty-of-decisions-to-be-made-and-a-bit-of-
vision-would-help-20130502-2ivus.html> 
 

http://www.smh.com.au/opinion/politics/plenty-of-decisions-to-be-made-and-a-bit-of-vision-would-help-20130502-2ivus.html
http://www.smh.com.au/opinion/politics/plenty-of-decisions-to-be-made-and-a-bit-of-vision-would-help-20130502-2ivus.html
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exercises, could generate more trust between navies. Beijing has only recently begun sending its 
forces to multinational exercises but even those deployments occur in regions away from the 
contested waters of South East Asia. What is needed is a revision in how Australia’s foreign policy 
and, as a consequence, its defence strategy is articulated in the region. All of this, however, is 
dependent on where Australia sits in terms of trying to prevent conflict in the region. Moreover, it 
should seek to engage and incentivise China to participate in multinational efforts in the region.  
 
One strategy that can be developed under the broad umbrella of ‘defence diplomacy’ could involve a 
‘mediation’ role. Under that model, Australia could either lead, or encourage key regional states to 
lead, multinational patrols in the South China Sea. The joint maritime patrol in the Gulf of Tonkin 
between China and Vietnam clearly demonstrate the capacity for claimant states to work with 
another in security operations. This strategy is what Michael D. Swaine, an Asia Security analyst, calls 
‘quiet diplomacy’; strong emphasis on close, personal relationships between parties to enhance the 
level of trust and cooperation between them.23 How a partnership or cooperation plan manifests will 
be crucial in determining the maintenance of peace.   

Conclusion 
 
The territorial boundary dispute in the South China Sea is highly complex and has been marred with 
inconsistent precedents by claimant states, particularly China. It is imperative that further measures 
are taken to ensure that trust and stability is enhanced between claimant states. The emphasis 
should be on deeper levels of trust. Regional frameworks and codes of conduct may provide a legal 
basis to govern behaviour but they may not actually address underlying tensions. Otherwise, any 
attempts at a regional framework that attempts to resolve the dispute or prevent conflict would just 
amount to regional instability that is loosely suppressed by codified practices. Australia is positioned 
to be a leader in building regional maritime security in the region. Moreover, it has a genuine 
strategic interest in ensuring that major trade routes do not become embroiled in conflict. Any 
action that affects the free flow of trade by sea will reverberate throughout the region and the 
world, particularly for countries that are so dependent on maritime trade such as Australia.  
  

                                                 
23

 M.D. Swaine, ‘China’s Maritime Disputes in the East and South China Seas’, Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, accessed 23 Apr 13,  http://m.ceip.org/2013/04/04/maritime-disputes-must-be-carefully-
managed/fxjz&lang=en 
 

http://m.ceip.org/2013/04/04/maritime-disputes-must-be-carefully-managed/fxjz&lang=en
http://m.ceip.org/2013/04/04/maritime-disputes-must-be-carefully-managed/fxjz&lang=en
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