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otherwise virtually inhabitable.  Imagery shows airbases and other military operations are

present, which have caused concern to surrounding nations and the United States. The military

element demonstrates that China can protect these claims with force, a clear flex of power to

surrounding countries. China also claims that the surveillance conducted to obtain these images

is unethical, as they see it as an infringement of their territory. However, under UNCLOS Article

39, states have the right of innocent passage, which includes both ship and aircraft transit

(UNCLOS). Thus, surrounding nations are within their right to navigate in these areas.

Figure Two: Shows Artificial Island Development Over Time

Image Source: CNES 2014, Distribution Airbus DS / IHS: 1570074

From an international law perspective, China's claims violate multiple agreements and

treaties. UNCLOS states that “artificial islands, installations, and structures do not possess the

status of islands” (Singh & Yam). Thus, the agreement that China ratified does not meet their

current actions in the South China Sea. This demonstrates that they are rejecting the agreement

and are not seeking the international community's approval. By building bases, they are daring
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surrounding nations to question their claims and show no sign of standing down. Neighboring

countries have picked up on China's actions and have resorted to international tribunals to rule on

their actions’ legality. These countries have no choice but to engage through international law, as

China is the largest regional power. If they chose to engage with China's military, they would be

trumped by the world’s largest navy. In 2009, China submitted two claims to the UN

Secretary-General stating, “China has indisputable sovereignty over the islands in the South

China Sea and the adjacent waters and enjoys sovereign rights and jurisdiction over the relevant

waters as well as the seabed and subsoil thereof” (Dupuy & Dupuy, 124-125). This reassertion of

the original nine-dash line claim illustrates that China's intentions extend not only to control the

water but also the valuable resources that lie below the sea's surface. China views their actions as

justified, as they are within their region and are expanding their interests based on their need.

2016 Philippines vs. China Tribunal Case:

The 2016 Philippines vs. China Tribunal Case is paramount for addressing surrounding

countries' sentiments and how an international body views China's recent actions. The

Philippines, along with several other countries, viewed China's moves since 2009 as a threat to

stability in the region; and saw evident violations of international law. The proximity of the

islands China is claiming is of great concern to the Philippines and Vietnam. The Spratly Islands

are around 22 miles from the Philippine occupied Kota Island. From mainland Philippines, the

Spratly Islands are just under 430 miles away, posing a significant security threat should China

have full control. Smaller nations often rely on international law to fight back against more

powerful countries, as they usually won't risk engaging militarily.


