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[t was no surprise that the Chinese participants,  on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea
led by Chen Shigiu, a retired ambassador, declined  (DoC). Althoupgh the Do was signed in 2002 and

By BARRY WAIN

The next best thing

A high-powered forum on the South China
Sea in the Philippines this week might not have
solved the complex soversignty and jurisdice
fional disputes that make it one of the most
intractable security problems in East Asia. But
it elid the next best thing,

It provided the setting for specialists from
countries with claims in the South China Sea,
a5 well as other regional stakehaolders and ma-
jor users, o examine the issue thoroughly and
search for wavs to not only ensure the peace but
also to cooperate for mutual benefit
. The forum was organized by the Carlos It

. Romulo Foundation for Peace and Development
“in collaboration witk the Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies in Singapore, It was held at the
Manila Polo Club, Makati City, on Sunday and
_Monday, '
"~ Asatrack 2 gathering, it enabled participants,
including government officials and others em-
'Fr]n!.-'Ed by government-linked bodies, to speak
reely as individuals without representing their
:'Iem.p OyErs,
Amaong the speakers were some of the best
" known international experts on the South
'China Sea: Dr. Mark Valencia, an independent
L maritime policy analyst based in Honolulu; D

Hasjim D[jn‘Llﬂl. a Special Advisor o Indomesia‘s
Mlinister for Maritime Afairs and Fisheries: and
Eodolfo C. Severino, Head of the ASEAMN Stud-
ies Centre al Singapore’s Institute of Southeast
Asiar Studies.

The conference took place against a back-
round of recent incidents, especially between
hina and two Sowtheast Asian ¢laimants,

Vietnam and the Philippines. Those incidents
have taken the form of confrontations at sea,
the intimidation of major oil companies working
in the area, threats of international legal action,
protests and counter-protests and intemperate
diplomatic exchanges.

One issue that surfaced early and repeatedly
in discussions was a familiar one - the extent and
meaning of China's claims, The Chinese govern-
ment’s reluctance to explain the nine-dash line on
its maps, encompassing almaost the entire South
China Sea, worries nod only other daimants but
users who are concernid about freedom of navi-
gation.

M. Severino told the foram that the four South-
cast Asian claimants - Vietnam, the Philippines,
Malaysia and Brune —have clarified their claims.
But China and Taiwan, whose claims are similar
if not identical, have not.

numerous invitations to explain the meaning of
the line and clarify China's claims.

Some speakers who sympathized with China's

it odffered a benign mterpretation. They said

“hina mmight not be ready to explain the nine-dash

line becawse Chinese authorities themselves have
et reachisd a consensus on its meaning,

Cithers took heart that Beljing had recently said
China claims all the territories inside the U-shaped
line and “adjacent waters”, indicating it was not
laying historic claim to most of the waters of the
South China Sea,

5till, skeptics pointed that there was no defini-
tiom of “adjacent walers”™ fortheoming, and that
the lack of clarity made it hard, if not impossible
to proceed with the appealing idea of joint de-
velopment,

The Chinese participants reiterated Be:|:‘n|f::1
|i'ﬂ'|,|:‘,_-h£|-|:| policy. ghuat ding the resclution of the
soversignty disputes the daimants should set aside
thedr dlaims and ointly exploit the resources, notably
hyvdrocarbon deposits and fisheries

Hut other participants declared joint develop-
ment a non-starter while China remained am-
biguous about the nine-dash line. As one speaker
declared, “Thee first question with joint develop-
ment is whene it will take place, and until we know
what areas are disputed, it can’t get passed that
starting point™.

Anintormal comsensus emerged that the best way
forward lay with the ASEAN-China Declaration

was never implementad, the agreement bebeeen
the tweo sides this [uly on implementation guide-
lines offers fresh hope,

ASEAN aims to upgrade the Dol into a
legally binding Code of Conduct, which might
provide a framewark for managing potential
conflicts in the South China Sea,

China has suggested that the two sides en-
age first in joint functional activities and con-
idence building measures. Beijing has proposed

a full agenda, consisting of marime scientific
research and environmental protection, naviga-
tiom safety and search and mescue, and combating
transnational crime at sea

A participant from a claimant countey fold the
forum that the agreement pn the DoC guidelines
*ﬂendﬁastmﬁgﬁi@atm the outside world” that
ASEAN aml China can manage the challenges
in the South China Sea,

Urging the two sides to get moving on coop-
erative activity, he said, “1t's time fo stop arguing
and skart cooperating”,
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