
Alliance Decision-Making in the South China
Sea: A Critical Assessment of Cooperative
Structures and Strategies
The South China Sea has emerged as a focal point of international tension
and strategic competition, with multiple countries laying claim to its
contested waters and islands. Amidst this complex geopolitical landscape,
alliances and cooperative arrangements have played a significant role in
shaping decision-making among regional actors. This article aims to
provide a comprehensive analysis of alliance decision-making in the South
China Sea, examining the cooperative structures and strategies employed
by regional actors to manage territorial disputes and maintain stability.
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Several cooperative structures have been established in the South China
Sea region to facilitate dialogue, consultation, and cooperation among
member states. These structures include:

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN): ASEAN is a
regional organization comprising 10 Southeast Asian countries,
including several with claims in the South China Sea. ASEAN has
played a central role in promoting dialogue and cooperation on
maritime issues, including through the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF).

South China Sea Joint Development Zone (SCSJDZ): The SCSJDZ
is a cooperative arrangement between China and the ASEAN member
states of Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Vietnam. It
aims to promote joint exploration and development of natural
resources within the disputed waters of the South China Sea.

Code of Conduct for the South China Sea (COC): The COC is a
non-binding agreement between China and ASEAN that aims to
establish guidelines for responsible behavior and conflict management
in the South China Sea. It has been under negotiation for several
years, with the goal of creating a legally binding framework for regional
cooperation.

Alliance Strategies in the South China Sea

In addition to cooperative structures, alliances and partnerships have also
been instrumental in shaping decision-making in the South China Sea.
These include:

United States-Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT): The MDT
is a bilateral treaty between the United States and the Philippines that



commits the United States to defend the Philippines from external
aggression. It has been interpreted as applying to the South China
Sea, where the United States has conducted freedom of navigation
operations and supported Philippine territorial claims.

Japan-United States Security Treaty: The Japan-United States
Security Treaty is a bilateral treaty that provides for the mutual defense
of Japan and the United States. It has been invoked in response to
Chinese military activities in the East China Sea, and has implications
for the broader security of the South China Sea region.

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad): The Quad is an informal
strategic dialogue between the United States, Japan, India, and
Australia. It has been seen as a counterbalance to China's growing
influence in the Indo-Pacific region, and has held discussions on
maritime security in the South China Sea.

Challenges and Opportunities for Alliance Decision-Making

Alliance decision-making in the South China Sea faces a number of
challenges, including:

Differing national interests: Member states of alliances often have
different priorities and interests in the South China Sea, which can
complicate decision-making and lead to disagreements.

Chinese pressure: China has been actively seeking to undermine
alliances and cooperative structures in the South China Sea, and has
exerted pressure on member states to align with its interests.

Lack of enforcement mechanisms: Many cooperative agreements
and alliances in the South China Sea lack clear enforcement



mechanisms, which can make them difficult to implement and sustain.

Despite these challenges, alliances and cooperative structures continue to
provide opportunities for regional actors to manage disputes and cooperate
on common interests. These include:

Increased dialogue and communication: Cooperative structures
facilitate dialogue and communication among member states, which
can help to build trust and understanding.

Joint exercises and training: Alliances allow for joint exercises and
training, which can improve interoperability and coordination among
member states' militaries.

Diplomatic support: Alliances provide diplomatic support to member
states, which can help to deter aggression and resolve disputes
peacefully.

Alliance decision-making in the South China Sea is a complex and evolving
process, influenced by a range of factors including cooperative structures,
alliance strategies, and regional geopolitical dynamics. While challenges
remain, alliances and cooperative arrangements continue to play a crucial
role in shaping decision-making and maintaining stability in the region.
Effective coordination and cooperation among regional actors will be
essential for managing territorial disputes, upholding international law, and
promoting a peaceful and prosperous South China Sea.
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