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Who Owns the Sea?
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EAST CHINA SEA

focus of this conflict 
is a small group of 
islands.

In the East China Sea, there is territory 
claimed by both China and Japan.  A
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This area has oil and gas underwater.  
Both countries want that oil and gas. 
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SOUTH CHINA SEA

But other nations also 
claim parts of that sea.

China 
claims the 
entire
South 
China Sea. 
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As in the East China Sea, these countries in 
the South China Sea are all after the oil and 

gas under the area’s shallow ocean floor.

Oil / Gas fields
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For example. . .

/

Vietnam and China 
both claim this area 
where China built 
oil rig Nanhai No. 9
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The rig is guarded by Chinese 
military ships.
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China doesn’t want Vietnam’s Coast Guard 
ships poking around the area, and China lets 

them know!  
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The Chinese government also claims areas 
where Vietnamese fishermen have fished for 

centuries. 
A Vietnamese fisherman took 
cell phone video of this 
Chinese Coast Guard ship 
ramming his fishing boat off 
the coast of Vietnam.

As you might imagine, the 
Vietnamese get a bit ticked 

off about this.
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Countries try 
different ways 
to claim some 

of the 250
atolls, reefs, 

and tiny 
islands in the 

area.
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This reef is claimed by the Philippines. It is a few 
a few feet below the ocean, but easy to see.
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Almost 20 years ago, a military ship from the 
Philippines “beached” an old ship there in 
order to protect it.  There are always 5-10 

soldiers stationed there.
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China and Vietnam have both 
“reclaimed land from the sea”.
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This is one of almost 30 area reefs Vietnam claims.  The have developed only two of them.



This means 
“building 
islands” on area 
reefs.  Most of 
these are built 
by China.  
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This is done using huge ships that scrape 
up coral from the shallow ocean floor and 

pile it up onto the reef.  
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This creates tiny islands that depend on 
renewable energy (wind, solar).  They must 

have pretty much everything – including food 
and water – delivered to them regularly.
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In February 2016, China even put land-to-
air missiles on Woody Island in the South 
China Sea.  This is especially strange since 
China doesn’t legally own the tiny island.
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China is much bigger and more powerful
than the other countries, so that 

government seems to do whatever it 
wants to do.
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Chinese ships patrol the South China Sea.  
Their ships have rammed and sunk fishing 
boats from Vietnam and the Philippines. 

Many countries worry that war may break 
out with China over conflicting territory 

claims. 22



But there’s something else happening that 
many ignore.  

Coral reefs (that 
should look like this)

are killed when ships 
dig up the seafloor 

to build islands.
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Corals are invertebrate animals, They 
cannot just re-grow after they die.
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So, let’s review:

1. China is in conflict with many of 
its neighbors. It is about territory 

claims and the oil and gas resources 
under the sea.
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1. China is in conflict with many of 
its neighbors. It is about territory 

claims and the oil and gas resources 
under the sea.

2. Countries around the world worry 
that the conflict will get worse, 

possibly turn into war.
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1. China is in conflict with many of its 
neighbors. It is about territory claims 
and the oil and gas resources under 

the sea.
2. Countries around the world worry 

that it will get ugly (or uglier), and 
possibly turn into war.

3. The shallow ocean reefs are 
destroyed as countries kill the coral

and stack it up to form islands.
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Your assignment:

Read the summaries of China’s position 
and the US’s position on the South China 
Sea conflict.  Then write a 1-paragraph 
opinion on how you think US leaders 

should respond to the conflict.
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Contact

Janet Hall
OKAGE Teacher Consultant

Bethany, Oklahoma
jhall@bps.k12.ok.us
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