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China’s Approach to the Settlement of International

Maritime Disputes
Liv Heng

Abstract: By signing the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1982 and ratifying the
Convention in 1996, China thus accepted the dispute settlement mechanism of the Convention. By the
1990s, with the most of China’s land boundaries having been delimited and demarcated, maritime disputes
between China and its sea neighbors have become the main types of disputes which China faces. Adhering
to the basis of the principle of consent, the priority of negotiation and consultation and the use of the third-
party procedures on the premise of state consent are the basic features of China’s policy and practice on the
peaceful settlement of international disputes. This approach is also clearly reflected in settling disputes
concerning territorial sovereignty of islands, maritime delimitation and so on by China. China is committed
to determining the maritime limits with its neighbors by negotiation and consultation, and to “ pursuing
joint development while shelving disputes” before the final settlement. In this regard, China has both the
successful practice of the maritime delimitation in the Beibu Bay by negotiation and consultation with
Vietnam, and unpleasant experience of the South China Sea Arbitration initiated by the Philippines. In
recent years, China has once again emphasized the great importance of the principle of consent, and that
the Convention is not the sole legal basis for the settlement of maritime disputes. China’s policy and
practice on the settlement of international maritime disputes enrich the state practice on the settlement of
the disputes related to the Convention, contribute to the peaceful settlement of maritime disputes. At the
same time, China is also facing some practical difficulties.

Keywords: Settlement of International Dispute, Maritime Disputes, UNCLOS, State Consent,

Compulsory Dispute Settlement Procedure, Negotiation and Consultation, South China Sea Arbitration
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