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ABSTRACT 
 

This study deals with the management of the border disputes between China and Vietnam and its impact 
on regional stability. The study takes at its starting point the fact that China and Vietnam signed a Land 
Border Treaty on 30 December 1999. Following a background section which traces the importance of 
the borders disputes, during the period 1975-1991, the focus of attention is on developments since the 
normalisation of bilateral relations in late 1991. The evolution has displayed an overall constructive 
approach to the border disputes with continuous bilateral talks at different levels. However, there have 
been periods of tension related to the border disputes particularly those in the South China Sea. It is 
argued that periods of re-occurring tensions have negative implications not only on bilateral relations but, 
also, on regional stability. It is, therefore, of importance that both sides refrain from actions which might 
alter the status quo and cause tension. To achieve such a situation it is suggested that China and Vietnam 
could agree on a "code of conduct", possibly along the lines of those agreed upon by the Philippines and 
China and the Philippines and Vietnam, respectively. Taking into consideration the tension between 
China and the Philippines in the South China Sea in recent years it is argued that “code of conducts” are 
no guarantees that actions and incidents will not cause tension. This is of relevance in the context of the 
Sino-Vietnamese attempts to manage their maritime disputes as well as for ASEAN and China in their 
discussions relating to a possible “code of conduct” for the South China Sea.  
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The Management of the Border Disputes Between China and Vietnam and its Regional 
Implications*  

Assoc. Prof. Rames Amer 
 

 
1. Introduction 
 
On 30 December 1999, China and Vietnam signed a Land Border Treaty in Hanoi.i This is a landmark 
achievement that has implications not only for bilateral relations but also for stability in the South-East 
Asian region. The major focus of this study is to analyse how the border disputes between China and 
Vietnam are managed. The process leading up to the Land Border Treaty is outlined and analysed. 
Furthermore, the relevance and impact of the border issues in Sino-Vietnamese relations and the 
challenges ahead are explored. Finally, the regional implications of the management of the Sino-
Vietnamese border disputes are assessed. 
 
The study is structured as follows. First, the border disputes are outlined. Second, a section traces the 
importance of the border disputes in Sino-Vietnamese relations between the end of the Vietnam War in 
1975 and the full normalisation of bilateral relations in late 1991. Third, the major part of the study deals 
with the way in which the border disputes have been managed since normalisation of relations in late 
1991 and the challenges that lay ahead. Finally, in the last section the regional implications of the 
management of the border disputes are assessed.  
 
2. The border disputes 
 
Prior to 30 December 1999, the border disputes between China and Vietnam encompassed a disputed 
land border as well as overlapping claims to water and continental shelf areas in the Gulf of Tonkin and 
competing sovereignty claims over the Paracel and Spratly archipelagos. Furthermore, China’s claim to 
so-called “historical waters” in the South China Sea overlap Vietnam’s claims to an Exclusive Economic 
Zone (EEZ) and to continental shelf areas to the east of the Vietnamese coast.  
 
3. The territorial disputes in bilateral relations: 1975–1991ii 
 
Following the end of the Vietnam War, in late April 1975, relations between China and Vietnam began 
to deteriorate over a number of issues. The disputed borders constituted one of the issues. Another issue 
was the differences in opinion concerning the Soviet Union and China’s uneasiness about Vietnam’s 
relations with the Soviet Union. A third issue was the conflicting interests in Cambodia and, China’s 
gradually increasing support for Cambodia in the conflict between Vietnam and Cambodia. The 
Vietnamese military intervention in Cambodia, in late December 1978, caused further tension in relations 
between China and Vietnam. A fourth issue in Sino-Vietnamese relations was the situation of the ethnic 
Chinese in Vietnam and the way in which the Chinese minority was treated by the Vietnamese 
authorities. It was the mass migration of ethnic Chinese from Vietnam, in the spring of 1978, that 
officially led to the open and public deterioration of bilateral relations between the two countries. 
Eventually, the overall deterioration of relations led to China’s attack on Vietnam in February and March 
1979. Bilateral negotiations in 1979 and the early 1980s failed to bring the two parties to any agreement 
on the many disputed issues. Following a slow normalisation process that began with low-level contacts 
in the mid-1980s, expanded to high-level meetings by the end of the decade, and gained momentum 
from mid-1991, the bilateral relations were officially fully normalised in November 1991. 



 
In the South China Sea both countries had made advances in the mid-1970s. In January 1974, China 
had seized control over the whole Paracel archipelago from the Republic of Vietnam (ROV). Previously 
China had taken control over parts of the archipelago in 1956. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
seized six islands in the Spratly archipelago from the ROV in April 1975. The other party interpreted 
each of these actions as aggressive. Also, starting in 1974, border clashes occurred along the common 
land border and they increased sharply in 1978 as the overall bilateral relationship deteriorated due to 
other issues as noted above.  
 
Attempts at negotiations relating to the land border and Gulf of Tonkin issues were made between 1974 
and 1978. Negotiations on the Gulf of Tonkin began in August 1974 and were suspended without any 
agreement in November the same year. Renewed negotiations on the Gulf of Tonkin as well as on the 
land border started in October 1977, but failed to bring the parties closer to an agreement.  
 
The disputes, in the South China Sea and in the Gulf of Tonkin, contributed to the deterioration of 
bilateral relations by adding two more issues to the growing rift between the two sides. However, it is 
difficult to discern their specific impact. The clashes, which occurred along the border, were more an 
indication of the divergences with regard to other issues and of the overall deterioration of relations in the 
post 1975 period, rather than an important disputed issue in itself. It can be noted that all the territorial 
conflicts became increasingly publicised in 1979 following China’s attack on Vietnam. This was part of 
efforts by the two sides to underscore their respective claims on the international stage.  
 
During the process leading up to the full normalisation of relations, the border disputes were not resolved 
and this implied that the two sides were left with the major task of managing and, if possible, settling their 
territorial differences in the period following normalisation in late 1991. Seen from a different angle, 
putting the border disputes aside aiming for a resolution in the longer-term perspective made 
normalisation a reality in 1991. This would not have been possible if a formal resolution to the border 
disputes had been a prerequisite for normalisation. 
 
4. The border disputes in bilateral relations since full normalisationiii 
 
Since the full normalisation of Sino-Vietnamese relations, in November 1991, the relationship between 
China and Vietnam has been characterised by two contradicting trends: one positive with expanding 
contacts and co-operation in many fields, and the other negative with continued differences relating 
primarily to the territorial disputes. The positive trend has been prevalent throughout the period but, has 
at times, been slowed down by the fluctuating levels of tension relating to the border disputes, in 
particular, those in the South China Sea area.  
 
The positive trend in bilateral relations can be seen through the expanding political, cultural, economic, 
and military contacts between the two countries. On a regular basis there are official delegations visiting 
the other country to discuss ways of expanding relations in various fields. There is a strong political 
commitment to strengthening and deepening bilateral relations and co-operation between the two 
countries. A number of bilateral agreements have been signed following the full normalisation of relations 
in late 1991. The expanding economic relations can be seen through bilateral trade that was estimated to 
have grown to US$1 billion in the year 1996. Since then, economic co-operation and interaction has 
been further expanded with increased two-way trade and Chinese loans and assistance to upgrade 
Chinese-built factories in northern Vietnam. In the political field the close relationship between the two 



ruling parties, i.e. the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV), 
has been expanded through a steady stream of exchange visits at various levels within the two parties. 
The contacts between the armed forces of the two countries have also expanded through regular 
exchange visits.iv  
 
Reverting back to the territorial disputes as a source of tension in bilateral relations, it can be noted that, 
since late 1991 sharp differences relating to all the territorial disputes, - overlapping claims to the Paracel 
and Spratly archipelagos to water and continental shelf areas in the South China Sea and in the Gulf of 
Tonkin, and to areas along the land border - were prevalent from May to November 1992. Differences 
relating to oil exploration in the South China Sea and the signing of contracts with foreign companies for 
exploration were prevalent during the periods April-June 1994, April-May 1996, and March-April 
1997. During 1998 there was not any extended period of tension relating to the border disputes but, 
shorter periods can be noted, such as, in January, along the land border and in the South China Sea 
during the months of April, May, July, and September. During 1999 the focus was on reaching a 
settlement of the land border dispute and no significant tension was caused by any of the border 
disputes. This state of affairs has continued to prevail during 2000. 
 
5. Negotiating the border disputes  
 
In order to manage their border disputes, China and Vietnam have initiated a system of talks and 
discussions which is both highly structured and extensive and from bottom to top it looks as follows: 
Expert-level talks (on a regular basis); Government-level talks, i.e. Deputy/Vice-Minister (meets once 
yearly); Foreign Minister-level talks (on a regular basis), and, High-level talks, i.e. Secretary-Generals of 
the CCP and CPV, Presidents and Prime Ministers (at yearly high-level summits).  
 
The talks at the expert- and government-levels deserve further attention in order to ascertain the 
progress made thus far. Talks at the expert-level go back to October 1992. Up to late 1995, the talks 
focused mainly on the land border demarcation and the delineation of the Gulf of Tonkin. The talks at the 
government-level began in August 1993 and the seventh round of talks was held in February 2000. The 
first major achievement was the signing of an agreement, on 19 October 1993, on the principles for 
handling the land border and Gulf of Tonkin disputes.v It was further agreed to set up joint working 
groups at the expert-level to deal with the two issues. The joint working group on the land border held 
sixteen rounds of talks from February 1994 to the signing of the Treaty in December 1999. The joint 
working group on the Gulf of Tonkin met fourteen times during the period March 1994 to June 2000. 
Talks at the expert-level on the border disputes in the South China Sea proper, the so-called “sea 
issues”, were initiated in November 1995 and, up to May 2000 five rounds of talks have been held. 
 
The negotiation process resulting in the signing of a Land Border Treaty, on 30 December 1999, reflects 
the substantially higher degree of progress made in negotiations on the land border as compared with 
talks on other territorial disputes in recent years. Thus far, the progress relating to the Gulf of Tonkin 
issue is more difficult to assess, but given the political will to resolve it by the latest by the end of 2000 
the outlook for a settlement is good.vi This positive assessment is reinforced by the fact that the deadline 
for resolving the land border issue was met, i.e. a Treaty was signed before the end of 1999.vii Little 
progress, if any, has been achieved with regard to the territorial disputes in the South China Sea proper, 
i.e. the competing sovereignty claims to the Paracel and Spratly archipelagos, as well as, the overlapping 
claims to waters and continental shelf areas to the East of the Vietnamese coast. Talks have been 
initiated on the disputes in the South China Sea but the parties have yet to agree on which disputes to 



include on the agenda, with Vietnam pushing for the inclusion of the Paracels as an issue alongside that of 
the Spratlys, whereas China only wants to discuss the latter issue.viii To further complicate matters, 
China views the disputes over water and continental shelf areas as part of the Spratly conflict whereas 
Vietnam views them as separated from that conflict.ix It seems as though Vietnam does not want to 
initiate talks relating to the areas of overlapping claims in the South China Sea proper as it would be 
interpreted as giving legitimacy to China's claims to those areas.x Thus, of the three South China Sea 
issues to be addressed by the two countries there is only agreement on putting one on the agenda for 
talks, namely the Spratly archipelago, which is a multilateral conflict situation. Given this state of affairs 
there is little wonder that the bilateral Sino-Vietnamese expert-level talks on the South China Sea issues 
seems to making little, if any, progress. 
 
6. The Land Border 
 
The Land Border Treaty is the major achievement thus far in the overall process of managing and 
eventually resolving the border disputes between China and Vietnam. The negotiation process with 
regular rounds of talks of the joint working group on the land border did not differ much in frequency 
with that of the joint working group on the Gulf of Tonkin prior to 1999. During 1999 the joint working 
group on the land border issue met on four occasions, i.e. four round of talks, and the duration of each 
round was no shorter than two weeks on any of these occasions.xi This increase in the number and in the 
duration of the round of talks can be attributed to the political pressure that was put on the experts from 
both sides to reach a common understanding and to provide the political leaders with the basis on which 
to sign a treaty on the land border issue. Reaching an agreement was by no means a simple task given 
the geographical characteristics of the border areas which encompasses both mountainous terrain, which 
are not easily accessible and other parts that are made up of rivers which present their own sets of issues 
to be settled. Adding to those natural difficulties are the movements of border marks over the decades 
and activities carried out by the population and local authorities in the border area which have impinged 
on the borderline. This was clearly displayed by incidents and the tension they caused in late 1997 and 
early 1998.xii Also, the military clashes along the border during the second half of the 1970s – in 
particular in connection with the Chinese attack on Vietnam in February and March 1979 – have left 
some areas in dispute along the border. Among the more notable of these areas is the 300 meters 
between the provinces of Guangxi and Lang Son, which prevented the re-opening of the railway 
between the two countries during the first half of the 1990s. Eventually an agreement was reached to do 
so in February 1996.xiii The area has been under Chinese control since early 1979 and Vietnam had 
accused China of occupying it, including Vietnam’s pre 1979 end-station. 
 
Although the text of the Land Border Treaty is not available to the public, it is already known from a 
statement made by the Vietnamese Foreign Minister, following the signing of the treaty, that it does not 
follow upon a completed demarcation process, i.e. the demarcation of the border on the ground and the 
position of the border markers has to be carried out. The two countries also have to reach a formal 
agreement on land border control. Finally, the Land Border Treaty had to be ratified by the two 
countries.xiv The ratification process has been completed during 2000. First, the Standing Committee of 
the National People’s Congress in China, reportedly, ratified the Treaty on 29 April 2000xv and then 
Vietnam did likewise, on 9 June, through a decision by the National Assembly.xvi This was followed by 
the exchange of letters of ratification in Beijing and the Treaty took effect on July 6.xvii As for the content 
of the Treaty, a report presented to the Vietnamese National Assembly by President Tran Duc Luong, 
on June 7, shed some light on the structure of the Treaty. It includes a preamble and eight articles, seven 



of the articles define “general principles", and one describes in “detail the direction” of the borderline 
between the two countries.xviii  
 
It can also be presumed that the Treaty includes at least mechanisms and principles to be applied when 
the demarcation of the border is carried out on the ground. This encompasses mechanisms and 
principles to be used for settling disputes that may occur during the demarcation process. Since the 
expert-level joint working group devoted considerable energy to work on a border map, the border 
areas were surveyed, areas of disputes were identified and, proposals for solutions to these areas of 
disputes were discussed during the negotiation process. It is likely that the Treaty includes agreements on 
how to settle and handle all those issues and aspects or, possibly, that they have been settled in the 
Treaty. If this is in fact the case, it will be displayed during the demarcation process and the Treaty and 
its content will be put to the test during the process. 
 
The re-opening of the railway between China and Vietnam, in February 1996, is an event that is 
particularly relevant to study in the context of the land border issue. The major reason for not resuming 
the railway traffic earlier during the 1990s was the disputed border area of 300 meters between the 
provinces of Guangxi and Lang Son. This issue was not settled despite the fact that the railway linking 
Pingxing and Dong Dang goes through the disputed area.xix Since the area was under Chinese control, 
the part of the railway passing through it was restored and operated by China. Thus, Vietnam agreed to 
allow China to control and manage the railway in the area but, Vietnam did not renounce its claim to it. 
The rationale behind Vietnam’s concession is not publicly known, but one reason could be that Vietnam 
was looking for expanded economic interaction with China and resumed rail transport would facilitate 
official trade. It could also be that Vietnam obtained Chinese concessions on other matters in exchange. 
However, since Vietnam did not renounce its sovereignty claim to the area, it is unlikely that China made 
any concessions on the territorial issues, nor that China can be expected to be more amenable to 
Vietnamese claims to other disputed areas along the land border or in relation to the other border 
disputes. With the signing of the Land Border Treaty and the demarcation process to be carried out on 
the ground, all disputed areas along the land border will be settled.  
 
Having assessed the agreements reached thus far, with regard to the land border and the negotiation 
processes relating to other border disputes it is important to look more closely at the disputes, that have 
not been formally resolved.  
 
7. The Gulf of Tonkin 
 
The negotiation process on the Gulf of Tonkin did not enter its final phase during 1999. However, given 
the political decision taken by the leaders of the two countries that a settlement has to be reached by the 
end of 2000, the negotiation process is most likely to pick up pace this year in order to meet the 
deadline.xx The developments during the first half of 2000 have displayed that this has indeed taken 
place with three rounds of talks during that period as compared to only one round of talks during the 
whole of 1999.xxi Since the Gulf of Tonkin issue relates to maritime, solutions once agreed upon, can be 
implemented more rapidly then the Land Border Treaty. A crucial issue is how to reach an agreement on 
a mutually acceptable framework or model for dividing up the Gulf. Once such an agreement is reached 
the tracing of the maritime boundary will not be problematic, as it will connect the specific co-ordinates 
agreed upon.  
 



The core issue to be settled in the Gulf of Tonkin is which principle should be used in order to divide the 
Gulf. In this context, the impact of islands is of crucial importance and, in particular, the Vietnamese 
controlled Bach Long Vi Island. The first question is whether or not it qualifies as an island according to 
the provisions of the 1982 United Nations Law of the Sea Convention (1982 UNCLOS). If it does, as 
argued by Vietnam, then it is entitled to full maritime zones and, more importantly, it does impact on the 
tracing of a line of equidistance if this principle is applied in the Gulf of Tonkin. Logically, Vietnam would 
take the position that Bach Long Vi Island should have its full impact in any agreement on how to divide 
the Gulf. On the other hand, China has an interest in minimising the impact that the Island would have on 
any agreed delimitation. This could be done by, either arguing that Bach Long Vi is not an island in 
accordance with the provisions of 1982 UNCLOS or, by arguing that its impact should be minimised 
and possibly even be disregarded.xxii For China to argue that it is not an island would be 
counterproductive as China has earlier controlled the island and has claimed that the island was inhabited 
before it was handed-over to Vietnam in the late 1950s.xxiii  
 
Complicating matters further is the status of the Sino-French Agreement of 1887. Vietnam would 
probably not mind using it to delimit the Gulf of Tonkin since it would generally be to its advantage. 
China would oppose using it and would argue that the 1887 Agreement was only intended to determine 
the administrative control over the islands in the Gulf and did not apply to the water and the seabed in 
the Gulf.xxiv  
 
To sum up, the continued talks at the expert-level are difficult given that much is at stake, but, given the 
political pressure to reach an agreement before the end of the year 2000, it is most probably going to 
compel the two sides to reach a mutually acceptable settlement. As noted above, the basic issue they 
need to agree upon is a line of equi-distance and to achieve that they need to sort out their differences 
relating to the question of how islands should impact on the delimitation, in particular, Bach Long Vi 
Island.  
 
8. The South China Sea 
 
If attention is turned to the situation in the South China Sea proper, it can be noted that, despite the talks 
that have been initiated, much remains to be achieved before the disputes can be resolved. In view of the 
re-occurring periods of tension relating to actions carried out in the South China Sea, the two parties 
need to strive for the establishment of a ‘code of conduct’ which would prevent the re-occurrence of 
similar periods of tension. To establish a ‘code of conduct’ is not a novel idea as exemplified by the 
agreement in August 1995 between China and the Philippines on a ‘code of conduct’ to be followed by 
- the two countries in order to avoid an increase in the level of tension relating to their dispute over most 
of the Spratly archipelago. They also agreed on the need to resolve their differences by peaceful means 
through negotiations.xxv Another example of a similar agreement is that reached in November 1995, 
between the Philippines and Vietnam, on a ‘code of conduct’ to be followed in order to maintain stability 
in the area disputed by them, i.e. most of the Spratly archipelago. This ‘code of conduct’ included a 
commitment to resolve the Spratly dispute peacefully through negotiations.xxvi These two agreements and 
the experiences gained from their implementation could serve as a basis for establishing an agreement on 
a ‘code of conduct’ between China and Vietnam.  
 
The problem is to determine what should be the status quo in some of the areas of overlapping claims, 
particularly in parts of the South China Sea where Vietnam does not recognise China’s extensive claims 
to water and continental shelf areas. Consequently, Vietnam regards the Chinese moves to sign contracts 



with foreign oil companies and to engage in oil exploration in areas off the Vietnamese coast as violations 
of Vietnam’s sovereign rights and as attempts to turn areas to which Vietnam’s claim was previously 
uncontested into contested ones.xxvii  
 
It is necessary to point out, that respect for the status quo should not be seen as passing a judgement on 
the question of sovereignty over the disputed Paracel and Spratly archipelagos, nor about the merits of 
the claims to water and continental shelf areas in the South China Sea or, for that matter, in the Gulf of 
Tonkin. Respecting the status quo is necessary to avoid the risk of tension escalating into confrontation, 
thus threatening the positive achievements in strengthening bilateral relations and expanding co-operation 
which have taken place since full normalisation of relations in late 1991.  
 
What then are the prospects for a Sino-Vietnamese agreement on the establishment of a ‘code of 
conduct’? They do not seem to be particularly good since, thus far, only Vietnam seems to be amenable 
to the idea. In fact, according to the Vietnamese side, Vietnam has proposed that a ‘code of conduct’ 
be established between the two countries but China has not accepted this proposal.xxviii  
 
Although it is risky to draw a conclusion stemming from one incident, it is noteworthy that a dispute in 
May 1998 relating to the activities of a Chinese exploration ship, in areas of the South China Sea 
claimed by Vietnam, was settled without leading to the deep tension that characterised an incident which 
was also caused by the activities of a Chinese exploration ships in March-April 1997.xxix As the public 
statements were fewer in connection with the May 1998 incident, it is difficult to fully assess how the 
more successful management of the incident was brought about. Obviously, less public rhetoric and 
more restraint by the two parties were a contributing factor. Judging from the Vietnamese official 
explanation, its approach by “diplomatic negotiations” and patience in dealing with China did bear fruit in 
connection with the May 1998 incident.xxx 
 
An additional observation that can be drawn from the developments in 1998 is that both China and 
Vietnam were more reluctant to engage in longer periods of accusations and counter-accusations in 
connection with incidents in the South China Sea that caused tension in bilateral relations. However, this 
did not imply that either side refrained from publicising their discontent or from protesting against actions 
carried out by the other party. The difference in 1998, as compared to earlier years, was that the official 
complaint or accusation was stated on a limited number of occasions and, then, no further public 
statement on the incident in question was made. This prevented an escalation in accusations and counter-
accusations from taking place and thus tension did not appear to have been as deep as, for example, in 
connection with the March-April 1997 incident.  
 
The developments in 1999 are further indications of the progress made in the management of the 
disputes between China and Vietnam in the South China Sea. The assessment that progress was made is 
based on the level of tension in the area in 1999, i.e. public protests or criticism of the actions taken by 
the other country. The only public protest was made by Vietnam in late March in response to a Chinese 
decision to temporarily ban fishing in the South China Sea.xxxi This state of affairs could be explained in 
two ways. First, the two sides respected the status quo and refrained from actions that could have led to 
protest by the other side and, consequently, there was virtually no tension. Second, actions were carried 
out which may have caused tension but both sides opted to deal with the incidents without resorting to 
public protest or criticism against the other side. If the second line of explanation is pursued it would be 
an indication that the two sides have taken further steps to contain and defuse situations which could lead 
to tension during 1999 as compared to 1998. This is very much in line with the provisions of the Joint 



Declaration of 27 February 1999, issued in the connection with the visit to China by the Secretary 
General of the CPV, Le Kha Pieu, relating to the mode of behaviour to be implement in order to solve 
“any differences” in the South China Sea.xxxii  
 
It can also be noted that during the first half of 2000, no incidents relating to the South China Sea caused 
tension in bilateral relations, thus the positive trend in conflict management displayed in 1999 has been 
maintained by the two countries thus far during the year 2000. 
 
9. Implications for regional stability 
 
Turning the attention to the impact of relations between China and Vietnam on the stability and co-
operation in the region, it can be noted that stable bilateral relations would be beneficial to regional 
stability. Thus, continued processes of managing the border disputes between the two countries by 
peaceful means are vital for the region as a whole.  
 
The signing of the Land Border Treaty between China and Vietnam has regional ramifications as it 
removes lingering doubts about the ability and political will of the two countries to reach agreements 
relating to their border disputes. It also signals that China and Vietnam are committed to settling border 
disputes by peaceful means. The political commitment made by the two countries to settle the Gulf of 
Tonkin issue, by the end of 2000, reinforces the signals and meeting the deadline would happen. This is 
particularly important vis-à-vis other countries in the region with whom China and Vietnam, respectively, 
have unsettled border issues.  
 
Ironically, the fact that the on-going talks on the so-called ‘South China Sea issues’ between China and 
Vietnam do not indicate that the two parties have moved any closer to accepting the claims and the 
positions taken by the opposite side, does contribute to alleviating fears among other claimants to the 
Spratlys that China and Vietnam might strike a bilateral deal to the detriment of other claimants.  
 
The broader implications of the peaceful management of the border disputes between China and 
Vietnam is that it creates favourable conditions for expanding economic interaction and co-operation in 
the field of regional security in the wider Pacific Asia, i.e. East- and South-East Asia. A more specific 
positive impact on regional stability can be seen in the South China Sea where bilateral talks between 
China and Vietnam contributes to a more stable situation in the volatile area with bilateral and multilateral 
territorial disputes. Peaceful management also contributes to facilitating the interaction and on-going 
dialogue between the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) and China. 
 
The negative implications of the periods of increased tension in bilateral relations caused by the territorial 
disputes between China and Vietnam on regional stability are twofold. First, tension caused by Chinese 
actions raises fears in the South-East Asian region about China’s long term ambitions. Second, tension in 
Sino-Vietnamese relations puts the other ASEAN members in a dilemma since ASEAN solidarity 
implies that they should give support to Vietnam while, at the same time, they do not want to jeopardise 
their overall relationships with China, which is of great importance to them both economically and geo-
strategically.  
 
The first negative implication is very important since Chinese actions raise questions about China’s 
attitude towards the territorial disputes with neighbouring countries and about its commitment to handling 
these disputes through peaceful means. The long term Chinese ambitions are indeed a matter of major 



concern in the whole of Pacific. The same can be said about the seemingly inconsistent Chinese policy in 
regard to the territorial disputes in the South China Sea, which is displayed by China’s stated 
commitment to solve the disputes by peaceful means, to shelve the disputes and move ahead with joint 
development and/or exploration, while, at the same time, resorting to actions aiming at expanding the 
area under Chinese control. Other types of action include the Chinese policy of engaging in oil 
exploration in disputed areas and China’s legislation affecting such areas.xxxiii The 1990s has been 
marked by a number of China’s actions causing periods of tension in the South China Sea, not only in 
relation to Vietnam, but also with the Philippines relating to the Chinese occupation of Misschief Reef 
since early 1995 and, in the differences between the two countries relating to Scarborough Shoal in 
recent years. In addition, the activities of Chinese fishermen in waters claimed by the Philippines and the 
subsequent actions by the Filipino authorities against these fishermen have led to tension in relations 
between China and the Philippines.xxxiv  
 
It can be argued that China is consistent in its in-consistency by pursuing two parallel policies, one 
constructive and peaceful and the other characterised by gradual expansion in the South China Sea. This 
‘dual policy’ is not conducive to the building of a stable regional security environment. A decisive step 
towards bringing about a more stable environment would be for China to refrain from actions that cause 
tension. A possible way to achieve such restraint on the part of China would be to establish bilateral 
‘code of conducts’ between China and countries with which China has territorial disputes, along the lines 
of the agreements on a ‘code of conduct’ of August 1995 between China and the Philippines and of 
November 1995 between the Philippines and Vietnam, respectively, aiming at preventing increased 
tension around the Spratly archipelago. These agreements and experiences gained from their 
implementation could serve as basis for establishing a ‘code of conduct’ between China and Vietnam. 
Indeed, they are relevant for the on-going process involving ASEAN and China aiming at establishing a 
‘code of conduct’ for the South China Sea.xxxv  
 
In this context, it is important to take into consideration developments in the South China Sea in recent 
years. As noted above, China and Vietnam did not experience any serious tension relating to their 
disputes in the South China Sea during 1999. A closer look at other developments in recent years show 
that there have been periods of tension, at times deep tension, between the Philippines and China in the 
South China Sea.xxxvi Furthermore, in 1999, for the first time in years, there was tension between the 
Vietnam and the Philippines in the South China Sea.xxxvii Thus, tension occurred despite the existing 
‘code-of-conduct’ between the respective parties. To add to the volatile situation in the Spratly area 
during 1999, there was also tension between the Philippines and Malaysia.xxxviii 
 
Since the tension between China and the Philippines in the South China Sea has been so evident over the 
past few years, it is indicative of the fact that a ‘code of conduct’ in itself is not a guarantee that actions 
and incidents will not cause tension over the disputed areas. This is a lesson for China and Vietnam when 
they try to implement various approaches to managing their differences in the South China Sea, be it in 
its present form or if they eventually manage to agree on a formal bilateral ‘code of conduct’ for the 
South China Sea. It is also relevant to keep this in mind in view of the efforts to reach an agreement on a 
‘code of conduct’ for the South China Sea between ASEAN and China.  
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