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Di pl omacy, tolerance will help in solving dispute over isles

K. P. Varan
THE contentious Spratly Islands, being clainmed wholly or in part by six
countries, have been a focus of regional neetings and bilateral talKks.

This cluster of potentially oil-rich isles, reefs and rocky outcrops in
the South China Sea has sonetines been a thorn in the relations anong the
claimants - Ml aysia, China, the Philippines, Taiwan, Vietnamand Brunei.

Nearly all the claimants have at one tinme or another advocated that the
i ssue is one that shoul d be sol ved through di scussi ons anong t hensel ves.

At the conclusion of the Asean Mnisterial Meting and Post M nisteri al
Conference (AMM PMC) held in Singapore between July 20 and 28 this year,
Foreign M nister Datuk Seri Syed Hamid Al bar said one of the significant
out cones of the tal ks was the consensus reached on the Spratlys dispute
and the need to formul ate a "Code of Conduct" for clainmant States.

"This, we agreed, is exclusively an Asean issue. It is not for
di scussion at other international fora," he said, adding that the reported
"tensions" in the area were being stirred by others outside the region.

So it was a big surprise when Philippine President Joseph Estrada
announced on Tuesday that he had sought the help of US President Bill
Clinton over the Spratlys issues.

Estrada, in an interviewwth the Manila radio station DZMM from
Auckl and where he attended the Apec forum said: "I told him(dinton) our
problemin the South China Sea and he said he will not | eave us al one.

"He said it would be best if we can settle it diplomatically, amicably,
but if the worst comes to the worst, they are with us in case of any
ext ernal aggression on our country. They will help defend us,"” he said.

Asked if the US statenment would also apply in event of a Philippine
conflict with China, Estrada said: "Woever it is we get into conflict
with, if there is intrusioninto our territory, if there is external
aggression, they are ready to defend our country. This does not refer to
China only."

The statenment by Estrada is unfortunate especially in view of the
conciliatory nmoves that had been initiated by clainmant nations in ensuring
that the issue is solved an cably.

It is inmportant to note that US Secretary of State Madel ei ne Al bri ght,
despite objections by Asean and China, had during the Asean Regi onal Forum
hel d after the AMM PMC i n Singapore raised the Spratlys issue.

She said the issue of the Spratlys was one of increasing concern to the
US and added: "We cannot sinply sit on the sidelines and watch.

"Nor can there be any doubt that this is an inappropriate forumfor
di scussion of this issue."

The US decision to raise the issue is a direct violation of the w shes
of Asean and Chi na, whi ch have been doggedly opposed to this, maintaining
that the tal ks should only involve clainant States and not "outsiders".

But Al bright disnissed this, saying that all menbers of the ARF had an
interest in the issue, particularly in peace and stability in the South
Chi na Sea.

The cl ose rel ati ons between Washi ngt on and Manil a cannot be deni ed
especially since the Philippines was once the colony of the US and the two
countries have a nmutual defence pact under which they agree to hel p each
other in case of an external attack on the other.

But Manila's insistence on flying nearly every del egation of visiting US
legislators to viewthe Spratlys "to have a first-hand | ook at the



situation and disprove accusations agai nst us" is not only unnecessary but
can be viewed as provocati ve.

If other claimnts also decide to fly foreign delegations "to view' the
Spratlys it would not only increase the air traffic in the region, but
woul d contribute to hei ghtening tensions anong the cl ai mants and
nei ghbour s.

Fol | owi ng accusations by Manila that Ml aysia was putting up structures
intw atolls in the Spratlys, Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad had expl ai ned that Kual a Lunpur had placed its scientists on
Terunbu Si put and Terunmbu Peninjau to carry out research and the atolls
were well within Malaysian territory and the Excl usi ve Econom ¢ Zone.

Wsma Putra has said that both the reefs were |l ocated well within
Mal aysi a's continental shelf boundaries as depicted in "our 1979 map and
t he Mal aysi an Excl usi ve Econoni c Zone".

The 1979 map was drawn in accordance with principles of internationa
| aw and as such, Ml aysia's ownership of the two atolls should not be
di sputed, the Foreign Mnistry added.

Furthernore, Dr Mahathir had al so insisted that there was no need for
any m ddl eman to resol ve the overlapping clainms on the Spratly |slands and
when asked on the proposal by the US to becone the "m ddl eman", he sai d:
"There's no need... we will settle the problens anong oursel ves."

China, too, has rejected an offer of US nediation in the territorial
di spute and yet the Philippines seens to be bent on bringi ng Washi ngt on
into the picture.

"\Whi spers" anong the Asean di plomatic community have it that Mnila may
be considering putting up its own structures on a disputed atoll in the
Sout h Chi na Sea.

In the event this is true, the recent rhetoric by Estrada and the
hi ghlighting of Manila's "closeness with the US' may be seen as a prel ude
to such an action

However, in the spirit of Asean and the time-tested tradition of
di plomacy it is hoped that claimant nations return to the negotiating
tabl e, w thout the overbearing presence of "outsiders” to solve the issue.

Wth the i mense benefits that could be reaped through joint exploration
of resources in sone overlapping areas, the countries involved in the
di spute shoul d endeavour to focus on such bilateral arrangenents at | east
in areas where qui ck solutions can be achi eved.

Over the years there has been extensive work done by | eaders and
academ ci ans under the auspices of Asean, which should be put to good use
in bringing about an am cable solution to the issue.

Cl ai mant nations should also refrain fromnaking statenments that woul d
allow others in the international community to viewthe region as a
possi bl e "flashpoint” when in reality di plomacy and tol erance anong the
| eaders have nurtured a spirit of co-operation and peace whi ch has brought
trenendous progress and prosperity to the peopl e here.
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