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Abstract

1.The establishment of a national nature reserve on the disputed Scarbor-

ough Shoal (Huangyan Island) by the CCP, under the guise of ecological
conservation and scientific research, is, in essence, an extension of its

gray-zone tactics and administrative control in the South China Sea. This

represents a strategic shift using non-militarized means to achieve milita-
rized effects.

2.Previously, China’s tactics in the South China Sea tended to be coercive,

often involving large-scale land reclamation, construction of military fa-
cilities, using coast guard vessels to expel foreign ships, and harassment
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by maritime militia. However, recent responses observed at Scarborough
Shoal lean more toward defensive measures, including the announcement
of baselines, the establishment of the nature reserve, restrained use of the
coast guard and maritime militia, installation of floating barriers and ob-
structions, and geological surveys.

3.This paper examines the political, legal, and strategic implications of
these actions, analyzing how they erode the commitments of the US-
Philippines alliance, impact the Code of Conduct (COC) negotiations
and regional order, and exert strategic pressure on Taiwan’s South China
Sea policy. The conclusion suggests that, without multilateral norms
and balancing mechanisms, these gray-zone tactics risk gradually trans-
forming the South China Sea from a“Sea of Disputes”into a“Sea of
Control,”making it a long-term focal point of Indo-Pacific geopolitical

competition.

Keywords: Scarborough Shoal, PRC’s South China Sea policy, gray-zone opera-

tions, Indo-Pacific security.
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