Taiwan’s strategic island visits highlight rising militarisation in South China Sea
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Taiwan’s ocean affairs minister’s recent trip to Itu Aba, the largest naturally occurring feature in the Spratly Islands, was presented as a tour of rescue, evacuation and pollution-response drills. But the visit also underscored how the South China Sea has become a place where civilian readiness and military signalling increasingly overlap.
Itu Aba, also known as Taiping Island, matters because it is more than a remote reef. According to the Taipei Times and the Japan Times, the island has an airstrip, fresh water and the ability to sustain a permanent human presence, which helps explain why it is claimed by Taiwan, China, Vietnam and the Philippines. Taiwan has controlled the island since 1956 and has long treated it as a strategic outpost.
The ministerial visit was the first of its kind in seven years, and local reports said the exercises included scenarios involving the interception of a suspicious vessel. That detail is significant because it reflects a wider regional pattern: coast guard missions, humanitarian drills and maritime security operations are increasingly being designed with dual-use purposes in mind, even when they are framed as routine or defensive.
That trend is visible beyond Taiwan. China has steadily expanded its footprint in the South China Sea, including through artificial islands fitted with runways, hangars, radar and sensors, according to analysis cited by SpecialEurasia. At the same time, the United States and the Philippines have been deepening their own military cooperation, adding to a cycle in which every move is justified as precautionary but interpreted by others as escalation.
The danger is not a single dramatic confrontation but the accumulation of small steps that normalise a more militarised status quo. What once would have seemed provocative can begin to look ordinary, and that shift lowers the political cost of further escalation. In a waterway that carries a huge share of global trade, the consequences of that complacency would extend well beyond the immediate territorial disputes.
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