China occupies sandbank in South China Sea amid territorial dispute with the Philippines

[image: ]
China's recent actions in the South China Sea, involving the occupation of a small sandbank, have drawn attention as part of a broader strategy to assert territorial claims in the region. Chinese state media published images displaying four Chinese coast guard officers on a disputed reef, proudly waving the national flag. This development comes amid ongoing tensions with the Philippines, which also claims sovereignty over areas within this strategically important maritime zone.
Professor Justin Bronk, a defence expert from the Royal United Services Institute (RUSI), described the move as consistent with Beijing's established pattern of exerting pressure in the South China Sea. Speaking to the Express, he explained that despite the small size of the islets involved, they serve a critical role in bolstering extensive territorial claims. "While these bits of land are often incredibly small, they are used to claim or reinforce significant territorial claims around them," Bronk said.
China’s approach includes dredging and constructing artificial islands on reefs, thereby creating landmasses capable of supporting military installations such as airbases and weaponry. This strategy enhances China’s capacity to enforce its ambitions throughout the contested waters. However, these actions are viewed as illegal pressures by other claimant states and the international community, particularly given China's assertion that all waters within its so-called Nine-dash line constitute Chinese domestic territory—a claim widely rejected by other nations.
The Philippines has responded by publicising its own photographs of officials stationed at Sandy Cay, another location entangled in the dispute, underscoring the ongoing contestation. The South China Sea holds significant importance, serving as a critical trade route facilitating global supply chains, thus intensifying the strategic implications of the territorial disputes.
Both China and the Philippines maintain overlapping claims in this resource-rich and geopolitically sensitive maritime region. While China asserts sweeping dominion over nearly the entire South China Sea, these claims lack endorsement under international law and continue to provoke tensions among neighbouring countries and the wider international community.
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