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Introduction 
The conflict concerning the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands is deeply rooted. In fact, the islands 

consist of only 5 uninhabited islands and 3 rocks. It seems absurd that such a small group of islands 

has been escalating the tension between two of the most developed countries in the world, Japan and 

China, for decades. However, this issue goes way beyond the sovereignty of the Senkaku-Diaoyu 

Islands. 

Until World War II, the Japanese government was controlling the islands; however, after the 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombings and Japan losing the war, Japanese territories were 

redistributed. As aforementioned, the distribution of the 5 uninhabited islands and the 3 rocks was not 

regarded as an important matter at the time. In relation with this, neither China nor Japan initiated an 

agreement regarding the sovereignty of the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands. In 1968, United Nations 

Economic Council for Asia and the Far East (ESCAP) discovered rich oil reserves beneath the islands, 

which led to a change in the views and demands of both countries. 

 Both of the conflicting nations, China and Japan, are major contributors in global trade. China, 

Japan, and Taiwan currently claim the sovereignty of the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands due to the fact that 

the islands are located in their respective Exclusive Economic Zones. There has been a dispute on the 

islands for over 40 years, causing political instability in the region. This dispute also threatens the 

bilateral trade relationship between two major countries of Asia and the Pacific. Any military 

intervention in order to capture the islands might endanger the environment, so it is of paramount 

importance that the disputed countries come together to settle the dispute peacefully. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 
Terra Nullius: Terra Nullius is a Latin word, which translates as “No man’s land”. Terra Nullius areas 

are not claimed by any country, so they are not a part of a country’s territory. Thus, the annexation of 

those areas is legally justifiable (US Legal). 

Nautical Mile: A unit of measurement, which corresponds to 1.8-1.9 kilometers, is called Nautical 

Mile. This term is used in the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in order to 

define the range of territorial and international waters that countries can exploit the natural resources 

of. 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ): According to UNCLOS, an exclusive economic zone is up to a 

distance of 200 Nautical Miles from the baselines of a country. All Member States are able to exploit 

and manage the natural resources in their Exclusive Economic Zone. 



Air Defence Identification Zone: Air Defence Identification 

Zone (ADIZ) is an airspace term, which refers to the airspace 

that the identification, location, and control of an aircraft can be 

performed for the sake of the respective country’s security. 

They sometimes extend beyond countries’ territorial waters in 

order to give countries some time to respond to any hospitality 

in their airspace. However, there is no set definition for the 

range of ADIZs. 

 
General Overview 
Historical Background 
 Analyzing the past events in the history of the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands is extremely difficult, 

because they had no significant importnace until the discovery of oil resources around the islands. 

Because of this, the history of the islands is interpreted differently by the two countries. Japan believes 

that there was no authority present on the islands in 1895. Therefore, the islands can be defined as 

terra nullius, so the accession of Senkaku-Diaoyu to Japan should be considered as legal. On the 

other hand, China insists on the fact that Chinese citizens 

discovered and captured the islands long before Japan in the 

14th century. The Chinese government refers to the maps of 

the Ming Dynasty, which allegedly shows the Senkaku-

Diaoyu Islands as annexed by the Dynasty. However, solid 

and credible evidence showing this is absent. 

 After 1895, the first Sino-Japanese war took place, 

which resulted in the victory of Japan after the signing of the 

Shimonoseki Agreement. China agreed to cede Formosa 

(currently Taiwan) and the surrounding islands to Japan. 

However, it is not specified whether the Senkaku-Diaoyu 

Islands were given to Japan with that agreement. Even if the islands were under the sovereignty of 

Ming Dynasty, Shimonoseki Agreement would make the islands legally Japanese territory if it included 

Senkaku-Diaoyu as a part of Formosa’s surrounding islands (History Today). 

 After two atomic bombings within its territory, Japan lost World War II and gave all captured 

Chinese territories back to China, including Formosa, as the Cairo and 

Potsdam Declaration dictated. Another international document was 

signed with the United States of America (USA), namely the San 

Francisco Treaty, which ceded the Nansei Shoto Islands to the USA as a 

result of World War II. In the San Francisco Treaty, it is not explicitly 

stated if the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands are within the Nansei Shoto Islands 

as well. Nevertheless, the Ryukus Proclamation 27 of the US Civil 

Administration showed the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands as a part of the 
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Nansei Shoto Islands. 

 Last but not least, in 1968, ESCAP found out that there were rich oil reserves around the 

islands. As a result of this, Japan signed the Okinawa Reversion Treaty, which made the US 

administration to cede the islands to Japan. Since 1968, all three nations in the territory, Taiwan, 

Japan, and China, have a claim on the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands due to the fact that the islands are in 

the Exclusive Economic Zones of these three countries (Reuters). 

 

Current Situation 
 According to the UNCLOS, which is taken as the main legal document in all international 

maritime related conflicts, all Member States have “sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring and 

exploiting, conserving and managing the natural resources” in their EEZs. As a result, all three 

disputed countries argue the fact that the islands are within the 200 Nautical Mile boundary from their 

baselines. Although the UNCLOS is the central document for all maritime affairs, the Convention does 

not set any guidelines about intersecting Exclusive Economic Zones. Instead, the Convention 

encourages the establishment of bilateral talks on that matter. 

 In 2010, a Chinese fishing boat was in disputed waters while Japanese coastguards were 

patrolling the area. The fishing boat was spotted by the coastguards who took 15 crew members, 

including the captain, to a Japanese island for detention. Following this event, widespread anti-

Japanese demonstrations were held in China. These demonstrations are one of the major causes for 

the depreciation of bilateral talks between the nations. 

 Furthermore, China and Japan have powerful economic ties, and the world economy is 

partially dependent on them. Both countries have export-oriented economies, so the depreciation of 

any bilateral relationships would damage both countries as well as the world’s economy. 

 In November 2013, China widened the Air Defence Identification Zone (ADIZ) to a point that 

would include the islands as a part of the Chinese ADIZ. Following this, the Japanese and the US 

governments issued documents stating that the area is not recognized as international waters and 

airspace, so including the disputed area as a part of Chinese ADIZ was not considered legal. As a 

result, the ties between the two countries loosened (The Asia Pacific Journal). 

 In order to ensure the safety of islands, the Japanese government began to construct a 

military site near the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands. The Japanese government raised concerns regarding 

the recent and rapid developments in the navy and air force of China (Telegraph). With both countries 

accusing each other of plotting attacks, US officials fear the possibility of a war between the two 

countries. Former president of the US, Barack Obama, explicitly 

stated that in the event of a war, they would be supporting the 

Japanese army both diplomatically and militarily in accordance 

with the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between 

Japan and the United States of America. Moreover, it is possible 

to state that China increased its activity around the islands in 

2010. As shown in Figure 3, in 2011, there were a minimum 

number of surveillance ships and fishing boats entering the Figure 3: Chinese ships entering the 
disputed area 



waters around the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands. However, it is evident that the Chinese ships’ activity 

around the islands has increased ever since, except for 2014 when the total number of ships entering 

the waters around the islands remained the same. 

 

Major Parties Involved 
Japan 

Japan’s perspective on this issue is pretty clear. According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan: 

“There is no doubt that the Senkaku Islands are clearly an inherent part of the territory of 

Japan, in light of historical facts and based upon international law. Indeed, the Senkaku 

Islands are under the valid control of Japan. There exists no issue of territorial sovereignty to 

be resolved concerning the Senkaku Islands.” 

This statement points out historical facts and international law. Japan mainly bases its claims on the 

Japanese activity around the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands for over a century, the San Francisco Treaty, 

and the Okinawa Reversion Agreement. The country also disregards any proclamations by China and 

Taiwan due to the fact that they are aiming to exploit the natural resources in the area since they had 

no claims on the islands before the discovery of rich natural resources in the area in 1968 (The Asia 

Pacific Journal). 

 

People’s Republic of China 
 The Chinese government strictly refuses all Japanese claims on the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands. 

The government insists that the islands were under Chinese authority since ancient times and Japan 

unlawfully annexed the islands by referring to them as a part of “the islands surrounding Formosa”. 

China argues that the islands were not terra nullius; thus, the Japanese officials had no authority to 

examine the sovereignty of the islands in 1895 as the islands were being used by Chinese citizens 

long before. Apart from the maps dating long before 1895, China also points out a letter that allegedly 

acknowledged Chinese authority over the islands. Furthermore, China is also in dispute with the US 

government because of the fact that US officials considered the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands as a part of 

the Nansei Shoto Islands despite the fact that this was not explicitly mentioned in the San Francisco 

Treaty. As it is mentioned before, in November 2013, China extended its ADIZ to a point that includes 

the islands as a part of China’s airspace. Therefore, every aircraft flying over the Senkaku-Diaoyu 

Islands is obliged to follow Chinese regulations even though this action is considered unlawful by the 

US and Japanese governments (The Asia Pacific Journal). 

 

The Republic of China (Taiwan) 
 Taiwan, or officially the Republic of China, is trying to gain its complete independence from 

China. Currently, the country is not a member of the United Nations (UN). Any member of the UN 

must be seen as fully independent by all Member States whereas China views Taiwan as a part of its 

territory. In April 2012, Taiwan declined to work in collaboration with China in order to resolve the 

issue. According to a Taiwanese official, the countries cannot work together for the sovereignty of the 



Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands while they are having sovereignty problems themselves. Overall, Taiwan’s 

claims on the islands are similar to China’s. 

 

United States of America (USA) 

 The US plays an important role on this issue. The government believes that Japan has the 

administrative rights of the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands. In 1952, the USA and Japan signed the Treaty of 

Mutual Cooperation and Security. During his speech in April 2014, US President Barack Obama 

emphasized that Article 5, which states that both nations will act in collaboration against any attack to 

Japanese territories, is applicable for the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands too. Therefore, although not 

explicitly stated, it is inferred from the actions of the US government that the US is working in 

collaboration with Japan on the dispute of the islands. 

 
Timeline of Key Events 
1 August 1894 The first Sino-Japanese War began. 

14 January 1895 
Japan discovered the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands, and viewed it as 

terra nullius. Then, Japan annexed the islands. 

17 April 1895 
Japanese and Chinese governments signed the Shimonoseki 

Treaty. 

15 August 1945 

Japan admitted defeat in World War II. Chinese government 

annexed Taiwan from Japan with the Cairo and Potsdam 

Declarations. 

8 September 1951 

Japan and the Allies agreed upon the conditions of the San 

Francisco Agreement. Following the defeat in the World War II, 

Japan agreed to give the administrative rights of Nansei Shoto and 

the surrounding islands to the US government. 

25 December 1953 

U.S. Civil Administration published Ryukyus Proclamation 27, which 

clearly defined the borders of Nansei Shoto and the surrounding 

islands. However, the new borders included the Senkaku-Diaoyu 

Islands as a part of Nansei Shoto and the surrounding islands. 

7 July 1968 
ESCAP announced the existence of natural resources around the 

islands. 

12 August 1970 

Okinawa Reversion Agreement was signed by the US and Japan. 

The Agreement relinquished the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands to Japan 

as a part of the Okinawa Islands. 

12 August 1978 
China and Japan decided to resolve the issue in future by signing 

the Japan-China Peace and Friendship Treaty. 

14 July 1996 
Japanese Youth Association members built a lighthouse on the 

islands, which sparked many protests in China and Taiwan. 

7 September 2010 A Chinese fishing boat was caught by Japanese Coast Guards near 



the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands. The coast guards arrested the crew of 

the fishing boat. 

10 September 2012 
Japanese government bought the disputed islands from its private 

owner for 2.05 billion Yen (18 million USD). 

14 September 2012 

Six Chinese surveillance ships entered the waters around the 

Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands in an attempt to argue Chinese territorial 

claims on the islands. 

15-16 September 
2012 

The most violent protest took place in China since 1978. The 

Japanese embassy was one of the buildings that were attacked by 

Chinese citizens during the protest. 

23 November 2013 
China established an extended AIDZ that covers the Senkaku-

Diaoyu Islands. 

April 2014 
Former US President Obama restated the US support to Japan in 

an event of a war (South China Morning Post). 

 

Treaties and Resolutions 

Shimonoseki Treaty, 17 April 1895 

The treaty ended the first Sino-Japanese War and ceded Formosa and the surrounding islands to 

Japan, but it is not clear whether “the surrounding islands” include the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands. 

 

Potsdam Declaration, 26 July 1945 

It is signed after World War II, which resulted in Japan withdrawing its troops from all captured 

territories while giving the administrative rights to China. 

 
San Francisco Treaty, 8 September 1951 

It is signed after World War II, which gave the administrative rights of the Nansei Shoto and the 

surrounding islands to the USA while not specifying whether the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands were a part 

of “ the surrounding islands” again. 

 

U.S. Civil Administration of the Ryukyus Proclamation 27, 25 December 1953 

After the San Francisco Treaty, the US government decided to draw a precise boundary and included 

the disputed islands inside the US territories. China strongly objected to this proclamation. 

 

Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan, 19 January 

1960 

The treaty is signed in order to improve the relations between Japan and the USA. Most importantly, 

the treaty is binding for the US government to help Japan militarily against any attack directed towards 

Japanese territories. 

 



 

Okinawa Reversion Agreement, 17 June 1971 

The agreement relinquished all the islands captured from Japan by the US after World War II with the 

San Francisco Treaty back to Japan including the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands since the Ryukyus 

Proclamation 27 interpreted them as a part of the US territories. 

 
Treaty of Peace and Friendship between Japan and China, 12 August 1978 

The treaty decides to resolve the dispute in future, and aims to stabilize the situation between the two 

countries. After this treaty, the situation concerning the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands remained stable for 

decades until the recent collision of a fishing boat with Japanese Coast Guards in 2010. 

 

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 
 This dispute has not been resolved almost for half a century. With the signing of the Treaty of 

Peace and Friendship between Japan and China, the countries postponed negotiation talks, so there 

were no solution attempts in order to resolve the dispute. Moreover, the UN expressed concerns 

regarding a potential war in the region, but there were no attempts to prevent it. As mentioned before, 

the Treaty of Peace and Friendship between Japan and China only postponed the discussions for a 

solution to the dispute in order to stabilize the situation and did not take any action. Bearing in mind 

that this treaty will expire in 2019, China and Japan must find alternative solutions to the dispute. In 

addition, there was a framework called The Joint Development of the East China Sea, which intended 

to exploit the natural resources beneath the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands together, but there were no 

attempts to actualize this plan. 

 

Possible Solutions 
 The dispute over the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands is a rooted one that has not been resolved for 

decades. Therefore, a holistic resolution of the dispute must be achieved through various ways. 

 First of all, the creation of a Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) around the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands is 

being discussed for some time, but nothing has been implemented. After the construction of a 

Japanese military base near the islands, the tension escalated between the two nations. Japan wants 

its de facto territory to be monitored and would like to establish surveillance measures. Therefore, 

after the establishment of the Demilitarized Zone in the disputed territory, UN military observers might 

be deployed to the islands in order to ensure the safety of the islands.  

 Also, the establishment of a broadened ADIZ by the Chinese government is one of the most 

significant events that contributed to the escalation of the tension between Japan and China. 

Currently, the ADIZs of both Japan and China overlap, and this issue must be resolved separately in 

order to avoid any further escalation of the crisis and confusions for third parties. As aforementioned, 

there is no legal document that defines a set range for ADIZs, which causes the main issue of 

overlapping ADIZs near the Senkaku-Diayou Islands. As a result, the establishment of strict and clear 

measures might be useful for both countries. 



 Furthermore, it is mentioned that the UNCLOS does not provide any alternative solutions for 

the intersecting Exclusive Economic Zones. Instead, the convention encourages bilateral talks. Thus, 

initiating peace talks, which would also include Taiwan, between the countries is of utmost importance. 

However, these talks should not be solely about the territorial dispute but should also include other 

smaller issues, such as militarization and the exploitation of natural resources, in order to create a 

holistic approach.  

 Moreover, projects like the plan of The Joint Development of the East China Sea can be 

encouraged. The Joint Development of the East China Sea plan intended to exploit the natural 

resources in the area collaboratively. Right now, no country takes the advantage of the natural 

resources around the Senkaku-Diaoyu Islands. Therefore, plans like this are favourable for both of the 

nations that are in conflict. 

 Last but not least, Confidence Building Measures (CBMs) are used in several parts of the 

world. CBMs aim to improve the relations of two conflicted parties, which are in this case China and 

Japan. Therefore, the establishment of CBMs between the two nations might bolster the resolution of 

the dispute. 

 Even if the dispute is not resolved after all these solution alternatives, both parties might agree 

to file a case to the International Court of Justice (ICJ). The ICJ is a civil court whose main purpose is 

to settle disputes between the Member States of the UN. Thus, the judgment of the ICJ would be both 

unbiased and binding for the disputed nations, ending the issue without any further discussion. 
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