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Committee Letter 
 
Esteemed Ministers and Advisors, 
 
Greetings, and welcome to VAMUN XXXVIII! We hope you’re excited to help the the Socialist Republic of 
Vietnam navigate the turbulent waters of the modern South China Sea. Rife with complex geopolitical and 
economic conflict; who ends up in control of this region and its resources will help determine the fates of 
all countries touching its shores. Traditional rivalries no longer apply, and smaller players must seek out 
new friends and allies for the trials ahead. 
 
Your Chair is Arman Khan. Hailing from McLean, Virginia, Arman has been competing in Model United 
Nations conferences since his Freshman year in high school. He’s developed a passion for Crisis and 
Specialized committees and hopes the topic at hand will incite heavy and exciting debate amongst the 
delegates. Outside of Model United Nations, Arman is involved with the Virginia Consulting Group and 
enjoys watching the Barclays Premier League on weekends.  
 
Your Crisis Director is Sam Rice. Sam has been involved in MUN throughout high school and all four 
years of college. He loves Crisis committees and their penchant for going off the rails while still solving 
problems, and hopes to see interesting developments both from individual crisis arcs and the committee 
as a whole. For fun, Sam enjoys reading or watching sci-fi. 
 
As members of this committee, you will portray members of the Vietnamese cabinet and other advisors 
looking to chart Vietnam’s course in this new era. Though neither the South China Sea situation nor our 
crises are immune to armed conflict, this committee will focus on considering the geopolitical and 
economic aspects of the region. As Vietnam enters a new era of prosperity brought on by economic reform 
and a flood of foreign investment, we must consider how to continue that growth and maintain our 
position on the global stage.  
 
To be successful in this committee, delegates should focus on considering both foreign policy and its 
domestic implications. Though Vietnam is not a Western democracy, the voice of the people matters. Both 
Arman and Sam are experienced in MUN and want to ensure that every delegate has a fulfilling 
experience in this committee. If you have any questions at all, please don’t hesitate to reach out to us. 
 
We wish you the best of luck as you prepare for this committee, and cannot wait to see what devious, 
heroic, and/or brilliant plans you devise! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Arman Khan 
Chair 
akk4cw@virginia.edu 
 

Sam Rice 
Crisis Director 
smr9dp@virginia.edu  
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Position Papers and Crisis Committees 

As a committee focused on introducing novice delegates to crisis committees, this 

committee will be structured as a very positive, forgiving learning environment. In that 

spirit, we thought it best to address some of the basics of writing position papers for 

crisis committees and what to expect once you, the delegate, are in the committee room. 

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to reach out to either Sam or Arman and 

ask! We’re here to help. VAMUN also publishes absolutely amazing video tutorials for 

MUN and crisis, available on the VAMUN YouTube page or via this direct link . 
Position papers for crisis committees are somewhat less directed than those for 

general assemblies (GAs), so they’re the perfect chance for you to shine! In a GA you 

would generally be given a set of defined topics to discuss in your position paper(s), with 

the goal of outlining your country’s position on each issue. For a crisis committee, 

however, you generally are not playing a country, but rather an individual in part of a 

larger organization which takes direct action instead of simply passing the resolutions. 

This is reflected in the requirements for a crisis position paper. In a crisis committee, 

you generally are not given a specific set of issues to discuss, but rather a broad overview 

of the subject matter your committee will be dealing with and the kind of challenges 

likely to face you during conference weekend. For your crisis position papers, you 

should focus on what your position can do to advance the interests of the committee 

(and yourself!), why you think this course of action to be the best, and a very short 

summary of how you plan to promote it. In our own committee, for example, you will 

not be asked to write about the position of the Finance Minister on the United Nations 

3 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCHo7rmJ_HimTRp_4tlp924g/videos


 

Convention of the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), but rather how the Finance Minister can 

leverage his or her position to promote the interests of Vietnam, taking into account 

UNCLOS and the other context we mention in this Background Guide. 

Once conference weekend has arrived and you’re in the committee room, this 

careful planning will come into play as you collectively take on the role of the 

Vietnamese government. Right away, you’ll notice some major structural differences 

between GAs and this crisis committee. Generally, your Chair will be somewhat more lax 

with parliamentary procedure in order to facilitate speedier decision-making. Instead of 

resolutions, your committee will debate on and pass directives. As the name suggests, 

instead of being a lengthy statement of principles and actions which will be taken in the 

future, a directive is an order to the Vietnamese apparatus of government to perform 

some set of actions. These actions will then be reflected in the form of crisis updates, 

where your Crisis Director enters the room, pauses debate, and updates the committee 

on the state of the imagined world outside the committee room.  

This status update is then taken into account by the committee while debating the 

next set of directives. Often, these status updates will bring completely new events and 

information into the committee room. If China has impounded a Vietnamese fishing 

vessel, the committee must decide what the most appropriate response is and issue a 

directive to that effect. The committee may also vote on press releases, which are 

essentially official statements by the committee to the press at large on some issue. If 

the committee voted to issue a press release condemning Chinese aggression, it would 
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represent the government of Vietnam publicly condemning China to the international 

community. 

One final element distinguished crisis committees from GAs, and can add 

significantly to the complexity and fun of the committee: crisis notes. Unlike committee 

directives, crisis notes are sent privately to crisis on behalf of one or a subset of 

delegates in a committee and orders some sort of private action utilizing the portfolio 

powers of the undersigned positions. Importantly, these powers are limited to what a 

certain position could conceivably do. The Finance Minister can send a crisis note 

ordering the Finance Ministry to pay bribes to Chinese oil workers to strike, but cannot 

order a unit of the Vietnamese Army to invade southern China. That said, delegates can 

also use crisis notes to expand their portfolio powers with enough justification. The 

Finance Minister could fund the creation of a special paramilitary unit more loyal to the 

Finance Ministry than the rest of the government, and then use that unit from there. Be 

careful, though, as your actions might be discovered if not hidden well enough and could 

cast you in a negative light for the rest of the committee! You can also request a meeting 

with other characters from our imagined world, all the way from a Vietnamese rice 

farmer to a rogue Chinese general either through private crisis notes or the committee 

directive system. As with crisis notes in general, providing a justification for why you 

would be able to make contact with this person privately is key to success and avoiding 

detection.  

We will do hands-on training and examples for part of the first committee 

session, but if at any time you have questions you can also send them in crisis notes!   

5 



 

Background 
 
Introduction 

Among the many disputed territories in the world, the South China Sea remains 

one of the most heavily contested, both politically and economically. Spanning an area 

over 3.5 million square kilometers, the South China Sea is wedged between the coasts of 

China, Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines. A number of major islands scattered 

across the territory known as the “Cow’s Tongue” contain the region’s coveted resources, 

trade-routes, and military bases. As the second most navigated waterway on Earth, the 

South China Sea is naturally important. However, recent discoveries of vast oil and gas 

reserves in the seabed have increased this importance even further. What’s more, 

China’s growing power in the region has resulted in conflicts between all countries 

involved in recent years, resulting in the involvement of countries such as the United 

States and the rest of the international community. An in-depth look at the region and 

recent political developments with respect to Vietnam are detailed below.  

 

Territories & Resources 

Like most nations in the region, Vietnam bases its territorial claims on historical 

evidence and economic development. In a White Paper published in 1974, our Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs solidified Vietnam’s claim to the Paracel and Spratly islands. Both are 

critical to Vietnam’s fishing and oil industries, respectively. Vietnam has the 9th largest 

fishing industry in the world; roughly 25 territories within the confines of the Paracel 

and Spratly are key to driving the export-focused fishing industry. In 2017, Vietnam’s 
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fishing industry exported a new high of $8.2 billion US. 55.3% of these exports, 

however, go to just four countries: the United States, Japan, China, and South Korea. 

Although a relatively small part of the overall Vietnamese economy, maintaining this 

fishing industry is absolutely critical for the food security of our nation and to ensure 

that our development continues in a positive direction. Additionally, the South China 

Sea region presents massive opportunities in terms of oil and gas resources. Industry 

makes up about 33% of the Vietnamese economy, and is essential on our path of 

development. Control of the oil reserves in the South China Sea will be essential to 

ensuring national energy security as industry increases domestic demand for oil rises 

above current production levels. Foreign oil and gas companies such as BP and Shell 

have introduced large drilling projects within the area, generating most of Vietnam’s 

foreign currency. Maintaining these foreign currency reserves is essential to help fund 

the trade through which Vietnam prospers. 

When it comes to resources, the South China Sea has become the epicenter for 

natural oil and gas reserves. According to the World Bank, an estimated 900 trillion 

cubic feet of natural gas and 7 billion barrels of oil can be found inside the waters. In an 

effort to grow Vietnam’s economic interests and preserve/maintain energy security in 

the future, Vietnam must tactfully compete with nations like China who have exhibited 

their political and military might through confrontations with Vietnam in the past; a 

Chinese fishing boat was accused of cutting Vietnamese oil-exploration cables in 2011 

and another incident involving the firing of Chinese water cannons was noted in 2014 

affecting the Vietnamese stock market. Vietnam, however, is not the only country China 
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has targeted; incidents involving the Philippines and Taiwan have also surfaced in the 

past. 

To ensure our national food security, energy security, and ability to trade we must 

assert ourselves in the South China Sea region. Controlling the vast natural bounty of 

the South China Sea is of vital national importance to Vietnam. 

 

 
Figure 1. Oil and gas reserves in the South China Sea and competing claims. 

 

This being said, it is important to recognize China’s dominant control of these 

regions. The “Nine-Dash line,” the largest territorial claim in the South China Sea, 

encompasses an area hundreds of miles South and East of the Hainan province. Based 
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on nothing more than vague assertions that Chinese explorers visited these islands and 

a vague map published in 1947 by the Republic of China, the validity of this claim leaves 

much to be desired. Indeed, this artificial boundary was declared illegal in 2016 by an 

international arbitration tribunal on the basis that China had not historically exercised 

exclusive control over the claimed waters. China, however, has rejected this ruling and 

continued to take aggressive actions in the South China Sea. Chinese coast guard and 

naval vessels have clashed with those of other nations in the surrounding area, and even 

civilian fishing fleets, in an attempt to scare away any competitors. What’s more, in an 

attempt to further solidify and justify their claims China has begun to construct artificial 

islands on top of simple rocks or reefs. Serving as military bases and resupply points for 

Chinese ships, these artificial islands help China project its power despite international 

law not recognizing territorial rights derived from artificial islands. Like Vietnam, China 

seeks to control the valuable fisheries and oil reserves in the South China Sea. 

 

Figure 2. May 23, 2014. Chinese Coast Guard vessel rams Vietnamese fisheries watch vessel KN-951. 
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Recently, China has also attempted to bolster control by encouraging tourism on 

the Paracel islands. Both our own government and that of the Philippines have sent 

strong protests of this indirect occupation of our rightful territorial waters, however 

once again these complaints have fallen on deaf Chinese ears.  

Though not nearly as prominent a threat as Chinese forces, other nations do 

maintain military presences in the South China Sea. In addition to the Scarborough 

Shoal, the Philippines controls Kalayaan, largely due to physical proximity to its 

mainland. Taiwan, the last of the four prominent claimants, has maintained control of 

Taiping and Tungsha since the 1940’s. More recently, nations such as Malaysia and 

Brunei have also attempted to justify territorial claims in the South China Sea by citing 

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) economic exclusion 

zones.  

 

Vietnam–United States Relations 

Since the Resistance War Against America, relations between our country and the 

United States have improved dramatically. Our relationship has benefitted from a 

massive increase in trade as foreign investment develops Vietnamese industry and a 

program of reconciliation pursued by our two governments. Trade with America has 

increased exponentially since 1994, reaching an all-time high of $54.6 trillion US in 

2017. The United States also serves as the largest destination for Vietnamese clothing, 

fish, and electronics (among others).  
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Although the US has expressed support for Vietnam with respect to the topic of 

national defense, no formal alliance has been signed thanks to the Three No’s Policy 

which guides our foreign relations. Historically, Vietnam has found benefits through 

this non alignment, refusing to allow military alliances, foreign troops stationed on 

Vietnamese soil, or partnering with a foreign power to combat another. Emphasizing 

cooperation on the maritime front, however, the US has provided Vietnam with patrol 

vessels and recently lifted the ban on selling lethal weapons to the Vietnamese Navy. 

The international community in general and the West in particular has often sought to 

support Vietnam and other smaller players in the region amidst concerns that China is 

too assertive and will eventually increase its political and military might in the 

strategically vital South China Sea.  

Ted Osius, US ambassador to Vietnam, reaffirmed the United States’ position 

stating that our nation’s “future prosperity depends upon a stable and peaceful maritime 

environment.” This being said, it’s important to recognize that since the Trump 

administration has taken office, the US’ actions have not been aligned with their 

apparent sentiments of support. When threatened with a military confrontation by 

China in March, 2018, our government was forced to withdraw consent for Repsol (a 

Spanish drilling company) to move forward with a project in the Spratly islands. The 

US, with a growing Naval presence in the South China Sea, failed to act and stand by 

their promise to maintain conflict and tension free economic zones in the region. 

American reluctance to take military action against China with Philippines, a close 
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historical ally, also suggests that when push comes to shove, the US may not be 

prepared to step up to the Chinese in the South China Sea.  

 

Vietnam–China Relations 

Our government’s relationship with China has always been tense in the South 

China Sea. A number of military and political standoffs have occured over the years. In 

1974, the Chinese attacked our territory in the Paracel islands, killing 70 Vietnamese 

troops. Over a decade later, the Spratlys were contested resulting in the loss of 60 

Vietnamese sailors. More recently in 2012, the Chinese Navy intentionally sabotaged 

two Vietnamese exploration operations, resulting in massive protests in Vietnam. 

China’s claims to territories within the nine-dash line are highly controversial and are 

often unsubstantiated; Vietnam continues to refute China’s historical account due to its 

inconsistency with documents in Vietnam’s possession.  

There is no shame in acknowledging China’s political and military strength over 

Vietnam; past confrontations between our nation and China have made it clear that 

China will continue to coerce relatively smaller countries and not be bound by 

international laws and regulations. Keeping Vietnam’s best interests in mind, the 

government must tactfully approach China with caution moving forward.  

 

UNCLOS and Claim Legality 

Much of the dispute around claims in the South China Sea arises from the 

conflicts between supposedly historical claims and the exclusive economic zones (EEZs) 
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defined by the United Nations Convention on the Laws of the Sea (UNCLOS). UNCLOS 

guarantees nations an economic territorial zone of 200 nautical miles from their 

coastline as well as freedom of navigation of the seas. However, the South China Sea is 

bordered by several countries and is a relatively small area so sometimes even these 200 

nautical mile EEZs clash. Therefore, UNCLOS alone cannot be the only determination of 

aquatic boundaries in the South China Sea and other considerations must be made. 

Historically, Vietnam has helped to justify a large claim in the South China Sea by 

pointing to the amount of Vietnamese coastline which borders the region and historical 

Vietnamese nautical exploration of the region. Other claimants all have similar 

justifications, and so a definitive map of claims in the region will require both the 

application of international law as well as negotiation between competing parties. What 

the entire international community agrees on, however, is that China’s nine-dash line 

claim in the South China Sea is based on questionable historical evidence and far 

exceeds the norms of international law. China, however, has continually rejected rulings 

in this vein and attempted to promote interpretations of international laws rejected by 

the larger international community.  
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Analysis 

Relevance of the Three No’s Principle 

After our Soviet allies proved unable to protect us from the Chinese in 1979, it 

became clear that relying on any other power to provide for the Vietnamese people was a 

forlorn hope. By remaining non-aligned, Vietnam was able to look after itself, playing 

larger powers off of each other with the Socialist Republic as the beneficiary. In the past, 

however, we have been able to rely on the main interests of these major powers lying far 

away from our shores. Now, as China once again begins to exercise its power in the 

region, this guarantee no longer holds. China’s interests in the South China Sea directly 

conflict with those of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, and the United States has begun 

to become suspicious of the larger world. In this new geopolitical arena, we must decide 

whether the Three No’s policy and non-alignment still serve as an effective guide for 

Vietnamese policy.  

If we continue to uphold the Three No’s policy and seek to chart a solely 

Vietnamese course forwards, we must determine how exactly the tension between China 

and the United States can be turned to our advantage. Vietnam’s history with both 

powers is far from spotless, with both powers attempting to impose their will upon the 

people of the Socialist Republic, so this will affect any strategy we propose. Continuing 

to pursue a strategy of non-alignment will mean that we must show interest to both 

major powers in the region, while not giving up too much.  

If, on the other hand, we choose to abandon non-alignment and pursue an 

ever-closer relationship with one power in the region, we must choose a power. More 
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importantly, we must determine how to ensure that we leave Vietnam free to chart its 

own destiny forward even in the face of an alliance with China or the United States. It 

would be unacceptable to the Vietnamese people to suffer once more under the yoke of 

foreign imperialism - be it a Chinese yoke or a Western one. 

 

Charting a Vietnamese Course Forward 

Although Vietnam and China share a nominal dedication to socialism, China’s 

nine-dashed line claims in the South China Sea directly conflict with our rightful 

territory. Additionally, China sees its current rise as a reclaiming of former glory. 

Namely, China looks back fondly upon the historical tributary system, with all of Asia 

bowing to Beijing. If Vietnam is to chart its own course forward, this cannot be allowed 

to happen. Of course, the westerners of the United States are not much better. While 

China looks to a glorious past and relations with America have improved markedly, the 

United States still stands astride the world in the present. Washington has attempted to 

impose its will on us before, and although Americans have seemingly become wary of 

foreign engagements we cannot ensure that the far more direct forms of American 

imperialism will not reawaken.  

As we consider the continued relevance of the three no’s policy and 

nonalignment, we must decide what Vietnam can use as bargaining chips in its 

interactions with these foreign powers. Additionally, it is vital to remember that this is 

more than a simple question of territory. The South China Sea is so strategically vital 

because of the vast resources it contains, in both food and fuel. What’s more, the 
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interests of all powers involved also extend beyond the purely territorial. America might 

want economic concessions for its companies in Vietnam, or China might want 

guarantees that we remain aloof from the Americans. Even more importantly, we must 

remember that other nations bordering the South China Sea also stand to lose their 

claims in the South China Sea. Malaysia and the Philippines could prove valuable 

friends if we can find a way to smooth over our own territorial differences with these 

countries. We must decide what we are willing to trade, under what policy Vietnam and 

our people benefit the most, and how we can best ensure a bright future for our Socialist 

Republic.  

 

Justifying Our Claims in the South China Sea 

Although our claims in the South China Sea are clearly legitimate, we must also 

consider how best to communicate the justness of our claims to the international 

audience. In the past, we have sought to project our claims on the region through relying 

on international law such as the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS). The size and durability of our exclusive economic zone (EEZ) as established 

by UNCLOS, however, is challenged by the competing EEZ claims of China, Malaysia, 

and the Philippines within the South China Sea. Numerous reefs, rocks, and small 

islands with even more numerous claims complicate the situation even further. One of 

the strongest international legal justifications we can offer however, is that very few, if 

any, of these rocks and islands are inhabitable or truly governed by any state, and that 

the length of the Vietnamese coastline far exceeds the coastlines of all these tiny rocks 
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combined. If the South China Sea largely washes up on Vietnamese shores, it stands to 

reason that the area should be mostly Vietnamese.  

While this justification seems to be enough to support our claims in most 

international forums and to most other nations, China has shown a complete disregard 

for these norms. Aggressively building up reefs and rocks into islands in an attempt to 

expand their EEZ into rightfully Vietnamese waters, China has proven unwilling to 

listen to international arbiters and courts. We must continue to prove that Vietnam has 

the better claim to the rocks, reefs, and waters of the South China Sea in order to keep 

the international courts and opinion on our side. While China may not listen to these 

arbitrations, the rest of the world certainly does, and being internationally backed 

strengthens Vietnam’s positions in any negotiations on the subject. We must consider 

how our claims can be justified historically via both discovery and governance, legally 

via precedent and treaty-based international law, and morally by our development 

needs. What’s more, we must consider how best to sell these justifications to the rest of 

the world to ensure that international opinion remains with us. 

 

Protecting Our Claims in the South China Sea 

While legally and politically justifying our claims is necessary, we must also 

consider more concrete action in the face of Chinese aggression. Even without help from 

the United States, entering into negotiations with China, or forming a friendship with 

our neighbors Vietnam may be able to take actions to cement its claims to the waters 

and resources of the South China Sea. On the extreme end of the scale, the United States 
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and China have proven willing to make forceful displays to assert rights in the area. 

Chinese fleets have blocked the access of Philippine government vessels to a 

Philippines-owned island, and the United States has asserted freedom of navigation 

rights by sailing warships extremely close to rocks claimed by China. While Vietnam is 

not a military powerful comparable to the United States or China, perhaps more 

aggressive actions can be taken in the defense of Vietnamese interests in the region. To 

combat Chinese threats to our fishing and resource extraction rights in the region, we 

could consider sending guards out with fishing fleets and otherwise protecting with 

force our resource extraction operations. However, this could be seen as overly 

aggressive by China or other international partners who we do not want to drive away.  

We must determine whether any more aggressive action should be taken, and if 

so to what extent we can act without provoking China or losing the support of the 

international community. 
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Questions to Consider 

1. Should Vietnam continue to uphold the Three No’s principle or has the time 

come to consider making alliances? If so, with which country or countries? 

2. How can we solve our South China Sea dilemma while continuing to maintain 

Vietnamese sovereignty and freedom of action? 

3. How can we justify Vietnam’s claims historically, legally, and morally? 

4. How can you leverage your position specifically to support Vietnam’s claims and 

power in the South China Sea? 

5. Should more aggressive action be taken to protect our territory in the South 

China Sea? If so, to what extent? 

 

Key Resources 

1. Overview of the Tensions in the South China Sea 

In general, the Council of Foreign Relations website offers a fantastic resource to 

learn about relations between nations in the region. This article in particular 

provides an in-depth summary of all the stakeholders involved in the conflict, 

effect on resources, trade-routes, and military involvement. Also, it briefly covers 

international actions that have been taken to resolve conflicts. 

2. Historical Context & Territorial Claims 

This BBC article provides a specific look at each of the countries involved and 

their respective claims to individual territories. It approaches the topic through a 

historical lens.  
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3. Legal Justification and History in the South China Sea 

The Diplomat offers a detailed perspective on relations in the South China Sea 

and historical international negotiations in the area. This article in particular 

provides a detailed discussion of UNCLOS and historical legal actions and 

arguments over claims in the South China Sea. 

4. US Involvement with China & Vietnam  

This specific article from The Diplomat describes the nature of the US’ attitude 

and relationship with Vietnam and the ever growing need for more international 

investment to protect smaller countries’ interests in the region. 
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