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Abstract

In recent years, China has actively strengthened its effective control over
surrounding waters by consolidating maritime law enforcement agencies and enacting
relevant regulations, gradually advancing its “maritime power” strategic layout. Since the
establishment of the National Oceanic Administration in 2013 through the integration of
multiple maritime law enforcement units, the incorporation of the Coast Guard into the
People's Armed Police in 2018, and the formal implementation of the Coast Guard Law
in 2021, China has achieved a high degree of centralization of maritime law enforcement
authority. This not only provides a legal basis for Coast Guard operations but also
establishes a law enforcement framework characterized by legitimacy and routine
enforcement.

While these legal developments appear to fall within the realm of domestic affairs,
they have profound implications for regional maritime order. The Coast Guard Law
authorizes the coast guard to carry out actions such as expulsion, boarding inspections,
and even the use of force. The provisions of the law cover a wide range of scenarios and
are highly flexible, making their implementation prone to disputes over overreach and
misuse. Under the framework of international law, the China Coast Guard Law has long
been questioned for its compatibility with the United Nations Convention on the Law of
the Sea (UNCLOS). The international legal community generally believes that China is
attempting to circumvent international legal standards through vague legal provisions and
domestic legislation, reinterpreting the sovereign implications of exclusive economic
zones and territorial seas, thereby undermining the existing rules-based maritime order
and posing a challenge to regional stability.

Additionally, China continues to employ “non-military but deterrent” gray-zone

operational strategies, using coast guard actions as a key tool to safeguard its interests.
iii



Without provoking full-scale conflict, China gradually consolidates its de facto control
over disputed waters. Through the interplay of legal and enforcement actions, China
effectively blurs the lines between military and law enforcement, shaping new
geopolitical realities and further compressing the response space of neighboring countries.
Among these, the South China Sea serves as the core arena for China's maritime
strategy, involving not only multiple countries' sovereignty claims and resource disputes
but also becoming a focal point of intense attention from external powers. The South
China Sea is rich in fisheries and energy resources and plays a crucial role as a global
maritime shipping route. In response to China's accelerated land reclamation, deployment
of coast guard vessels, and strengthen patrol mechanisms in the region, neighboring
countries such as the Philippines and Vietnam, as well as external powers like the United
States, Japan, and Australia, have escalated military deployments, strengthened joint
patrols, and enhanced policy coordination to counter China's actions, which are ostensibly
“law enforcement” but effectively aimed at expanding control.
Keywords: Coast Guard Law, United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea,

Gray Zone Operations, Regional Security, South China Sea
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