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other against China in the South China Sea. China has been aggressively expanding its claimed territorial waters
around the Spratly Islands. The United States, including one of its military agencies, has taken the side of the

Philippines in its ongoing dispute with China over the islands, which include an energy-rich reef. China seized the
Spratly Islands from the Philippines under a deal agreed in 2001. The current administration of President Barack
Obama has been critical of China’s policy of “sovereignty-by-dispossession,” whereby China has pressured other

countries to recognize Chinese sovereignty over the islands. The Chinese authorities themselves claim sovereignty
over virtually all of the South China Sea, but have never explained what this entails. Military leaders had expected
that America’s other commitments in the Asian region would continue to occupy much of their time and attention.
The North Korean threat, for example, is likely to remain a major concern, and the fear of military attack remains a

major threat for the United States and its allies. But the officials involved in the dispute with China now feel the
situation may require military action. Chinese authorities have been preparing for a conflict, some of the officials
involved in the dispute said. Beijing’s claim of sovereignty over the islands is based on the fact that it has sold oil
and gas rights to the islands in the past. If the United States were to assert its right to arbitration under the U.N.
Convention on the Law of the Sea, it is likely to declare that China has no legal claim to the islands. U.S. Defense

Secretary
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