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Abstract 

 

This essay discusses the evolution of Chinese maritime tactics in the East China Sea, with a 

particular focus on the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands dispute between China and Japan. Drawing on 

Japan Coast Guard statistics and key political events, the analysis identifies two distinct waves 

of Chinese intrusions. The first wave followed Japan's nationalization of the Senkaku Islands in 

September 2012, marked by a surge in Chinese patrols aimed at stoking nationalist sentiment 

and challenging Japanese territorial claims. The second wave emerged after the Permanent 

Court of Arbitration’s ruling on the South China Sea in July 2016, reflecting a strategic shift as 

China adapted successful tactics from its South China Sea approach to its dealings with Japan. 

Historical incidents dating back to 2008 further reveal an incremental policy change by China 

toward maintaining a persistent state of dispute in the region. The findings underscore how 

China’s evolving maritime strategy has significant implications for regional security and the 

effectiveness of international legal frameworks in mediating territorial conflicts. 
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Introduction 

 

In recent years, Chinese maritime activity in the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands region has surged, 

marking two distinct periods of increased intrusions. Following Japan’s nationalization of the 

islands in 2012 and the Permanent Court of Arbitration’s ruling on the South China Sea in 2016, 

China has adopted a more assertive stance in the East China Sea. This essay examines these two 

waves of activity, exploring how political decisions and international legal challenges have 

shaped China's evolving maritime strategy and its broader implications for regional security. 



I discuss in this essey the evolution of Chinese maritime tactics in the East China Sea, with a 

particular focus on the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands dispute between China and Japan. Drawing on 

Japan Coast Guard statistics and key political events, the analysis identifies two distinct waves of 

Chinese intrusions. The first wave followed Japan's nationalization of the Senkaku Islands in 

September 2012, marked by a surge in Chinese patrols aimed at stoking nationalist sentiment and 

challenging Japanese territorial claims. The second wave emerged after the Permanent Court of 

Arbitration’s ruling on the South China Sea in July 2016, reflecting a strategic shift as China 

adapted successful tactics from its South China Sea approach to its dealings with Japan. 

 

China’s Evolving Maritime Strategy in the East China Sea 

 

Looking at the Japan Coast Guard’s statistics of Chinese intrusions in the Senkaku region and the 

Japanese territorial sea, we can see two waves. The first wave of China’s intrusion into the 

Japanese territorial sea and Senkaku island’s area took place after September 2012, after Japan 

nationalized Senkaku Island. China increased its intrusion to step up propaganda to ignite 

nationalism’s flames, leading to anti-Japanese protests across China and around the world.i The 

second wave occurred after the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) ruled on the South China 

Sea case on July 12, 2016.  Why has China become more aggressive in the East China Sea after 

the South China Sea Arbitration in 2016? 

 

According to Chinese media, Chinese public service ships increased their presence in the 

Senkaku / Diaoyu Islands waters after September 2012, when Japan nationalized Senkaku 

Islandii. However, if we look at Japanese and Chinese political and military activities, we see that 

China changed its policy many years earlier. 

 

On May 7, 2008, Chinese President Hu Jintao and Japanese Prime Minister Fukuda Yasuo signed 

a “Joint Statement between the Government of Japan and the Government of the People’s 

Republic of China on Comprehensive Promotion of a “Mutually Beneficial Relationship Based 

on Common Strategic Interests.” The two countries agreed to build an excellent bilateral 

relationship to fulfill the two great powers’ responsibilities for peace and development in the 

Asia-Pacific.iii  



 

However, half a year later, in December 2008, two Chinese public service ships suddenly entered 

the Senkaku area. Despite the Japan Coast Guard (海上保安庁) protested and requested to leave 

the area, the two Chinese ships remained in the area for nine hours. For Japan, this act of 

intruding upon territory marks a change in China’s policy toward the East China Sea, attempting 

to change the status quo to maintain a permanent disputed state. 

 

In 2010, China suddenly announced to Japan that it would establish an air defense identification 

zone (ADIZ) in the East China Sea. China enforced this in 2013.iv According to the statistics of 

the Japan Coast Guard (海上 保安 庁 Japan Coast Guard), before September 2010, Chinese 

ships only entered the Senkaku area about twice a month on average. On September 7, 2010, a 

Chinese fishing boat intentionally crashed into a Japanese coast guard ship in the Senkaku area, 

actively causing a conflict between the two countries, and then Chinese service ships suddenly 

patrolled the area about 20 times in September and October of that year. This incident led to the 

Japanese government’s nationalization of Senkaku Island on September 11, 2012. From 

September 2012 to 2016, Chinese service ships entered the area almost every day, about 60 times 

a month on average, except for stormy days. In June 2016, just before the court in Hague ruled 

on the South China Sea case, Chinese Navy warships entered the Senkaku area for the first time.v  

In July 2016, China reduced ships entering Japanese territorial waters and the Senkaku region 

(down from 108 cases in May and 91 cases in June to 68 cases in July) because of the Pacific 

typhoon season. Nevertheless, in August, the cases of intrusions skyrocketed to 170. Over the 

next three years, China entered Japanese territorial waters, and the Senkaku region averaged 

about 90 times per month in 2017, about 70 times per month in 2018, about 100 times per month 

in 2019 and 2020. On July 1, 2018, the China Coast Guard was incorporated into the People’s 

Armed Police. This move worries Japan and Southeast Asian countries. 

 

In July 2020, as the United States stepped up anti-China policy, the commander of US forces in 

Japan, Lt. Gen. Kevin Schneider, pledged that the US would help Japan monitor the Chinese 

intrusions in the waters around Senkaku.vi  

 



Thus, in the East China Sea, China has twice increased intrusions into Japanese territorial waters 

over the past ten years. The first one happened after September 2012, when Japan nationalized 

Senkaku Island, and the second occurred after July 2016, after the Permanent Court of 

Arbitration issued its ruling on the South China Sea.viiviii 

 

As early as the summer of 2016, in the South China Sea, China’s policy of ignoring the 

Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) Award has been successful. China hopes the policy of 

steadfastness in the East China Sea toward Japan will also yield similar results. Since 2016, 

China has continuously broken its record in the Senkaku Islands region in the East China Sea. 

The Japan Coast Guard (海上保安庁) reported that in August 2016, thirteen Chinese 

government patrol boats and about three hundred ships looked like Chinese fishing boats 

appeared in the Senkaku area located in Japanese territorial waters. That was the largest number 

of boats ever until 2016 in the area.ix  

 

On the morning of August 9, 2016, Japanese Foreign Minister Kishida Fumio 岸 田文雄 also 

summoned the Chinese Ambassador to Japan, Cheng Yonghua 程永華, to oppose the Chinese 

intrusions of territory. However, the Chinese media proudly announced that Ambassador 

Yonghua responded: “It is natural for Chinese ships to operate in Chinese territory.”x China’s 

State Oceanic Administration (国家海洋局) said, “The Chinese Coast Guard ship passed through 

our Diaoyu island territory on August 7”, and on the 21st, the Chinese Coast Guard fleet 

patrolled the territorial waters of the Diaoyu Islands. This patrol is the third time the Chinese 

Coast Guard fleet has been operating in the territorial waters of the Diaoyu Islands since this 

month.xi  

 

Senkaku / Diaoyu is a group of uninhabited rocks and has no own economy, so it generates 12-

nautical mile territorial seas but not an exclusive economic zone (EEZ). According to UNCLOS, 

foreign vessels can “enjoy the right of innocent passage through the territorial sea” (Article 17), 

but it is illegal to patrol or conduct “any other activity not having a direct bearing on 

passage.” (Article 19). Therefore, patrols in the territorial sea of a particular geographical entity 

under another state’s administration create disputes and claim sovereignty.  

https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/part2.htm
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/part2.htm


 

China has increased patrolling Senkaku territorial waters to maintain this territorial dispute with 

Japan. Nevertheless, why has China become more aggressive in the East China Sea with Japan 

since the South China Sea Arbitration in July 2016? The answer lies in the successful experience 

of dealing with the South China Sea Arbitration.  

 

After the 2016 Permanent Court of Arbitration ruling, China succeeded in neutralizing the Award 

by approaching ASEAN countries with both the promise of economic aid and the threat of 

military action. After that, China began to apply that strategy in the East China Sea to deal with 

Japan, a rival stronger than ASEAN. 

 

China sees the PCA’s ruling as an excuse to increase aggression in the South China Sea. China 

has decided to switch to the offensive position. So, after the Philippines filed its lawsuit with the 

Permanent Court of Arbitration in early 2013, China immediately built up artificial islands in the 

South China Sea. After the PCA’s ruling in 2016, Chinese artificial islands in the South China 

Sea have been completed, becoming the basis for China to maintain a strong stance. 

 

By dividing ASEAN, making it impossible to agree on dealing with China in the South China 

Sea, and at the same time intensifying military operations, building artificial islands early in 

order to maintain the disputes continuously, China has succeeded in nullifying the PCA’s Award 

on July 12, 2016. 

 

China has applied the tactics of continuously maintaining a dispute in the South China Sea into 

the East China Sea. Japan has followed China’s actions in the South China Sea to foresee China’s 

move in the East China Sea. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the evolution of Chinese maritime tactics in the East China Sea reveals a 

deliberate and adaptive strategy that has unfolded in two distinct waves. Following Japan's 

nationalization of the Senkaku Islands in 2012, and later the Permanent Court of Arbitration 



ruling in 2016, China has significantly increased its presence and assertiveness in the disputed 

region. These developments underscore how international legal decisions, and regional political 

actions have catalyzed shifts in China's approach, transforming the dynamics of the territorial 

dispute. As China leverages tactics proven successful in the South China Sea, the implications 

for regional security and diplomatic engagement are profound, calling for sustained vigilance 

and a coordinated response from Japan and its allies to manage and mitigate escalating tensions. 
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