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Abstract

This paper outlines the developments in Sino-Japanese relations over the East
China Sea mainly in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. Both Japan and
China ratified the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1996, but could not delimit
their Exclusive Economic Zones in a short period due to China’s excessive claim. To
stabilize the situation in the East China Sea, the two countries signed three diplomatic
agreements between 1997 and 2008. However, China consequently failed to comply
with all of them. When Tokyo found it difficult to settle issues through negotiations with
Beijing, the Chinese coastguard vessels made their first incursion into the territorial
water of the Senkaku Islands in December 2008, challenging Japanese sovereignty in a
clear manner. The Senkaku incidents occurred in 2010 and 2012 escalated tensions in
the bilateral relationship to an unprecedented level. China’s continued “unilateral
attempts to change the status quo by force” in the East China Sea led Japan to gradually
seek hard balancing measures against China. They included strengthening the alliance
with the United States, quickening the procedures for ordering defensive actions on the
sea, bolstering defense deployment in its south-western islands, and obtaining
counterattack capabilities against foreign missiles. Tokyo also took advantage of
international backlash against China’s aggressive measures to reinforce its cooperation
with countries that were increasingly wary of Beijing. While the security tensions over
the East China Sea remained to be high, there is growing concern today over China’s

possible military incursion into Taiwan and its impact on the Japan-China relations.
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