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The Indo-Pacific is a maritime system

Trade, energy, data and naval power move by 
sea

Disruption at sea rapidly affects economies 
and national security

Competition increasingly centres on access, 
control and the rules at sea

SLOCs Cables Chokepoints Ports

Image: Indo-Pacific sea lines of communication, Chintan India 
Foundation)
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From Episodic Tension to Sustained Contestation

More capable regional fleets

Persistent deployments and patrols

Expanded access, exercises and posture

Strategic signalling at sea

Dynamic 1

Navies Coast guards Militia / proxies Commercial actors

Image: Royal Australian Navy sailors on HMAS Arunta keeping watch on 

People's Liberation Army Navy vessels. (Commonwealth of Australia)
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Coercion below the threshold of conflict

Dynamic 2

Navies Coast guards Militia / proxies Commercial actors

Persistent
presence

Cumulative
effect

Calibrated
pressure

water cannons • ramming • blocking resupply • swarming • 
unsafe manoeuvres • domestic legal claims

The purpose is to make each incident look too small to justify escalation, while the total 
effect changes behaviour.
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The South China Sea: law, power and practice

Dynamic 3

The legal framework is clear; implementation is 
contested

Artificial islands and militarised features 
changed the operating picture

Coast guard and militia activity create daily 
pressure

The 2016 award remains essential, but does 
not implement itself
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Flashpoints are increasingly connected

Dynamic 4

Taiwan Strait

East China Sea

South China Sea

Pacific Island states and EEZs

Indian Ocean chokepoints

A crisis in one can quickly affect access, logistics and decision-making across the region
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The vulnerability is not only warships

Dynamic 5

Commercial shipping Fuel and energy Ports

Subsea cables Offshore infrastructure cyber

The real strategic effect may be the disruption of the 
systems that allow governments, economies and forces 
to keep operating.
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A more complicated maritime actor set

Dynamic 6

Navies
Military authorities

Coast guards
Law-enforcement 

authorities

Militia / proxies
Ambiguity and 

deniability

Commercial actors
Civilian status and leverage

Different authorities and thresholds — sometimes serving the same strategic objective.
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Why this matters for military lawyers and operators

Attribution Necessity & 
Proportionality Escalation control

Rules of 
engagement

Evidence and 
narrative
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What the region needs

Presence

Consistent lawful activity 
that reinforces rights and 

norms.

Partnerships

Navies, coast guards, 
diplomats, lawyers and 

industry working 
together.

Resilience

Capacity to absorb 
disruption and continue 

operating.

Practical conclusions
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Takeaway

Practical conclusions

The contest is evolving and intensifying.

It is being fought through presence, access, law, infrastructure, information 
and political pressure — not only through naval combat power.

Capability + law + resilience + partnerships



MILOPS | August 2026

DISCUSSION

Image: The trajectory of a test-fired Chinese ballistic missile in the Pacific, according to 
the Taiwanese government. Taken 7/7/2026. Supplied: Joseph Wu/Government of 
Taiwan/X (Supplied: Joseph Wu/Government of Taiwan/X)
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