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DEDICATION
 
To the brave Coast Guard officers who patrol the world's most remote waters,
To the scientists who seek truth beneath the waves,
To the diplomats who navigate between nations,
And to the fishermen whose livelihoods depend on the sea's bounty.
May their courage, wisdom, and perseverance guide us toward
a more cooperative future for our shared oceans.
 
In memory of all those who have served in the defense of maritime sovereignty
and in hope for a world where the law of the sea serves
not just national interests, but humanity's common heritage.
 
"The sea, once it casts its spell, holds one in its net of wonder forever."
— Jacques Cousteau




EPIGRAPH
 
"In studying the evolution of international relations, we often search for grand transformations in the rise and fall of empires, the shifting of ideological paradigms, or the emergence of new technologies. Yet sometimes the most profound insights into humanity's future come from examining our most seemingly insignificant disputes. Okinotorishima teaches us that in an age of climate change and resource scarcity, there are no small territories—only small thinking about their implications.
The real question is not whether Japan's claims to these rocks are legally sound or economically justified. The real question is whether humanity possesses the wisdom to govern our shared oceans before they become ungovernable. In the space between these two tiny rocks and the vast Pacific that surrounds them lies a test of our species' capacity for adaptation, cooperation, and survival.
This book is written in the conviction that understanding how we fight over the smallest territories will teach us how to share the largest commons."





— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Author of "The Changing Security Dynamics Shaped The Power Imbalance Between India And Pakistan In The Post-Cold War Era" and "Can Russia Help Pakistan Grow?"
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PREFACE

When I first encountered the story of Okinotorishima during my research on contemporary maritime disputes, I confess I was struck by what seemed like an almost comedic absurdity. Here was Japan, a sophisticated modern nation, spending hundreds of millions of dollars to preserve two rocks smaller than a tennis court, claiming sovereignty over an ocean area larger than the country itself. My initial academic skepticism quickly gave way to fascination as I delved deeper into the layers of legal complexity, geopolitical strategy, and environmental urgency that surround this remote atoll.

As someone who has spent decades studying territorial disputes—from the Kashmir conflict between India and Pakistan to the evolving dynamics of great power competition—I have learned that the most seemingly insignificant territories often reveal the most profound truths about international relations. In my previous works, including analyses of Pakistan's strategic positioning and the changing security dynamics in South Asia, I have consistently argued that territorial disputes are never really about territory alone. They are about identity, security, resources, and ultimately, the fundamental question of how sovereign states adapt to changing circumstances while preserving their core interests.

Okinotorishima represents the perfect case study for understanding how 21st-century territorial disputes will unfold. Unlike the land-based conflicts that dominated the 20th century, this dispute encompasses every major challenge facing the international system today: climate change threatening territorial integrity, resource scarcity driving competition, technological advancement enabling new forms of presence and exploitation, and the tension between national sovereignty and global commons management.

My approach to this subject has been shaped by my academic training in international relations and my practical experience observing how theoretical frameworks play out in real-world policy decisions. Having written extensively about the intersection of security dynamics and economic development, I recognize that Okinotorishima cannot be understood through a single disciplinary lens. This is simultaneously a legal puzzle, an engineering marvel, an environmental crisis, an economic opportunity, and a geopolitical chess game.

The research for this book took me across multiple continents and through countless archives, government documents, and expert interviews. I have had the privilege of speaking with Japanese Coast Guard officers who patrol these remote waters, Chinese marine scientists conducting research in disputed zones, Taiwanese fishermen whose livelihoods depend on access to traditional fishing grounds, and American military officials responsible for maintaining freedom of navigation in the Pacific. Each perspective added layers to my understanding of how this tiny atoll fits into much larger strategic calculations.

What emerged from this research was not just the story of a territorial dispute, but a microcosm of humanity's relationship with our changing planet. As I have argued in my work on economic cooperation and conflict resolution, the greatest challenges of our time require us to move beyond zero-sum thinking toward frameworks that can accommodate multiple legitimate interests. The Okinotorishima dispute exemplifies both the difficulty and the necessity of this transition.


The May 2025 confrontation between Chinese research vessels and Japanese Coast Guard forces that opens this book represents an inflection point in maritime governance. Having studied similar crisis moments in South Asian conflicts, I recognize the pattern of how tactical incidents can escalate into strategic confrontations unless carefully managed. The radio exchanges between the R/V Tan Kah Kee and Japanese aircraft, documented in Chapter 1, capture the essence of how great powers communicate their interests while carefully avoiding escalation.


This book is written for multiple audiences. For academic readers, it offers a comprehensive case study in how international law, environmental change, and resource competition intersect in the modern state system. For policy practitioners, it provides insights into crisis management, diplomatic negotiation, and the challenge of governing shared resources. For general readers interested in understanding how the world really works, it reveals the hidden connections between tiny rocks in the Pacific and the broader forces shaping our global future.

My analysis is informed by my conviction that scholarly work must serve practical purposes. As I noted in my studies of Pakistan's international relations, academic insights are most valuable when they help policymakers and citizens make better decisions about complex challenges. The Okinotorishima dispute offers lessons for every coastal nation grappling with climate change, every country dependent on imported resources, and every society trying to balance national interests with international cooperation.


I am particularly grateful to my colleagues at PDS&CE Pakistan who encouraged this research, to the international community of maritime law scholars who shared their expertise, and to the diplomats, military officers, and scientists who provided crucial insights into the operational realities of ocean governance. Special thanks are due to the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force, the Chinese Academy of Marine Sciences, and the various Coast Guard organizations that facilitated access to primary source materials.


Writing this book has reinforced my belief that the greatest insights in international relations often come from examining our smallest disputes with the greatest care. In the space between two tiny rocks and the vast Pacific Ocean that surrounds them, we can discern the outlines of conflicts and opportunities that will define the coming century.

As humanity faces the dual challenges of climate change and resource scarcity, our approach to governing the ocean commons will determine whether the 21st century brings unprecedented cooperation or devastating conflict. The story of Okinotorishima is ultimately the story of this choice, played out in microcosm on humanity's last frontier.

I hope this book contributes to the crucial conversation about how we can learn to share our blue planet before it becomes too late to learn at all.


Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
PDS&CE
Author of "Operation Bunyan um Marsoos," "Can Russia Help Pakistan Grow?" and "The Changing Security Dynamics Shaped The Power Imbalance Between India And Pakistan In The Post-Cold War Era"
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PROLOGUE: The Most Expensive Rocks on Earth

The radio crackle cut through the Pacific twilight at 5:40 PM on May 26, 2025, as Japanese Coast Guard aircraft circled 167 miles east of a place most people had never heard of—Okinotorishima, Japan's southernmost territory.¹ Below them, the Chinese research vessel R/V Tan Kah Kee methodically deployed what appeared to be a wire into waters that Japan claimed as its exclusive economic zone, but which China insisted belonged to no one.

"This is Japan Coast Guard aircraft to Chinese vessel Tan Kah Kee," the radio transmission warned. "You are conducting unauthorized research activities within Japan's exclusive economic zone. Cease operations immediately."²

The response, when it came, embodied a confrontation that had been building for decades. China's position was clear: these waters belonged to the high seas, and Beijing's research vessel was exercising freedom of navigation where Japan had no right to interfere.³ The standoff would last five hours before the Chinese vessel finally departed at 10:45 PM, but the larger dispute over these remote waters would endure long after the last radio transmission faded into static.⁴

What makes this confrontation extraordinary is not the diplomatic tensions it generated—such incidents have become routine in the contested waters of the Indo-Pacific—but rather the sheer absurdity of what triggered it. The entire dispute centers on 9.44 square meters of coral reef, smaller than a king-sized bed, that Japan has spent more than $600 million to preserve with concrete barriers, steel breakwaters, and a $50 million titanium net.⁵ ⁶ These two tiny concrete-encased rocks, battered by 16-meter typhoon waves and 50+ meter-per-second winds, somehow generate Japanese sovereignty claims over 420,000 square kilometers of ocean—larger than Japan itself.⁷

To understand the strategic mathematics behind this seemingly absurd investment, one must look beyond the physical insignificance of Okinotorishima to its extraordinary location. Positioned precisely halfway between Taiwan and Guam, at 20°25' north latitude and 136°04' east longitude, these rocks sit astride some of the most strategically vital waters in the Pacific.⁸ American fleets would likely pass through this area en route from Guam in the event of military engagement in the Taiwan Strait, while Chinese submarines require detailed seabed mapping of the same waters to operate effectively.⁹ For Beijing, Japan's exclusive economic zone claim transforms critical international waters into a zone where China cannot freely conduct the oceanographic research essential for submarine warfare.

The economic stakes are equally staggering. In June 2024, Japanese researchers announced the discovery of over 230 million tonnes of polymetallic nodules in the surrounding waters, containing 610,000 tonnes of cobalt—equivalent to 75 years of Japan's consumption—and 740,000 tonnes of nickel worth more than $18 billion.¹⁰ ¹¹ These are not the only riches at stake. The waters around Okinotorishima are known spawning grounds and migration routes for bonito, tuna, and other commercially valuable species worth billions annually.¹² When combined with potential methane hydrates and rare earth element deposits on surrounding seamounts, the total value of resources within Japan's claimed exclusive economic zone could reach into the trillions of dollars.¹³

Yet for all its strategic and economic importance, Okinotorishima remains one of the most remote and hostile environments on Earth. Located 1,740 kilometers south of Tokyo, the atoll's "dry land" area of 9.44 square meters consists almost entirely of artificial concrete structures built to prevent two coral outcroppings—Kitakojima and Higashikojima—from disappearing beneath the waves.¹⁴ ¹⁵ What began in 1987 as emergency erosion control has evolved into one of the most expensive territorial preservation projects in human history, involving everything from helicopter-dropped tetrapods to the cultivation of microscopic foraminifera designed to literally grow the island larger.¹⁶

The confrontation between the Tan Kah Kee and Japanese Coast Guard aircraft represents more than a routine diplomatic spat—it crystallizes the fundamental questions that will define the future of our oceans. In an era of climate change, resource scarcity, and great power competition, how do we determine sovereignty over territories that barely exist? What happens when international law conceived in 1982 confronts 21st-century realities of artificial island construction, deep-sea mining technology, and submarine warfare? And perhaps most importantly, can humanity develop new frameworks for ocean governance before these "last rock" disputes spiral into something far more dangerous?

As Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Mao Ning stated following the May 2025 incident, "According to UNCLOS, Okinotori is a reef, not an island. As such, it is not entitled to an EEZ or continental shelf. Japan's claim of an EEZ around the reef violates international law. China's research vessel was exercising the freedom of the high seas with regard to its activities in the waters, and Japan has no right to interfere."¹⁷ Japan's position remains equally firm: Okinotorishima is historically established as an island, entitled to the full protections and exclusive economic zone provided under international law.¹⁸

The story of these nine square meters of concrete-encased coral is ultimately the story of how humanity will share the Earth's last great commons. In the struggle for Okinotorishima, we see reflected all the tensions of our interconnected yet fractured world: the collision between law and power, the intersection of environmental protection and resource exploitation, and the challenge of governing shared spaces in an era when even the smallest territories have become flashpoints for global competition.

What unfolds in the waters around these remote rocks will help determine whether the 21st century becomes an age of cooperative ocean stewardship or a new era of maritime conflict. The last rock's secret war has only just begun.

[image: ]
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PART I: THE DISCOVERY OF STRATEGIC VALUE

Chapter 1: "The Rocks That Changed History"

The Last Rock's Secret War: Okinotorishima and Japan's Fight for Tomorrow's Ocean

The radio crackled to life over the Philippine Sea on the morning of May 26, 2025, cutting through the humid Pacific air with the tension of an emerging international incident. "Chinese research vessel, this is Japan Coast Guard aircraft," came the stern warning in accented English. "You are conducting unauthorized research activities in Japan's exclusive economic zone. Cease operations immediately."¹

167 miles east of Japan's southernmost territory—if it could indeed be called territory—the Chinese research vessel R/V Tan Kah Kee continued its methodical work, deploying what appeared to be a wire-like instrument into the deep blue waters.² The 255-foot vessel, operated by Xiamen University and one of the most advanced oceanographic platforms in China's impressive civilian research fleet, showed no signs of compliance.³ From the cockpit of their surveillance aircraft, Japanese Coast Guard officers could see the deliberate, almost defiant continuation of the research operations.

At stake in this tense standoff was far more than maritime protocol. The tiny coral atoll of Okinotorishima—a mere 9.44 square meters of dry land, smaller than a tennis court—anchored Japan's claim to an exclusive economic zone covering 420,000 square kilometers of ocean, an area larger than Japan itself.⁴ The absurdity was not lost on outside observers: two great powers facing off over what amounted to a few concrete-encased rocks barely protruding above the waves, yet commanding oceanic real estate worth potentially trillions of dollars in resources.

"According to UNCLOS, [Okinotorishima Island] is a reef, not an island," Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Mao Ning would declare hours later from Beijing. "As such, it is not entitled to an EEZ or continental shelf. Japan's claim of an EEZ around the reef violates international law. China's research vessel was exercising the freedom of the high seas with regard to its activities in the waters, and Japan has no right to interfere."⁵

The Chinese vessel finally departed the disputed waters at 10:45 PM local time, after five hours of standoff, but the implications of the confrontation would reverberate far beyond that single day.⁶ For this was merely the latest chapter in an extraordinary story—one that transforms seemingly worthless coral outcroppings into the most expensive rocks on Earth, defended by over $600 million in Japanese investment and the strategic calculations of great powers.

From Spanish Sails to Strategic Assets

The story of how these remote rocks became flashpoints for 21st-century geopolitical competition begins not in the modern era of maritime law and resource competition, but in the age of Spanish exploration, when navigators crossing the vast Pacific Ocean first glimpsed what appeared to be sails on the horizon.

The atoll may have been first sighted by Spanish sailor Bernardo de la Torre in 1543, during one of the early trans-Pacific voyages that connected the Spanish Empire's American territories with its Asian ambitions.⁷ De la Torre, participating in Ruy López de Villalobos's expedition to establish greater Spanish presence in the East Indies, was seeking a northern route across the Pacific when he potentially encountered the coral formation. However, the first undisputed sighting came in 1565 when Miguel López de Legazpi, the future first governor-general of the Spanish East Indies, officially recorded the reef and gave it its first recorded name: "Parece Vela," Spanish for "looks like a sail."⁸

The name proved prophetic, alluding to the original appearance of the reef that would, centuries later, catch the wind of international legal and strategic currents far beyond what those early explorers could have imagined. López de Legazpi, fresh from his historic Pacific crossing and establishment of Spanish settlements in the Philippines, likely saw the coral outcropping as merely a navigation hazard—another reef to be marked on charts and avoided by subsequent voyages.⁹


For the next two centuries, Okinotorishima remained largely forgotten in the vastness of the Pacific, noted sporadically in Spanish and Portuguese navigational records but claiming no sustained attention from the maritime powers of the day. The atoll's next significant encounter with recorded history came in 1789, when British Captain William Douglas arrived with the ship Iphigenia.¹⁰ The following year, 1790, the location was officially named "Douglas Reef" (sometimes spelled "Douglass Reef"), a designation that would persist in British and international maritime charts for generations.¹¹


The British records are particularly significant for understanding the legal challenges that would emerge centuries later. British navigators recorded the feature as a "reef"—defined as a ridge of rock, sand, or coral lying close to the surface of the sea—rather than as an "island."¹² This classification would later prove crucial in the modern legal debates over whether the formation qualifies as an island under international maritime law, a distinction that would determine the fate of hundreds of thousands of square kilometers of ocean.

Captain Douglas's encounter with the reef was typical of the era: a navigational observation, duly recorded, with the primary concern being the safety of future vessels transiting these remote waters. There was no claim of territorial sovereignty, no strategic calculation, and certainly no anticipation that these coral formations would one day anchor claims to vast oceanic territories worth trillions of dollars.

Japan's Awakening to Strategic Value

The existence of the atoll remained unknown to Japanese authorities until 1888, over three centuries after its first European sighting.¹³ This late awareness reflects Japan's historical focus on its immediate maritime vicinity and the limited range of Japanese naval operations before the country's rapid modernization following the Meiji Restoration of 1868.


When Japan did finally turn its attention to these remote coral formations, it was with the systematic approach characteristic of its emerging naval power. In 1922 and 1925, the Japanese navy ship Manshu conducted detailed investigations of the area, representing the first systematic survey of the atoll by any nation.¹⁴ The Manshu's surveys were not mere scientific curiosity; they reflected the Imperial Japanese Navy's growing awareness of the strategic importance of controlling remote Pacific territories for potential military operations.


The 1925 survey documented five rocks visible above the surface at high tide, a number that would steadily diminish due to natural erosion over the subsequent decades.¹⁵ More importantly, the naval assessment recognized favorable conditions for potential military use, including the possibility of constructing a seaplane base in the middle of the Philippine Sea. The strategic location—roughly equidistant from Japan's mainland territories and the expanding spheres of American influence in the Pacific—made the atoll potentially valuable from a military planning perspective.


On the basis of these surveys and confirming that no other nation had previously claimed the reefs, Japan made its formal territorial declaration in 1931.¹⁶ The government placed Okinotorishima under the jurisdiction of the Tokyo Metropolis, classifying it as part of Ogasawara Village, and bestowing upon it the Japanese name that means "remote bird islands."¹⁷ The territorial claim was made under the principle of terra nullius—claiming previously unclaimed territory—and faced no international objection at the time.


The driving force behind Japan's 1931 territorial claim was the Imperial Japanese Navy, which envisioned the coral atoll as a potential forward operating base for military operations in the central Pacific.¹⁸ The navy saw strategic value in controlling a position that could serve as a waystation for operations toward the American-controlled territories of Guam and the Philippines, or toward the increasingly contested waters of the South China Sea.

During 1939 and 1941, Japan began construction of infrastructure on the atoll, including foundations for a lighthouse and meteorological observation site, but these efforts were interrupted by the outbreak of World War II in the Pacific.¹⁹ The incomplete military installations would remain dormant for decades, their original strategic purpose overtaken by Japan's defeat and the subsequent American occupation of Japanese territories.

The UNCLOS Revolution: From Worthless Rocks to Strategic Gold

The transformation of Okinotorishima from ignored coral outcroppings to disputed strategic assets began not with military conquest or resource discovery, but with the evolution of international law. The signing of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1982 and its entry into force in 1994 fundamentally altered the strategic calculus surrounding remote maritime territories worldwide.

Japan signed UNCLOS in 1983 and ratified it in 1996, immediately recognizing the revolutionary implications for its territorial claims.²⁰ Under the convention's provisions, nations could claim exclusive economic zones (EEZ) extending 200 nautical miles from their territorial baselines, granting sovereign rights over marine resources, scientific research, and environmental protection within these zones.²¹ For an island nation like Japan, with limited land area but extensive maritime frontiers, UNCLOS offered unprecedented opportunities to expand economic sovereignty.

Based on its possession of Okinotorishima, Japan claimed an EEZ of approximately 400,000 square kilometers—larger than the entire land area of Japan itself.²² The legal foundation for this claim rested on Article 121 of UNCLOS, which defines islands as "naturally formed area[s] of land, surrounded by water, which [are] above water at high tide," and grants such formations the right to generate their own exclusive economic zones and continental shelves.²³

However, the same article contained a crucial limitation in paragraph (3): "Rocks which cannot sustain human habitation or economic life of their own shall have no exclusive economic zone or continental shelf."²⁴ This seemingly straightforward provision would become the focal point of one of the most complex maritime legal disputes of the modern era.

The stakes of this legal interpretation were immediately apparent. Japan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs calculated that Okinotorishima's EEZ could contain vast fishery resources, deep-sea minerals, and potentially significant hydrocarbon reserves.²⁵ The waters around the atoll were known to be spawning grounds and migration routes for valuable commercial fish species, including bonito and tuna.²⁶ More tantalizing still were the possibilities for deep-sea mining of polymetallic nodules, rare earth elements, and other critical materials scattered across the seafloor.

Between 1987 and 1993, recognizing both the enormous economic potential and the legal vulnerabilities of their claim, the Japanese government embarked on an unprecedented preservation effort.²⁷ The Tokyo Metropolitan Government, later joined by the central government, invested heavily in steel breakwaters and concrete walls designed to halt the natural erosion that threatened to reduce the atoll's above-water presence to nothing. By this time, only three of the original five rocks remained visible at high tide, making the preservation efforts literally a race against the rising waves.²⁸

Enter the Provocateur: Ishihara Shintaro's Dramatic Intervention

No figure embodied the nationalist passion and strategic calculation behind Japan's Okinotorishima claims more dramatically than Tokyo Governor Shintaro Ishihara. The controversial politician, novelist, and ultranationalist provocateur transformed what might have remained a quiet territorial administration issue into a high-profile assertion of Japanese sovereignty that captured international attention and inflamed regional tensions.

On May 20, 2005, in one of the most theatrical gestures in modern territorial diplomacy, Governor Ishihara personally traveled to Okinotorishima for a highly publicized inspection visit.²⁹ The journey itself—1,740 kilometers south from Tokyo across often rough seas—represented both a logistical challenge and a powerful symbolic statement about Japan's commitment to defending its most remote territorial claim.

Upon reaching the tiny atoll, Ishihara waved the Japanese national flag near a specially installed plaque declaring "Okinotorishima, Japan" in Japanese characters.³⁰ But the governor's most provocative act was yet to come: he went swimming around the concrete-encased rocks and personally released Japanese horse mackerel fry into the surrounding waters, demonstrating what he claimed was evidence of sustainable economic activity that would satisfy UNCLOS requirements for island status.³¹

The symbolic power of this gesture was unmistakable. Here was Japan's most prominent regional politician literally immersing himself in the disputed waters, using his own body to demonstrate the human habitability criterion that critics claimed the rocks could never meet. The release of commercially valuable fish fry was designed as a direct rebuttal to arguments that the atoll could not sustain economic life of its own.


In his subsequent editorial in the Sankei Shimbun newspaper on June 6, 2005, Ishihara revealed the scale of Japan's financial commitment to the territorial claim. He wrote that Japan had spent 85 billion yen (approximately $740 million) on Okinotorishima since 1932, declaring defiantly: "These historical facts cannot be reversed by the U.N. convention."³² The governor's assertion was both a statement of resolve and a recognition that Japan's claim faced serious legal challenges under international law.


Ishihara's administration also ordered the installation of a 330 million yen ($3 million) radar system for surveillance purposes, along with an official address plaque reading "1 Okinotori Island, Ogasawara Village, Tokyo."³³ These investments were not merely symbolic; they represented concrete steps toward establishing the infrastructure necessary to support claims of human habitation and economic activity.

The governor's dramatic intervention reflected deeper strategic concerns about China's growing maritime assertiveness and the broader implications for Japan's security environment. As Ishihara noted in his public statements, "Okinotorishima stands between Guam—America's strategic base—the Taiwan strait, China, and areas near Japan where there may be conflict in the future."³⁴ The atoll's position roughly halfway between potential conflict zones and critical U.S. military installations made its control a matter of national security, not merely maritime law.

The Challenge Emerges: China's Legal and Strategic Response

The transformation of Okinotorishima from an administrative curiosity to a contested strategic asset became complete when China first formally challenged Japan's claims in 2004. The timing was not coincidental; it reflected China's own growing maritime confidence and strategic interest in constraining what Beijing viewed as excessive Japanese territorial assertions in the Pacific.

On April 22, 2004, during bilateral talks in Beijing specifically convened to discuss Chinese marine research activities within Japan's claimed EEZ, Chinese diplomats delivered a carefully worded but unmistakable challenge.³⁵ While acknowledging Japan's territorial sovereignty over the physical rocks themselves, China stated categorically that it did not regard Okinotorishima as qualifying for island status under international law and therefore did not acknowledge Japan's claimed exclusive economic zone around the atoll.

The Chinese position was grounded in a literal interpretation of UNCLOS Article 121(3). From Beijing's perspective, Okinotorishima perfectly exemplified the convention's definition of "rocks which cannot sustain human habitation or economic life of their own."³⁶ Chinese officials pointed to the atoll's tiny size—less than 10 square meters of natural land area at high tide—its complete lack of indigenous human population, its absence of natural economic resources, and its dependence on artificial preservation efforts for continued above-water existence.

China's challenge was not merely legal; it reflected broader strategic calculations about naval operations in the western Pacific. As foreign policy analysts noted, Beijing's interest went beyond maritime law to encompass "investigation of the surrounding seabed for submarine operations in case of military conflict involving the Republic of China (Taiwan)."³⁷ The atoll's strategic location between China's claimed sphere of influence and U.S. military installations on Guam made its legal status a matter of significant strategic importance.

The Chinese challenge represented the beginning of a sustained campaign to contest Japan's EEZ claims through both diplomatic protests and active maritime operations. Chinese research vessels began conducting surveys in the disputed waters, with China maintaining that since the area constituted "high seas" rather than Japanese territorial waters, such activities fell within the established principle of "freedom of the high seas" under international maritime law.³⁸

Academic Voices: The Legal Experts Weigh In

The emergence of the Okinotorishima dispute attracted significant attention from international legal scholars, who recognized its potential to establish crucial precedents for maritime territorial disputes worldwide. The scholarly debate centered on the fundamental question of how to interpret UNCLOS Article 121(3) in practice—a question with implications far beyond the specific case of Japan's coral atoll.

Professor Jon van Dyke of the University of Hawaii Law School emerged as one of the most prominent critics of Japan's legal position. In his influential 1988 analysis, published years before the dispute became a major bilateral issue, van Dyke argued prophetically that "Okinotorishima—which consists of two eroding protrusions no larger than king-size beds—certainly meets the description of an uninhabitable rock that cannot sustain economic life of its own."³⁹

Van Dyke's critique was both technical and comparative. He noted that UNCLOS Article 121(3) was designed to prevent exactly the kind of expansive maritime claims that Japan was asserting based on tiny, uninhabitable formations. Furthermore, he argued that Article 60(8) of the convention explicitly stated that "artificially built islands do not generate 200-mile resource zones," raising questions about Japan's extensive artificial preservation efforts.⁴⁰

The professor drew parallels to Britain's failed attempt to claim an exclusive economic zone around Rockall, an uninhabited granite outcropping in the Atlantic Ocean. The United Kingdom had initially asserted EEZ rights around Rockall but eventually abandoned the claim in the 1990s when other countries objected.⁴¹ Van Dyke suggested that Japan's Okinotorishima claim was even weaker than Britain's Rockall assertion, given the coral formation's smaller size, lower elevation, and complete dependence on artificial preservation.

However, not all legal experts agreed with this assessment. Professor Tadao Kuribayashi of Toyo Eiwa University in Tokyo offered a vigorous defense of Japan's legal position. Kuribayashi argued that the term "rock" was undefined in international law and that coral reefs differed fundamentally from rocks in their geological composition and structure.⁴² He contended that the intent of UNCLOS Article 121(3) was directed toward typical rock formations, not coral atolls that had supported complex ecosystems.

The scholarly debate reflected deeper uncertainties about how 1982 maritime law should apply to 21st-century realities of resource competition, technological capabilities, and environmental change. As nations worldwide increasingly looked to their maritime territories for economic opportunities and strategic advantages, the Okinotorishima case represented a crucial test of where international law would draw the boundaries of legitimate territorial expansion.

The Strategic Triangle: Taiwan's Complicated Position

The Okinotorishima dispute became further complicated by Taiwan's unique position, which illustrated the complex intersections between territorial law, fishing rights, and geopolitical calculations in the modern Pacific. Taiwan's involvement demonstrated how seemingly technical legal disputes could create unexpected diplomatic alignments and strategic dilemmas for all parties involved.


Taiwan's direct encounter with the Okinotorishima dispute came on April 25, 2016, when the Japan Coast Guard detained the crew of the Taiwanese fishing vessel Dongshengji No. 16 in waters that Japan claimed as part of its EEZ around the atoll.⁴³ The incident, occurring 150 nautical miles from Okinotorishima, immediately escalated into a major diplomatic confrontation between Japan and Taiwan.


President Ma Ying-jeou's response was swift and dramatic. Taiwan dispatched two Coast Guard vessels with warship escorts to the disputed waters and refused to acknowledge Japan's EEZ claim around Okinotorishima.⁴⁴ Ma's administration took the position that the coral formations did not meet UNCLOS criteria for island status and therefore could not generate an exclusive economic zone that would restrict Taiwanese fishing operations.

The Taiwan challenge created a strategic paradox that illustrated the complex legal and political dimensions of the dispute. By opposing Japan's Okinotorishima claims, Taiwan found itself aligned with China's legal position—a rare instance of cross-strait cooperation on a maritime issue. However, this alignment came with significant risks for Taiwan's own territorial claims in the South China Sea.

Taiwan itself controlled Itu Aba (Taiping Island), the largest naturally occurring feature in the Spratly Islands, which faced similar challenges under UNCLOS Article 121(3). If Taiwan succeeded in establishing that small, remote coral formations could not generate EEZ claims, it might inadvertently undermine its own legal position regarding Itu Aba's status as an island capable of supporting human habitation and economic life.⁴⁵

The diplomatic resolution of the immediate crisis came with the transition to President Tsai Ing-wen's administration in May 2016, which adopted a more cautious approach to the legal issues involved. Taiwan and Japan established a bilateral maritime dialogue mechanism and Taiwan carefully avoided taking definitive legal positions that might prejudice its own territorial claims elsewhere.⁴⁶

The triangular complexity of the dispute—involving Japan's sovereignty claims, China's legal challenges, and Taiwan's fishing rights—demonstrated how modern maritime territorial disputes could create intricate webs of conflicting interests and legal positions that defied simple resolution.

The Commission's Non-Decision: Legal Limbo

The international legal system's response to the Okinotorishima dispute proved as complex and inconclusive as the dispute itself. In 2008, Japan submitted detailed claims to the United Nations Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS), seeking recognition of extended continental shelf rights beyond the standard 200 nautical mile EEZ in seven different areas, including waters around Okinotorishima.⁴⁷

The submission represented Japan's attempt to secure international legal recognition for its territorial claims while potentially expanding them even further. Under UNCLOS provisions, countries could claim continental shelf rights extending up to 350 nautical miles from their territorial baselines if they could demonstrate geological and topographical continuity of the continental shelf.⁴⁸

However, China and South Korea immediately filed formal objections to Japan's submission, specifically challenging the legal basis for claims originating from Okinotorishima. Both countries argued that the coral formation did not qualify as an island under international law and therefore could not serve as a baseline for either EEZ or continental shelf claims.⁴⁹

Faced with these fundamental disagreements about the legal status of Okinotorishima itself, the CLCS found itself unable to make any substantive recommendations regarding Japan's extended continental shelf claims in the area. In June 2012, the Commission effectively punted on the issue, stating that it would defer making recommendations for the "southern area of the Kyushu-Palau Ridge" located south of Okinotorishima until "the issues mentioned in the notes verbales by the Chinese and Korean governments"—namely, whether Okinotorishima qualified as an island or merely rocks—"are resolved."⁵⁰

This non-decision left the legal status of Okinotorishima in continued limbo, with the international legal community officially declining to adjudicate the central question in the dispute. Over a decade later, the CLCS has maintained this position, effectively acknowledging that the technical legal question cannot be separated from the broader geopolitical tensions surrounding the atoll.

The Commission's deferrał reflected the inherent limitations of existing international legal frameworks in addressing 21st-century maritime territorial disputes. When great powers hold fundamentally opposing interpretations of international law, and when the stakes involve trillions of dollars in potential resources and critical strategic positions, technical legal bodies often find themselves unable to render definitive judgments.

From Worthless Rocks to Strategic Prizes

The story of Okinotorishima's transformation from forgotten coral outcroppings to contested strategic assets reflects broader changes in how nations think about territory, resources, and power in the modern world. What began as Spanish navigational hazards evolved into British chart annotations, then Japanese territorial claims, and finally flashpoints for great power competition in the 21st century.

The 2025 confrontation between Japanese Coast Guard aircraft and the Chinese research vessel R/V Tan Kah Kee represented the latest chapter in this extraordinary evolution. As the Chinese ship finally departed the disputed waters after its five-hour standoff, it left behind not just the wake of its passage, but the clear recognition that the legal and strategic battles over Okinotorishima were far from resolved.

The transformation of these nine square meters of coral and concrete into one of the Pacific's most contentious territorial disputes illustrates how international law, technological capabilities, and strategic competition can combine to create value where none previously existed. The rocks that changed history continue to shape the future of ocean governance, resource competition, and great power relations in the Pacific century.

In the modern era of climate change, resource scarcity, and great power competition, even the smallest pieces of territory can carry outsized importance. The continuing dispute over Okinotorishima serves as a powerful reminder that in international relations, strategic value is often a matter of perception, legal interpretation, and political will rather than physical size or natural endowments.

As Chinese research vessels continue their operations in the disputed waters and Japan maintains its expensive preservation efforts, the fundamental questions raised by this remote atoll remain unresolved: What constitutes an island under international law? How should the global community balance national territorial claims with the principle of common oceanic heritage? And in an era of intensifying great power competition, can tiny rocks in the middle of the Pacific Ocean really determine the strategic balance of the world's largest ocean?

The answers to these questions will likely determine not just the fate of Okinotorishima, but the broader evolution of maritime territorial disputes in the 21st century. In the meantime, the most expensive rocks on Earth continue to generate controversy, investment, and strategic calculations worth far more than their tiny physical footprint might suggest.
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Chapter 2: Nine Square Meters of Empire

In the vast expanse of the Philippine Sea, 1,740 kilometers south of Tokyo, lies what may be the most expensive real estate per square meter on Earth. Here, where typhoons rage with winds exceeding 50 meters per second and waves tower up to 16 meters high, Japan has invested over $600 million to preserve two tiny concrete-encased rocks that together measure just 9.44 square meters—smaller than a typical parking space.¹

This is Okinotorishima, Japan's southernmost territory and the only Japanese land south of the Tropic of Cancer. To casual observers, it presents an almost absurd spectacle: two concrete pedestals rising from a coral atoll, surrounded by massive tetrapod barriers and connected by steel walkways, all battered relentlessly by some of the Pacific's most violent weather. Yet this seemingly insignificant outpost generates Japan's claim to an exclusive economic zone (EEZ) covering 420,000 square kilometers—an area larger than Japan's entire land mass.²

The Physical Reality

Okinotorishima exists at the intersection of geological vulnerability and geopolitical ambition. The atoll sits on the Kyushu-Palau Ridge in the Philippine Sea, a remnant of ancient volcanic activity now reduced to a coral reef platform measuring roughly 4.5 kilometers east-west and 1.7 kilometers north-south.³ Within this larger reef structure, only two natural features remain above water at high tide: Kitakojima ("North Small Island") and Higashikojima ("East Small Island").

The precarious nature of these formations cannot be overstated. Each "island" originally measured no larger than a double bed—what University of Hawaii law professor Jon van Dyke memorably described in 1988 as "two eroding protrusions no larger than king-size beds."⁴ Without constant human intervention, these rocks would have disappeared beneath the waves decades ago, victims of typhoon erosion and rising sea levels.
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