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Abstract: South Ledge is located in the South China Sea and is a strategic area with significant
natural resource potential. South Ledge management faces great opportunities and complex
challenges for Indonesia, involving geopolitical, economic and environmental aspects. This
research aims to evaluate the opportunities that Indonesia can take advantage of from
managing the South Ledge, including the use of natural resources, potential for economic
development, and opportunities to strengthen international cooperation. In addition, this
research also identifies key challenges, such as territorial disputes with other countries,
environmental impacts from exploration, and limited management capacity. Through
qualitative analysis based on literature studies and policy data, this research provides
recommendations for sustainable management strategies that can help Indonesia maximize
benefits while minimizing risks. The conclusions of this research emphasize the need for strong
diplomacy, careful environmental management, and international collaboration to face
challenges and take advantage of existing opportunities.
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INTRODUCTION

South Ledge, also known as South Reef, is a small coral formation located in the southern part of
the South China Sea, near the maritime boundaries of Malaysia and Singapore. It is part of a
broader maritime region that has become one of the world’s most contested and strategically
significant areas. The South China Sea serves as a vital maritime corridor connecting the Pacific
and Indian Oceans, through which approximately one-third of global trade passes annually (Asian
Development Bank [ADB], 2022). Its geopolitical importance, coupled with abundant natural
resources such as hydrocarbons and fisheries, makes the region a focal point of international

interest and competition (Bueger, 2015).

South Ledge lies within an area subject to overlapping territorial claims involving several
countries, including China, Malaysia, and the Philippines. Although Indonesia does not directly
claim South Ledge, it has strategic interests in maintaining stability and sustainable management

in the South China Sea to secure its maritime sovereignty and resource-based economy (The
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Jakarta Post, 2023). The 2016 ruling of the International Court of Justice (IC]J) and the principles
of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1982) have not entirely

resolved these disputes, making governance in this area complex and politically sensitive.

From a natural resource perspective, the South Ledge region and its surroundings are believed to
contain potential oil and gas reserves beneath the seabed (Liao & Zhang, 2017). Additionally, the
area supports rich marine biodiversity, including coral reefs and commercial fish species vital to
regional fisheries (Pauly & Zeller, 2016). These natural assets offer economic opportunities but
also pose environmental challenges, as unsustainable exploitation could lead to habitat

degradation and loss of biodiversity (United Nations Environment Programme [UNEP], 2018).

The management of South Ledge and surrounding waters faces significant challenges, including
unresolved sovereignty issues, environmental degradation, and limited technological and
institutional capacity (Hille, 2020). Overfishing, coral reef damage, and marine pollution have
been documented in many parts of the South China Sea (Pauly et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2016).
Addressing these issues requires effective governance frameworks that balance resource use
with conservation, integrating national interests with regional cooperation (Sayer et al,, 2015;

Tietenberg, 2006).

Given the ecological and geopolitical significance of South Ledge, this study aims to evaluate
Indonesia’s opportunities and challenges in managing this marine area. The research focuses on
resource potential, the impacts of territorial disputes, and the strategies required for sustainable
marine governance. Through literature review and policy analysis, this study seeks to provide
strategic recommendations for the sustainable use and protection of South Ledge’s natural
resources. The urgency of this research lies in ensuring that Indonesia contributes proactively to
regional stability while safeguarding ecological integrity for long-term national and regional

benefit.
METHOD

This research employs a qualitative descriptive approach using a literature study method to
analyze Indonesia’s opportunities and challenges in managing the South Ledge area. The focus of
this study is not on South Ledge as a physical or ecological site per se, but rather on Indonesia’s
management approach and strategic interests in the context of the South China Sea’s geopolitical
and environmental dynamics. This design was selected because it allows for a comprehensive and
interpretative understanding of complex issues involving policy, governance, natural resources,

and regional security (Creswell, 2014).

The literature study method involves the systematic collection, review, and analysis of secondary
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data and scholarly sources relevant to South Ledge and Indonesia’s maritime management. The
data sources include peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports, policy papers,
international legal documents, and credible institutional publications (e.g., ADB, UNEP, and IC]).
The selection criteria for the literature were based on relevance (direct relation to South China
Sea governance or Indonesia’s maritime policy), credibility (academic or institutional reliability),

and publication recency (primarily from 2010-2024) to ensure analytical validity.

The analytical process followed three main stages: (1) data organization and categorization, in
which relevant sources were grouped according to themes such as geopolitics, resource potential,
environmental management, and governance; (2) content analysis, involving critical
interpretation of key findings and theoretical frameworks from the literature; and (3) synthesis
and conclusion, where patterns and relationships among the findings were identified to formulate
strategic recommendations. This qualitative approach provides an integrated understanding of
the multifaceted nature of South Ledge management, highlighting both policy challenges and

opportunities for sustainable resource governance in Indonesia’s maritime context.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
1. Opportunities and Challenges of South Ledge Management for Indonesia
1.1. Economic and Strategic Opportunities

Located in the resource-rich South China Sea, South Ledge presents significant economic and
strategic opportunities for Indonesia. The Indonesian Agency for the Assessment and Application
of Technology (BPPT, 2022) estimates that the surrounding seabed contains substantial oil and
natural gas reserves, with regional estimates reaching 11 billion barrels of oil and 190 trillion
cubic feet of gas. If managed sustainably and within legal boundaries, these resources could
enhance Indonesia’s energy security, reduce dependency on imports, and contribute to state

revenue.

Beyond hydrocarbons, South Ledge lies within one of the world’s most productive fishing zones.
Data from Indonesia’s Ministry of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries (2021) indicate that the South
China Sea contributes over 3 million tons of fish annually. Developing a sustainable fisheries
industry in the South Ledge region could increase community welfare, strengthen food security,

and support Indonesia’s maritime-based economy.

The region’s marine biodiversity and coral reef ecosystems also offer potential for marine

ecotourism. Properly regulated diving and nature-based tourism could generate significant
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economic returns estimated at up to US$1.5 billion annually (Ministry of Tourism and Creative
Economy, 2020) while simultaneously promoting conservation. Integrating community
participation in marine tourism initiatives can yield dual benefits: improving livelihoods and

enhancing environmental awareness (Lee & Taylor, 2023).

Strategically, South Ledge’s position along one of the world’s busiest shipping routes allows
Indonesia to strengthen its maritime security and surveillance capacity. Establishing monitoring
posts and radar installations could deter illegal fishing, smuggling, and other transboundary
violations (Storey, 2017; FAO, 2021). Investment in maritime technology and infrastructure
including advanced communication and GIS-based monitoring systems would enhance

Indonesia’s capacity to protect its maritime interests (LIPI, 2022).
1.2. Environmental and Resource Management Challenges

Despite its potential, South Ledge poses substantial environmental challenges. As a coral reef
ecosystem, it is vulnerable to habitat degradation from oil and gas exploration, destructive fishing
practices, and marine pollution. Studies show that exploitation activities in the South China Sea
have caused coral reef damage and biodiversity loss, threatening the sustainability of local

fisheries (WWF Indonesia, 2020).

Marine pollution from industrial waste, oil spills, and ship discharges exacerbates these threats
(Li, 2021; Gordon & McWilliams, 2018). Furthermore, climate change through rising sea
temperatures and ocean acidification intensifies coral bleaching and disrupts marine species’
reproductive cycles (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2021; Barton, 2021).
Addressing these challenges requires the implementation of strict environmental regulations,
monitoring mechanisms, and the adoption of eco-friendly technologies in exploration and

fisheries.

Another pressing issue is balancing resource exploitation with sustainable development. While
economic gains from resource extraction are attractive, unregulated activities could undermine
long-term ecological stability. Sustainable management strategies should integrate science-based
planning, stakeholder participation, and environmental safeguards (Chen & Zhang, 2024; Sayer
et al,, 2015). Collaboration with local fishing communities through participatory conservation

programs has proven effective in improving both ecological outcomes and community welfare.
1.3. Geopolitical and Legal Complexities

South Ledge is located within the disputed maritime zones of the South China Sea, where

overlapping claims among China, Malaysia, Brunei, and the Philippines complicate management
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efforts. Although Indonesia does not claim sovereignty over South Ledge itself, its Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ) as defined under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS, 1982) overlaps with areas claimed under China’s nine-dash line, leading to potential

jurisdictional tensions.

The geopolitical dynamics of the region further heighten the complexity of managing South Ledge.
China’s assertive claims, combined with the United States’ “freedom of navigation operations”
(FONOPs), have created an increasingly contested security environment (Smith, 2020).
Indonesia’s challenge is to uphold its neutral yet assertive diplomatic stance, ensuring national

interests are protected while maintaining ASEAN'’s principle of regional stability (ASEAN, 2019).

Indonesia’s leadership in promoting the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific and fostering
maritime diplomacy provides an opportunity to advocate for collaborative frameworks in marine
governance. Initiatives such as the ASEAN Maritime Forum (AMF) could facilitate joint patrols,
marine research, and conflict prevention mechanisms (Li, 2021). Through active participation in
such regional mechanisms, Indonesia can enhance its diplomatic influence and strategic role in

promoting peaceful, sustainable, and rules-based management of the South China Sea.
CONCLUSION

Overall, the management of South Ledge presents both opportunities and challenges for
Indonesia. Economic benefits from natural resources and fisheries must be balanced with
environmental sustainability and geopolitical prudence. The findings underscore the importance
of integrated, multilevel governance combining sustainable resource management, technological
innovation, and regional diplomacy to ensure that Indonesia’s involvement in the South China Sea

contributes to long-term stability and ecological preservation.

Therefore, a comprehensive and collaborative approach is needed in managing South Ledge.
Indonesia must strengthen its maritime diplomacy to seek peaceful solutions to territorial
disputes, adopt sustainable environmental policies, and enhance surveillance and law
enforcement capacity in the region. Only then can Indonesia optimize existing opportunities and
address emerging challenges to safeguard national interests and regional stability in the South

China Sea.
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