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President Rodrigo Duterte’s first six months in office will likely be some of the most critical over the course 
of his six-year term. During this period, the administration began to concretize the president’s vision for 
“Tunay na Pagbabago” or radical change, setting the tone for the five years ahead. Pursuing a deadly war on 
drugs, initiating an infrastructure-focused development program, continuing the peace process with the armed 
Communist and Moro groups, and restructuring the form of government have been at the top of the agenda 
so far.  

To end 2016, this Politika returns to the six governance initiatives that ADRi first outlined in June: strategic 
leadership, transparent and accountable government, responsive public services, strong rule of law and a 
stable policy environment, improving social inequality, and the defense of territorial integrity and maritime 
rights. These initiatives guide us in monitoring the administration’s successes or failures, especially in terms 
of bringing about radical change. This Politika also provides the latest releases on the president’s performance 
and trust ratings, and outlooks on Congress’ legislative priorities and on the economic impacts of political 
changes. It concludes with thoughts on the strategic environment. 
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I. Governance Initiatives

Strategic Leadership: Law and Order

The administration’s efforts continue to reflect the president’s strong emphasis on law and order, with the 
drug war being the most notable example. By the end of December, the administration had referred to three 
“narco-lists” implicating present and former members of government. The first narco-list (August 7, 2016) 
covered 160 people, including local executives, policemen, and judges, some of whom had already retired or 
were deceased.1 The second (August 25, 2016) linked Senator Leila de Lima and others to narcotics activities at 
the New Bilibid Prison, prompting the replacement of the prison guards with police Special Action Forces (SAF).2   
The third (September 17, 2016) contained another thousand government officials.3 

By December 18, 2016, the Philippine National Police (PNP) reported that 2,124 people had died as part of 
the national campaign against illegal drug users.4 A further 41,575 people had been arrested over the course of 
nearly 40,000 operations conducted under Oplan Double Barrel Alpha.5 Under the earlier Operation “Tokhang”, 
wherein the PNP sent early warnings to suspected drug pushers and users, around 5.3 million households were 
visited nationwide, resulting in over 940,000 people surrendering. These included 73,500 drug pushers.6 The 
government reported that 21 police personnel died and 60 sustained wounds in this period.7 

The president vowed to build more drug rehabilitation centers. He inaugurated one rehabilitation center, 
allegedly built with support from China, inside Fort Magsaysay in Nueva Ecija at the end of November.8 In its 
entirety, the drug war has drawn significant criticism from Filipino and international groups for the police’s 
alleged failure to respect due process and for high-profile anomalies, to include the killing of one mayor that 
had surrendered to government custody.

Duterte also turned his anti-crime sights on the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG). The group continues to be implicated 
in kidnap-for-ransom activities in the south of the country, and had initially been accused of carrying out the 
September 2 bombing in Davao City that killed 14 people and wounded 70 others. Soon after the bombing, 
Duterte signed a proclamation declaring the country in a state of “lawless violence”, paving the way for the 
military to set up checkpoints and increase patrols. At the end of 2016, there is little clarity over whether this 
state of lawless violence still continues. 

The president has vowed to employ the full force of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) and strengthen 
coordination with Indonesia, Malaysia, and other bilateral partners to crush the ASG and other lawless elements.

To facilitate long-term peace, President Duterte declared a unilateral ceasefire with the New People’s Army 
(NPA) and resumed government peace talks with the National Democratic Front (NDF) in Oslo, Norway from 
22-28 August 2016. He urged Congress to pass a revised version of the Bangsamoro Basic Law (BBL), meant to 
serve as a possible template for an eventual federal system of government. 

Transparent and Accountable Government

Immediately before his first State of the Nation Address, Duterte signed an Executive Order (EO) providing 
Freedom of Information (FOI) to cover the executive branch of government. By the end of November, the 
administration had defined its exceptions to the EO on FOI and launched an online platform for citizens 
to request information from fifteen government agencies. The government also implemented an 8888 anti-
corruption hotline for Filipinos to report instances of corruption, effective August 1. 

II.  Legislative update

P
O

L
ÍT

IK
A

4         QUARTERLY           DECEMBER 2016



As Duterte had vowed to strictly implement environmental standards, the Department of 
Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) embarked on a crusade to audit mining firms, seek 
a bigger revenue share for the government, and suspend firms not complying with the safety 
standards stipulated in the Mining Act. By the end of September, the DENR had suspended the 
operations of 20 mining firms and permitted 11 firms to resume operations.9 

Responsive Public Services

The administration has emphasized the importance of improving national roads, bridges, and 
railways and of implementing and developing new logistics networks and transit systems. To 
resolve traffic congestion in urban areas around the country, the Department of Transportation 
(DOTr) requested Congress for emergency powers; by the end of the year, Congress had not 
granted these powers. 

To decongest Ninoy Aquino International Airport specifically, Duterte also proposed that a new 
airport be constructed in Sangley Point, Cavite, and other flights be re-routed to Clark International 
Airport, which will be connected to Metro Manila via railway. The DOTr has also proposed the 
revival of daily operations of the Pasig River Ferry Service System. The Department of Information 
and Communications Technology (DICT) has also continued to push for a National Broadband Plan. 

By December, the National Economic and Development Authority (NEDA) had approved a total of 
18 projects across a range of national agencies. These projects range from port improvements, to 
irrigation lines, flood management systems, coast guard upgrades, and health center construction.10  
For agriculture and aquaculture, an additional Php 2 billion had been allocation for the National 
Irrigation Administration through a Special Provision to cover farmers’ service fees.11  

Duterte reversed his position on the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, agreeing to honor 
the country’s commitment after deliberation with the cabinet.12 The Department of Energy (DOE) 
has reopened the possibility of reviving the Bataan Nuclear Power Plant to better meet energy 
demands that are expected to jump from 82 terawatt hours in 2015 to as high as 126 terawatt 
hours by 2030.

Strong Rule of Law and Stable Policy Environment

Duterte has been hands-off on macroeconomic policy. National economic managers have been 
open about providing continuity of macroeconomic policies from the Aquino administration and, 
to a limited extent, have even weighed in on the president’s political statements when these have 
risked misinterpretation by Filipino and foreign audiences. Clarificatory statements were released 
immediately after the President’s remarks in Beijing, China, promising the Philippines’ separation 
from the United States.

For its part, the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE) issued a new regulation on 
December 29 banning “endo” (end-of-contract) and other “labor only” contracting practices. The 
new regulation provides that works are continually employed by the manpower agencies and able 
to be regularized even after their service agreement with a specific employer has expired.13  
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Preference for the Poor and Inclusive Growth

Duterte has advocated for the expedient implementation of progressive policies, such as the 
Responsible Parenthood and Reproductive Health Law. According to Duterte, this effort is aimed at 
empowering the Filipino families, especially the poor, to have informed choices on their preferred 
number and spacing of children. He has also lobbied for Universal Health Care through PhilHealth, 
which will equalize and broaden access to quality health services. 

The Department of Finance (DOF) has submitted a Php 77-billion tax reform package to Congress 
that includes the lowering of personal and corporate income taxes, restructure tax brackets, and 
introduce compensatory taxes. The Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (4Ps) will carry over its 
2016 budget of Php 54.9 billion into 2017, to the benefit of 4.4 million households.

Defending Territorial Integrity and Maritime Rights

Duterte has departed from Aquino by distancing himself from the United States and strengthening 
relations with China and Russia. In doing so, he has kept a lighter position on the West Philippine 
Sea disputes, including a willingness to “set aside” the favorable ruling from the The Hague court 
in favor of fostering better ties. There are hints that Duterte has de-emphasized the ruling to 
extract greater benefis from China in the form of financial assistance. In October, Duterte paid a 
state visit to Beijing to help mend ties between the two countries. Duterte returned from that visit 
with 24 billion in credit facilities and investment pledges from China. 

Closer to the end of the year, Duterte emphasized the possibility of increasing cooperation with 
Russia. Senior ministers, including Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana, visited Russia to explore 
areas of cooperation. These visits concluded with pledges for support in arms sales and the 
possibility of future joint exercises.

II. Popular Performance

President Rodrigo Duterte 

The president continues to enjoy high levels of public support following his first six months in 
office. His honeymoon period is clearly still in place, as trust ratings remain nearly constant those 
measured in June of this year. In December, the president registered performance ratings as high 
at 83% (Pulse Asia) and 81% (SWS). 

The president’s performance ratings are highest in Mindanao, where 91% approve of his 
performance. This is followed by 84% in the Visayas, 79% in Metro Manila and 78% in the Balance 
of Luzon. Geographically, the biggest drop in his performance rating came from the Balance of 
Luzon, where his rating fell by six points from his 84% in September to 78% in December (Pulse 
Asia). 

While the president’s performance ratings have overall remained high, they nevertheless saw 
a big drop in the segment of classes A, B, and C. The combined ratings of Class ABC dropped by 
13 points from the 82% posted in September to 69% posted in December. The president’s trust 
ratings tracked his performance ratings closely, with the same 13 point drop seen in class ABC 
between September and December (Pulse Asia).
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Vice President Ma. Leonor Robredo and Senate President Aquilino Pimentel III, House 
Speaker Pantaleon Alvarez, and Chief Justice Ma. Lourdes Sereno

While President Duterte’s ratings are about par for a president at this stage in his term, Vice President Leni 
Robredo’s satisfaction ratings (SWS) took a hit in the December polls, where she dropped from 65% nationwide 
to 58%. During this period, the Vice President had resigned from the President’s cabinet and openly disagreed 
with some of the president’s policies, specifically his decision to permit the burial of Ferdinand Marcos at the 
Libingan ng mga Bayani.

Similarly, in the Pulse Asia polls, 58% of Filipinos said they trusted Robredo, with 13% undecided and 4% with 
little or no trust in her. This represented a 7 point drop from her September trust rating of 65%. The biggest 
change in her trust rating came from the Balance of Luzon (a 12 point drop to 53% from 65%) and from Class 
ABC (a 13 point drop to 47% from 60%). 

A slightly higher proportion of Filipinos said they approve of her performance (62%). This represents a 
nationwide drop of 4 points from her September rating of 66%. As with her trust rating, the biggest change 
came from the Balance of Luzon, where she dropped by 8 points to 59% from her September rating of 67%, and 
from Class ABC where her approval rating dropped by 15 points to 56% from her earlier 71%.
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III. Legislative Update

First Six Months

On December 14, the House of Representatives and the Senate adjourned Session for the last time in 
2016. In the first six months of the 17th Congress, both Houses were busy organizing themselves into 
Committees, passing a total of two bills into law.

The first was Republic Act (RA) 10923, postponing the barangay and Sangguniang Kabataan (SK) 
elections. The law moves the barangay and SK elections set on October 31, 2016, to October 2017. Under 
the law, incumbent barangay and SK officials will continue to serve for a year unless they are removed 
or suspended from office.

The second law passed in the 17th Congress is RA 10924 or the 2017 General Appropriations Act, 
amounting to PhP 3.35 trillion. The bicameral conference panels of the Senate and the House of 
Representatives agreed on a single version of the national budget for 2017 in December, with just enough 
time for both Houses to ratify the report before the adjourning for the holidays. Duterte signed the bill 
into law on December 22, 2016.

House of Representatives 

In the first six months of Congress, a total of 6,029 measures, comprising of 5,360 bills and 669 
resolutions were filed. According to House Speaker Pantaleon D. Alvarez, the chamber closed with a total 
of 63 measures approved. Among these measures were 18 bills passed on third and final reading; 11 bills 
approved on second reading; two enacted into law; and 32 adopted resolutions. 

Of the 18 bills approved on third reading, half were of of national significance. Including:

• House Bill 335, “An Act Authorizing The Court To Require Community Service in Lieu of 
Imprisonment for the Penalty of Arresto Menor, Amending for the Purpose Chapter 5, Title 3, 
Book I of Act No. 3815, as Amended, Otherwise Known As the Revised Penal Code”; 
• HB 1344, “An Act Prescribing Stricter Penalties on the Crime of Delivering Prisoners From Jail 
and Infidelity in the Custody Of Prisoners, Amending for the Purpose Articles 156, 223 and 224 
of Act No. 3815, As Amended, Otherwise Known as the Revised Penal Code of the Philippines”; 
• HB 4100, “An Act Mandating Higher Education Institutions and Techno-Vocational Institutions to 
Insure the Safety and Security of the Academic Community From Internal and External Threats, 
thereby Creating a Crime Prevention Committee for This Purpose”; 
• HB 3955, “An Act Mandating the Government to Pay the Capital Gains Tax and the Documentary 
Stamp Tax Due in Addition to the Just Compensation For the Sale of Real Property in the Exercise 
of the State’s Power of Eminent Domain, Amending for the Purpose Sections 24(D) and 196 Of 
Republic Act No. 8424, as Amended, Otherwise Known as the National Internal Revenue Code 
Of 1997”; 
• HB 477, “An Act Declaring January 23 of Every Year A Special Working Holiday in the Entire 
Country to Commemorate the Declaration of the First Philippine Republic”; 
• HB 416, “An Act Allowing Home Economics Graduates to Teach Home Economics Subjects and 
Home-Economics-Related Technical Vocational Subjects in All Public and Private Elementary and 
Secondary Educational Institutions”; 
• HB 336, “An Act Excluding From the Application of the Indeterminate Sentence Law Those 
Convicted of Criminal Offenses Against a Minor, Amending For the Purpose Act No. 4103 Otherwise 
Known as the Indeterminate Sentence Law”; HB 64, “An Act Strengthening Compliance with 
Occupational Safety And Health Standards And Providing Penalties for Violations Thereof”; 
• HB 4144, seeking to amend Section 145 (c) of the National Internal Revenue Code by imposing 
a two-tier excise tax structure on cigarettes. 
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The House of Representatives also approved on second reading Joint Resolution No. 10 
increasing the monthly pension of the Social Security System (SSS) pensioners starting January 
2017. The lower House also conducted an investigation led by the justice committee, in aid of 
legislation, on the proliferation of drug syndicates at the National Bilibid Prison. 

Senate

In the Philippine Senate, since the start of the 17th Congress last July 25, a total of 1,283 
bills and 253 resolutions have been filed. According to Senate President Pimentel, topping off 
the list is the Senate’s passing of the 2017 General Appropriations Act, which the House of 
Representatives later on adopted in the bicameral conference, and the bill that postponed the 
barangay and SK elections.

It also adopted 33 resolutions, most noteworthy is Senate Resolution No. 33, concurring 
in the ratification of the Articles of Agreement of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 
(AIIB). Senate President Pimentel said the Resolution provided “the government access to more 
sources of funding so we can usher in a golden age of infrastructure for the Philippines.”

The Senate also held various hearings pressing issues, including the process of shifting the 
country to federalism and the granting of Emergency Powers to solve Traffic in Metro Manila 
and Metro Cebu.

Plans for 2017, Duterte agenda

Congress will be resuming Session this year on January 16. When it does, Senate President 
Pimentel said that he would call for a senators’ caucus to properly set the legislative agenda 
for 2017. House Speaker Alvarez also said that the members of the House must work together 
to put an end to mass poverty, strengthen our democratic institutions, and move the country 
forward.

The leaders of both Houses of Congress have said that they will continue pursuing priority 
bills of the Duterte Administration. A few months ago, a list of the administration’s priority bills 
submitted to Congress through the Legislative-Executive Development Advisory Council (LEDAC)
was released. The list included the following measures:

• Amendments to the Human Security Act including provisions seeking to strengthen 
efforts against terrorism financing and cybercrime
• Bangsamoro Basic Law, which aims to establish a new autonomous entity in Mindanao
• A new national defense act to revive the mandatory Reserved Officers Training Corps 
Program
• Tax reform package including a bill lowering personal and corporate income tax
• Relaxing the bank secrecy law to facilitate the resolution of pending tax evasion 
cases. The measure is expected to result in a higher tax collection that would offset 
revenue losses from lower income tax.
• Relaxing of some economic provisions of the 1987 Constitution
• A bill granting the president emergency powers to address the traffic 
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• Establishing a federal system of government
• A bill creating a People’s Broadcasting System that would replace state-run media 
outlets PTV-4 and DZRB to make them more financially viable
• Freedom of Information Bill
• Whistleblower Act
• Enhancement of the Witness Protection Program
• Creation of a Department for Overseas Filipinos
• A law amending the 1996 Passport Law to lengthen the validity of passports from 
five years to ten years
• Amendments to the National Health Care Insurance Program to cover all Filipinos. 
Bills seeking to expand the coverage of PhilHealth to include women about to give 
birth and their newborn and persons with disabilities have been filed in Congress.

While administration officials said that the list would be submitted through the LEDAC, the 
council as yet to be convened during the term of President Duterte.

IV. Political Economy Under a Duterte Presidency

Despite his controversial remarks, public support for President Duterte continues to remain 
high. The President’s cavalier pronouncements, followed by clarificatory statements from his 
cabinet secretaries, have been a hallmark of his presidency. To quell growing concerns, his 
economic managers have urged investors to look beyond Duterte’s words and focus on his 
achievements instead. However, in the first 6 months, the administration’s policy directions 
have been riddled with uncertainty. The adverse effects of Duterte’s rhetoric—particularly his 
anti-US tirades—have already begun to show. 

Duterte’s successful campaign was, in part, hinged on his perceived ability to deliver reforms 
swiftly. The business community lauded his promise to cut red tape and eliminate corruption, 
boost infrastructure spending, and implement tax reform. In his first 3 months in office, 
economic growth surpassed all forecasts and grew by 7.1%. Multilateral lending institutions 
have upgraded the country’s growth projections as a result. Despite the optimistic headlines, 
business expectations for the 4th quarter of the year dipped to 39.8%, from 51.3% in the same 
period last year. The gloomier outlook stems from concerns over the administration’s direction 
on foreign policy and economic reforms, peso depreciation, and slower global demand. 

Ambiguous Policy Direction

The administration’s vague—and at times, counterproductive—stance on certain issues 
continues to unsettle business circles and reveals a lack of cohesion between Duterte and his 
Cabinet members. For instance, Duterte has threatened to shut down firms which continue to 
practice contractualization. The Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE), for its part, later 
clarified that only ‘endo’ or the end-of-contract scheme will be scrapped, acknowledging that 
a total ban on contractualization is unlikely as this will adversely impact SMEs. 

In September, the Agrarian Reform Secretary said that the President is set to issue an executive 
order imposing a moratorium on the conversion of agricultural lands to non-agricultural uses. 
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This prompted his economic managers to issue a position paper arguing that such move could 
hamper economic activities; effective land use should be promoted instead. More recently, it 
was reported that government projects may now be exempted from the moratorium. 

Delays in the Advancement of Duterte’s Legislative Agenda

The administration has acknowledged that investments in infrastructure and social protection 
programs are crucial to sustain growth and reduce poverty. However, in September, the budget 
deficit reached Php 75.3 Billion—the largest for the year. Expenditures have risen by 30%, 
while revenues have only grown by 1%. If this trend continues, questions will be raised on 
how the administration intends to fund its investment programs, particularly its Php 8 Trillion 
infrastructure program, without relying heavily on debt financing. The Department of Finance 
(DOF) has said that the government will never reach its collection targets unless taxes are 
indexed to inflation and fiscal incentives are rationalized. However, the tax reform package has 
not yet moved forward in Congress.  

After earlier criticizing the Department of Transportation (DOTr) for failing to submit a detailed 
traffic management plan, the Senate Committee on Public Services recently recommended that 
the President be granted emergency powers to address the worsening traffic. The bill has been 
endorsed to the plenary, but has yet to be acted on in the House of Representatives. Should it 
pass through Congress, the bill would expand executive powers to solve traffic crises on land, 
air, and seaports until June 2019 and will acelerate procurement procedures for infrastructure 
projects. 

Unnecessary and Potentially Harmful Rhetoric

Duterte has repeatedly thrown expletives at the United States for its criticism on his war on 
drugs. These attacks against the US has led to unfavorable repercussions on trade and aid. 
A few months ago, the Semiconductor and Electronics Industries in the Philippines (SEIPI) 
expressed concern that foreign investors are growing wary of his anti-US tirades and have held 
back on expanding their investments in the country; some orders have also been cancelled. 
This is particularly worrying since electronics make up half of Philippine exports. 

Recently, the US government has deferred the selection of the Philippines as a recipient 
to its 5-year Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) grant, due to concerns on “the rule 
of law and civil liberties”. This will make a huge dent should aid be halted, as the MCC has 
assisted in implementing measures which are instrumental towards the success of the 10-point 
Socioeconomic Agenda. These measures include the KALAHI-CIDDS program, a community-
driven approach to empowering people in rural areas, Secondary National Roads Development 
Project, as well as other programs designed to improve revenue administration and enhance 
anti-corruption efforts. 

With Trump’s win, Duterte has since toned down his anti-US outbursts, signalling warmer 
relations between the two countries. It remains to be seen how this relationship will progress 
in the coming months, as Trump’s victory will also bring a new era of uncertainty in the US. 
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Rebalance to Asia

The rebalance towards China and the rest of Eastern Asia is a welcome move, especially as 
protectionist trade policies are expected to dominate the Trump administration. China has since 
lifted its ban on banana imports, which will be a big boost for the predominantly Mindanao-
based industry. Duterte’s state visit in China also yielded a total of USD 24 Billion in credit 
facilities and investment pledges. 

Moreover, with the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) facing dim prospects in the United States, 
the China-led Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) will emerge as a more 
plausible alternative. The trade deal will improve market access to 15 other nations in the 
region. The Senate has also ratified the Philippines’ entry to the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank (AIIB). Loans from the AIIB could supplement the Philippines’ infrastructure requirements 
by USD 300 to 500 million. 

The economy continues to be a bright spot in the region, supported by strong domestic demand 
and rising fixed investments. However, the uncertainty surrounding this administration’s policy 
direction will ultimately weigh down investments, hiring, and output. The past six months 
should have given Duterte and his cabinet members enough time to settle into their respective 
posts. They must learn how to act like a well-oiled machine, instead of disparate entities often 
producing contradictory statements. Meanwhile, Duterte must leverage his high political capital 
and implement planned reforms quickly, before support for him starts to wane.
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V. Strategic Outlook and Conclusion

President Duterte has had mixed successes in his first six months of office. Although he has 
cemented his reputation as a shoot-from-the-hip, undiplomatic talker, he has maintained his 
domestic perception as a strong-willed, can-do leader. Nevertheless, his administration has 
continued to foster high expectations from the public, and the bureaucracy will need to cope 
with increasing pressure to deliver over the course of the president’s term in office. The risk 
remains that the administration’s relentless prioritization of the deadly drug war will redirect 
the government’s focus on alleviating poverty and joblessness.

As we noted in the previous quarter, the fundamental challenge for the Duterte administration 
will be to sustain the momentum of its agenda by translating the president’s visions of law 
and order into institutionalized and sustainable change. The president must ensure that his 
political, bureaucratic, and business elites will be able to implement his policies and programs. 
For the long term, Duterte must also properly manage the Philippines’ bilateral and multilateral 
relations with its neighbors.

Duterte’s approach to foreign policy continues to include a dislike for what is perceived 
to be ‘interference’ from other countries into the Philippines’ domestic affairs. Although 
the president’s warmth for new partners in different areas, including both China and Russia 
for economic relations, may be cautiously welcomed, uncertainty about the depth of the 
Philippines-United States military alliance could welcome greater adventurism on the part of 
neighbors into Philippine and regional waters. That such uncertainty could be present as the 
President simultaneously weakens the importance of the Hague ruling on the Law of the Sea 
bears cause for concern for the Philippines’ position in eventual negotiations for a final solution 
to the disputes in the South China Sea.

Although the president’s impact on the Philippines’ reputation abroad cannot be directly 
measured, his tirades against Western governments have introduced hostility into the 
Philippines’ relationships with these countries and, anecdotally, have had a knock-on effect on 
the willingness of new foreign investment to enter the country. The deferral of the Millenium 
Challenge Corporation’s grants (434 million USD) to the Philippines, pending review in March, 
2017, is the largest known sum to be affected by the political environment. 

Finally, the president’s lack of interest in multilateralism, as evidenced by missing major 
events in both ASEAN and APEC Summits in 2016, is a poor signal for the Philippines’ ability 
to successfully leverage its Chairmanship of ASEAN in 2017 to the greatest benefit of the 
country. The government could miss out on a plethora of opportunities to promote regional and 
international cooperation. 
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