
SPARK
R

the key link between IDEAS and ACTION

adrinstitute.org

June 2018

Quarterly 
Publication 
of the 
ADRInstitute

Assessing 
the bAlAnce sheet

duterte’s
second year 

in office:



Assessing 
the bAlAnce sheet

duterte’s
second year 
in office:

02      SPARK      2ND QUARTER 2018

The paper provides an overall assessment of 
President Rodrigo Duterte’s second year in office 
by placing it within the broader context of the 
Philippines’ key challenges in four primordial areas, 
namely Domestic Security and Terrorism, Foreign 
Policy, Socio-Economic Reform, and Human Rights 
and Democracy. Two years into office, Duterte 
is overseeing a golden age in Philippine-China 
relations, gradual erosion in the liberal elements 
of Philippine democracy, new vulnerabilities in the 
Philippine economy, and an uncertain path towards 
peace in Mindanao. Yet, Duterte remains popular 
and, absent a clear and convincing alternative 
political narrative and leadership, firmly in command 
of the Philippines’ state institutions.

In terms of Domestic Security and Terrorism, 
the paper argues that the months-long siege in 
Marawi, the country’s largest Muslim-majority city, 
represents a significant lack of strategic foresight 
and appreciation of available tactical intelligence 
by the Chief Executive, who dedicated a significant 
portion of his first year in office to a scorched-earth 
drug war, which has reportedly claimed thousands 
of lives, isolated the Philippines internationally, and 
raised concerns about rule of law in the country. 
The eventual liberation of the city, after five months 
of intensive battle against so-called Islamic State 
(IS) elements is a much welcome development, 
but the real challenge lies in the expedient and 
inclusive reconstruction of the heavily devastated 
city; otherwise, the country risks falling victim to 
another cycle of disenchantment, radicalization and 
terrorism. It also remains to be seen if the Duterte 
administration manages to mobilize its legislative 
allies to pass the Bangsamoro Basic Law (BBL), 
and whether the new, amended version would 
be mutually-acceptable-- especially to the Moro 
Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) leadership and its 
increasingly disgruntled rank-and-file members.



second year 
in office:

2ND QUARTER 2018     SPARK      03

In the area of Foreign Policy, the highlight 
of the Duterte administration’s second 
year in office is two-fold. First, in hosting 
the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) Summit, which saw the 
participation of the leaders of the world’s 
most powerful actors, including the United 
States, the European Union, China and 
Japan. Duterte crucially leveraged the bully 
pulpit of ASEAN chairmanship to effectively 
shield China from global criticism of its 
revanchist maritime policy in the region. His 
second year in office also saw a perceptible 
shift in Philippine foreign policy, as what 
was initially a sensible policy of equilateral 
balancing – ensuring the Philippines 
maintains good relations with all major 
powers without siding with any against 
the other – transformed into strategic 
leaning (rather than alignment) with China. 
Yet, China’s continued reclamation and 
militarization on disputed land features 
in the South China Sea, not to mention 
persistent harassment of Filipino fishermen 
in the Scarborough Shoal, has rekindled 
bilateral maritime tensions and unleashed 
a backlash among the Filipino public. Thus, 
Duterte’s foreign policy remains contested 
both within the state institutions as 
well as by extra-state actors. 

In the area of Socio-Economic Reform, 
the Philippines is gradually confronting a 
perfect storm of rising inflation, exacerbated 
by the newly-passed Republic Act RA 10963 
or Tax Reform for Acceleration and Inclusion 
(TRAIN) law; weakest currency in twelve 
years, with peso as the worst-performing in 
Asia; largest trade and balance of account 
deficits in recent history; and significant 
decline in new investment pledges amid 
concerns over regulatory predictability, 
new tax measures, and perceived lack 
of rule of law. Nonetheless, the Duterte 
administration is optimistic about the 
country’s overall economic growth, which 
is expected to remain among the fastest Image credit: rappler.com

Image credit: rappler.com
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build, build
in Asia. The “Build, Build, Build” infrastructure buildup agenda is still on track, despite lingering 
concerns over absorption capacity (of state agencies), debt-trap (by foreign creditors), and 
overall lack of transparency and accountability vis-à-vis big ticket projects. Overall, the 
economic picture remains a mixed landscape of gathering clouds of 
uncertainty as well as a continued economic boom.

In the area of Human Rights and Democracy, the Philippines has continued its lurch towards 
an ‘illiberal’ democracy, anchored by a popular-charismatic presidency going hand in hand with 
erosion of checks and balances within state institutions. The controversial ouster of Supreme 
Court Chief Justice Maria Lourdes Aranal Sereno has raised concerns over growing isolation, 
intimidation, and marginalization of voices of independence and opposition in the country. 
Quasi-legal threats against major liberal news outlets, namely ABS-CBN, Philippine Daily Inquirer, 
and Rappler.com, eerily resemble Putin-like intimidation tactics against critical and independent 
media outlets. Duterte’s decision to unilaterally withdraw the country’s membership from the 
International Criminal Court (ICC), via the ratification of the Rome Statute by the Philippine 
Senate in 2011, has only reinforced global concerns over the Philippines’ deteriorating 
democratic health. Overall, the Philippines has moved towards an imperial presidency, 
overseeing an uncertain economic landscape, a contentious foreign policy towards 
China, and absence of a decisive solution to the problems of separatism, 
terrorism and insurgency plaguing the country’s peripheries.

Domestic Security and Terrorism

After five months of intense firefights between the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) and 
Islamic State (IS)-affiliated militants, led by the Maute brothers and Isnilon Hapilon, the Battle of 
Marawi effectively ended by the 23rd of October 2017. Later that month, the AFP, in conjunction 
with a parallel investigation by the United States’ Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI), confirmed 
the neutralization of militant leaders, namely Hapilon, the designated Emir of the IS-affiliated 
groups and prospective Wilayat (governorate) in Southeast Asia, and two Maute brothers, Omar 
(killed along with Hapilon in October) and Abdullah (killed earlier in September). This meant the IS 
movement in the Philippines lost its symbolic leader (Hapilon), who happened to be a 
savvy politician capable of bringing rival Tausug and Maranao groups together, as 
well as its chief military brain trust, and the well-trained, equipped and financed 
Maute brothers and their larger family network (Jones 2017). 

Not long after, the government also confirmed the death of Malaysian terrorist Mahmud bin 
Ahmad, who served as a financial intermediary and overall conduit between the IS command in 
Syrian city of Raqqa (before US-led coalition forces drove the group away from the city) and the 
militant groups in the Philippines, who pledged Bayyah (loyalty) to the self-proclaimed caliph, 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. In response, a triumphant Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte declared 

build, 
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“Marawi City liberated from the terrorist 
influence.” The government forces managed 
to neutralize as many as 800 militants and, 
commendably, saved 1,700 hostages. Crucial 
to the government’s success was intelligence 
and logistical support, as well as cutting-
edge counter-terrorism training provided by 
traditional Filipino allies, the United States 
and Australia. Both countries provided state-
of-the-art surveillance hardware to ensure 
surgical strikes against militant positions, 
thus minimizing human casualties as well as 
structural damage to the city’s infrastructure. 

The Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) and the 
Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) served 

as the legal bases for their assistance. American Special Forces, in particular, 
helped the AFP to cope with and eventually internalize the exigencies of urban 
warfare. New strategic partners such as Russia and China, both of which are yet 
to sign any comparable defense agreements with the Philippines, also provided 
equipment and intelligence support, though on a far less consequential level. 
Neighboring countries such as Singapore also pitched in, providing a C130 
aircraft for humanitarian aid transport, drones for intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance missions, and advanced counter-terrorism training. Meanwhile, 
the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia stepped up their intelligence-sharing 
as well as coordinated maritime patrols at their borders in the Sulu Sea, waters 
off the coast of the Malaysian state of Sabah, and the Celebes/Sulawesi Sea. 
Thus, what began as a massive failure of anticipation on the part of the Duterte 
administration soon morphed into a collective, internationalized effort to 
deny the IS a foothold and, more troubling, a Wilayatin Southeast Asia. 

Image credit: gmanetwork.com
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Moving forward, however, the post-conflict challenges remain daunting. To 
begin with, Abu Dar, a formidable leader from the region, who is reportedly a 
relative of Maute brothers and has military training from his Mujahedeen days in 
Afghanistan, has replaced Hapilon. He managed to escape from Marawi towards 
the end of the siege, bringing with him up to 300 fighters and $10 million in war 
loot (Reuters 2018). This means, the group is far from eliminated, and it’s still in 
a position to reconstitute itself and strike back. It’s highly unlikely they will be able 
to muster the combination of surprise, manpower, ideological zeal, and political 
leadership that the Hapilon-Maute franchise managed to achieve. 

Yet, the remnants of the IS-affiliated groups (see map 1), including Abu Dar’s 
Khalifa Islamiyah Mindanao (KIM), could organize “spectacular” terrorist strikes 
across the country, especially in major cities in Mindanao; radicalize and recruit 
from among those displaced by war; and harass government forces stationed in 
Marawi and surrounding areas. The magnitude of the radicalization conundrum 
becomes more apparent when one takes into consideration the fact that IS-
affiliated elements across the country and Southeast Asia have been inspired 
by the ability of the Maute brothers and Hapilon to hold a large international 
coalition at bay for so long; and that Marawi has been almost entirely destroyed 
after 5 months of warfare, displacing as many as 600,000 individuals. Initially, 
the government allocated close to $400 million for the city’s construction, but 
actual numbers could rise into the billions of dollars overtime. The government’s 
reliance on Chinese companies, some of which have been blacklisted by the 
World Bank, to handle crucial portions of the reconstruction process has raised 
concerns over corruption, quality-control, reliance on foreign capital 
and labor, and marginalization of domestic actors (Tara 2018). 

The failure to ensure the expedient, inclusive, and comprehensive reconstruction 
of Marawi could fuel a new and even more destructive wave of radicalization. 
Abu Dar possesses a sufficient number of men and resources to swell its ranks 
and launch devastating attacks if foundational grievances in post-conflict Marawi 
remained unaddressed. Moreover, the Duterte administration confronts a 
terrorism challenge posed not only by remnants of the Hapilon-Maute franchise 
as well as other extremist groups such as Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters 
(BIFF), but also disgruntled members of the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), 
who may defect to more radical splinter groups in the absence of implementation 
of a mutually-acceptable Bangsamoro Basic Law (BBL), which is still lingering in 
the Congress. Meanwhile, long-suspended peace talks with communist rebels 
have been stuck in a limbo, with government security forces and New People’s 
Army (NPA) elements escalating their armed conflict on the ground since the 
declaration of Martial Law in Mindanao. The upshot is persistence of a profound 
sense of insecurity across the country’s peripheries, where rebel groups, 
and insurgent and terrorist elements remain active and resilient.
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Foreign Policy and Strategic Outlook

The highlight of Duterte’s second year in the presidency was his emergence, albeit 
transient, as a global statesman, as he hosted world leaders in the Philippines during 
the ASEAN Summit in November 2017 in Manila. The occasion provided a unique 
opportunity for the Philippines to expand and diversify its strategic relations, while 
providing Duterte precious constructive publicity amid growing international criticism 
of his human rights record. His interactions with world leaders were mostly cordial, 
if not outright warm, including with major Western leaders such as the United States 
President Donald Trump as well as Australia Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull. Despite 
ongoing diplomatic tensions, he managed to hold polite interactions with European 
leaders, especially during the ASEAN Regional Forum with representatives from the 
European Union1  and the United Nations. This helped Duterte lift the partial veil of 
isolation he has struggled with amid widespread criticisms of his human rights 
record around the world, especially in the West and global media and civil 
society groups. Duterte projected himself as the de facto generational leader in 
Southeast Asia2, confidently welcoming praise and support from all ASEAN 
leaders, especially from Indonesia’s Joko Widodo, who has even partially 
adopted Duterte’s tough approach to drug war at home (Chan 2018).

Areas of Operation of IS-Affiliated Groups
Map 1

Source: Reuters, Philippine Army Recruitment Office
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of artificially-created islands over 
disputed land features in the South 
China Sea, laying down the foundation 
for an Air Defense Identification Zone 
(ADIZ) and other forms of exclusion 
zones in the area, much to the 
detriment of the interest of smaller 
claimant states as well as freedom 
of (military) navigation and overflight 
in one of the world’s most important 
waterways. The period saw China’s 
position, for the first time: HQ-9B 
surface-to-air-missiles (SAMs), YJ-12B 
anti-cruise ballistic missiles (ACBMs), 
and electronic jamming equipment in 
the Philippine-claimed land features 
in the Spratly chain of islands. China 
deployed H-6K nuclear-capable 
bombers to the Paracels; though the 
area isn’t claimed by the Philippines, 
the bombers have an operational range 
of more than 1,000 nautical miles, 
covering much of the Philippines.

China’s rising assertiveness in the 
Benham Rise -- where it has unilaterally 
renamed seabed features within the 
Philippines exclusive economic zone 
and allegedly also conducted unilateral 
Marine Scientific Research (MSR) 
as well as deployed submarines and 
para-military vessels – underscore 
new maritime security challenges to 
the Philippines. In response, Duterte 
has renamed the Benham Rise to 
the Philippine Rise, contemplated the 
prospect of establishing more regular 
patrols and permanent presence in 
the area, and visited nearby Casiguran 
Bay in Aurora province in mid-May to 
assert the country’s sovereign rights in 
the area. In the South China Sea, his 

Crucially, Duterte leveraged the 
chairmanship of the ASEAN to elevate 
counter-terrorism, especially amid 
the Marawi crisis, and anti-crime and 
counter-narcotics issues, especially in 
light of his own drug war at home, to the 
central agenda of the region. But, amid 
improving Philippine-China relations, 
Duterte proactively pushed the South 
China Sea disputes to the sidelines and 
shielded China from criticism, especially 
from the West and Japan. In a dramatic 
departure from even the ASEAN’s own 
statements, Duterte argued that the 
South China Sea disputes should be 
“left untouched”, refused to raise the 
Philippines’ own arbitration award 
against China, and pushed back against 
efforts by the U.S., Japan, Australia, and 
Vietnam to mobilize a stronger stance 
against China’s maritime assertiveness. 
In effect, under Duterte’s watch, China 
used the ASEAN as a shield against 
Western powers and the broader 
international community on the South 
China Sea issue. Duterte supported 
the negotiation of a Code of Conduct 
(COC) in the disputed areas, but hardly 
insisted on either a deadline or a legally 
binding document in accordance to 
modern international law, if not the 
Philippines’ arbitration award under the 
aegis of the United Nations Convention 
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). 

Duterte’s ASEAN chairmanship helped 
the Philippines ease its diplomatic 
isolation, fortify ties with traditional 
allies, and rally regional support against 
transnational terrorism and crime, 
but it also provided China a virtual 
carte blanche in the South China Sea. 
Unsurprisingly, an unrestrained China 
pushed the envelope throughout the 
latter half of Duterte’s second year in 
presidency. Under his watch, though not 
necessarily because of him alone, China 
has proceeded with full weaponization 

administration has also come under 
pressure to take a tougher stance, 
with Foreign Secretary Alan Peter 
Cayetano announcing later that month, 
several ‘redlines’ for the Philippines, 
namely: Chinese reclamation on and 
deployment of weapons systems to the 
Panatag Shoal; unilateral exploitation of 
energy resources within the Philippines’ 
EEZ; and coercive expulsion of the 
Philippine marine detachment in 
Second Thomas Shoal. Throughout 
June 2018, the Duterte administration 
also scrambled to deal with public 
outcry over reports of Filipino fishermen 
facing constant harassment, including 
forced barter deals and de facto 
extortion, by Chinese coast guard 
forces exercising jurisdictional control 
over the Scarborough Shoal. According 
to one Filipino fisherman, Chinese 
para-military forces tend to confiscate 
up to 30 kilos of their precious catch-
likely worth thousands of dollars – in 
exchange for expired noodles and 
cigarettes, which tend to have only few 
dollars of value, if any (GMA 2018).

Facing public backlash, the Filipino 
president and his senior officials, 
primarily Secretary of Foreign Affairs 
Alan Peter Cayetano and Presidential 
Spokesman Harry Roque, have either 
downplayed incidents involving Chinese 
forces harassing Filipino citizens and/
or dismiss the strategic implications of 
Chinese reclamation and militarization 
activities threatening Filipino interests. 
Under Duterte’s watch, China has also 
surrounded the Sandy Cay, a low-tide 
elevation within the territorial sea 
of Philippine-controlled Thitu Island, 
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preventing the Philippines from exercising control over the land feature3. China has 
also allegedly harassed the Filipino marine detachment in the Second Thomas 
Shoal. Of particular worry to many observers is Duterte’s full-fledged defense of 
China, his portrayal of the foreign power as a protector against coup plots and 
Western conspiracy, and his call for smaller nations to be “meek” and “humble” 
in exchange for Chinese “mercy”, not to mention his quip about the Philippines 
becoming a Chinese province. All these troubling rhetoric underscored 
Duterte’s rapid shift from strategic diversification and equilateral 
balancing in favor of strategic leaning with China. 

Crucially, however, the continued influence of the Philippine defense 
establishment, which views China as a strategic threat and remains deeply 
invested in longstanding defense relations with America, has ensured that Duterte 
won’t move towards full strategic alignment with the Asian powerhouse, at least not 
yet. The AFP, which Duterte treats with both respect and fear, has repeatedly made 
it clear that they are “always aware [of threats posed by China] and will not renege 
on our beholden constitutional duties to protect our sovereignty and maintain our 
territorial areas [in South China Sea].” In fact, during Duterte’s second year in 
office, there has been a steady recovery in bilateral defense relations with America 
and traditional allies, not only in the area of counter-terrorism, but also in terms of 
inter-operability and maritime security cooperation. The 2018 Balikatan Exercises 
in May 2018, for instance, saw the number of participating troops increase by 
60 percent, from 5,000 to 8,000, and also the return of joint amphibious exercises 
between the AFP and American troops in the South China Sea. In the preceding 
weeks, two American aircraft carriers visited the Philippines in quick succession, 
which is a first in many years. The implication is clear: though Duterte remains 
popular and is intent on recalibrating the Philippine foreign policy, he has to 
take into consideration the position of other veto-players -- particularly the 
defense establishment as well as, to a lesser degree, the media-intelligentsia 
complex -- that remain critical of closer ties with China at the expense 
of traditional alliances, particularly America (Heydarian 2018).

Socio-Economic Reform

The second year of Duterte’s presidency saw a mixed picture of infrastructure 
push, sustained growth, regulatory mayhem, and deteriorating macroeconomic 
indicators. As part of its “Build, Build, Build” $180 billion infrastructure program, 
the administration is looking at 75 flagship projects, which include six airports, 
nine railways, three bus rapid transits, 32 roads and bridges, and four seaports, 
which, collectively aim to reduce costs of production, improve rural incomes, 
encourage countryside investments, make the movement of goods and people 
more efficient, and create more jobs. The administration is also looking at 

constructing four energy facilities that will 
ensure stable power supply at lower prices; 
ten water resource projects, as well as 
irrigation systems that will raise agricultural 
output; and five flood control facilities to help 
protect vulnerable communities, as well as 
boost their resilience against the impact of 
climate change; and three redevelopment 
programs that will deliver sustainable 
solutions to best meet the needs of urban 
population.4 The administration claims that 
its projects are mostly on track, including the 
commencement of the Clark International 
Airport Expansion Project in December 
2017 and the beginning of the Metro 
Manila underground project in 
third quarter of 2018.5  

Yet, the investment picture was dismal 
during Duterte’s second year in office. 
During the first quarter of 2018, new foreign 
investment pledges were down by 37.9 
percent on a year-on-year basis, the lowest 
level since 2010. The first year of Duterte 
already saw a 92.61% drop in South Korean 
investment and 69.62% drop in American 
investment, showing the deepening crisis in 
confidence in the Philippines among foreign 
investors, with the exceptions of those from 
Japan and China, which have increased their 
pledges under Duterte, with particular focus 
on infrastructure.6  In 2017, the Philippines’ 
global corruption index rankings reached a 
five-year low (Bueza 2018). Concerns over 
rule of law, corruption and infrastructure 
continue to keep investors at bay. As the 
Korean Chamber of Commerce of the 
Philippines (KCCP) president Ho Ik Lee 
lamented in early 2018: “We strongly believe 
in the importance of the rule of law, due 
process and respect of human rights in all 
countries, including the Philippines. Security 
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is the issue investors are most concerned with when they decide and 
choose a place or country. To be frank with you, to date…the Philippines 
is not a safe country.” Duterte’s abrupt and perfunctory shutdown on 
March 2018 of the Boracay tourist island, responsible for almost $1 
billion in annual revenues, only added to existing concerns with 
regulatory predictability under the new administration. 

Foreign investors have become even more anxious in light of increase in taxes, 
including in real estate and fuel, and slated reduction in tax breaks, including 
for boom sectors such as Business Process Outsourcing (BPO), under the 
newly-implemented Republic Act RA 10963 or Tax Reform for Acceleration and 
Inclusion or the TRAIN Law, which came into effect in early 2018. Crucially, the 
new tax measures have exacerbated an inflationary uptick, which has hit ordinary 
individuals hard. In the third quarter of Duterte’s second year in office, inflation 
rates, reaching the highest levels in five years, breached the upper limit (4 percent) 
set by the Philippine Central Bank (BSP), reaching 4.6 percent in May 2018.7 
The TRAIN law alone can’t be blamed for the inflationary surge. The Philippine 

peso was Asia’s worst performing currency, 
reaching the lowest level in 12 years against 
the dollar, with current account and trade 
balance reaching lowest level in recent 
decades. As a result, dollar-denominated 
debt as well as the prices of imported goods, 
including fuel and food, has risen. There is, 
accordingly, growing pressure on the BSP to 
revise its lending rates,8 which came about 
after much delay. The public, meanwhile, has 
grown weary. In the March 2018 survey by 
Pulse Asia (See table 1), wage increase and 
inflation topped the people’s most urgent 
concerns. This was followed by poverty-
reduction and employment generation, 
underlining the centrality of bread and 
butter issues for ordinary Filipinos. 

Most Urgent National Concerns (Overall)
Table 1

Source: Pulse Asia
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Human Rights and 
Democracy

Duterte has maintained strong approval 
ratings (net +56) well into his second 
year in office. Even by historical 
standards, he has outshined almost 
all his predecessors at this stage in 
their presidencies (See figure 1). In the 
third quarter of 2017, Duterte arguably 
faced his greatest political crisis yet, 
when CCTV footage captured the 
summary execution (August 16, 2017) 
of 17 year-old Kian de los Santos by 
law enforcement officials. The incident 
provoked largest ever outcry against his 
war on drugs, as civil society groups, 
the Catholic church, progressive 
movements, as well as local and 
international media, not to mention 
even some of the president’s allies in 
the legislature, condemned the incident 
with unprecedented fervor.

In response, the President, for the first 
time, issued an apology, invited the 
slain teenager’s parents for a meeting, 
and promised to discipline erring law 
enforcement officials. He subsequently 
placed the Philippine Drug Enforcement 
Agency (PDEA) at the helm of the 
anti-drug operations, temporarily 
suspending the Philippine National 
Police’s (PNP) notorious Tokhang 
operations. The upshot was a significant 
decrease in number of reported 
extrajudicial killings. By the end of the 
year, Duterte effectively recovered from 
the sudden dip in his approval ratings 
during the first quarter of his 
second year in presidency. 

 

Net Satisfaction Ratings of Presidents, Philippines (May 1986 to March 2018)
Figure 1
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Chief Justice Maria Lourdes Aranal 
Sereno. This was achieved through a 
‘total pressure’ strategy, which saw 
the President openly calling for her 
ouster, the Office of Solicitor General 
successfully filing a controversial 
quo warranto case against the chief 
magistrate, and Duterte’s legislative 
allies mobilizing support for her 
impeachment in the Congress. In 
the end, the Supreme Court narrowly 
voted, for the first time in history and 
in potential violation of the country’s 
constitution, for the ouster of one of its 
own members. In response, numerous 
legal luminaries, majority of members 
of the Philippine Senate, as well as 
leading legal associations called for 
the reversal of the decision, which 
they deemed as unconstitutional. The 
result was a de facto constitutional 
crisis, further putting into question the 
presence of rule of law in the country. 
On June 2018, the highest court 
upheld Sereno’s ouster. In response, 
Vice-President Leni Robredo, said: 
““But in our rage and grief [over the 
decision], we cannot give in to despair, 
for this is but one of the many battles 
that we must fight for our democracy, 
and for the people it is intended to 
serve” (Ayalin 2018). At the same 
time, the President’s allies pushed 
ahead with a proposed constitutional 
shift towards a federalized system. 
Officially, the aim is to bring about 
greater autonomy for peripheral region, 
as part of a broader effort to bring 
about a more dynamic and responsive 
structure of governance to the country. 
Yet, many experts have warned about 
the prospect of constitutional change 
serving as a Trojan horse for removing 
term limits for the presidency as well 

Yet, international criticism of his 
human rights record went unabated, 
culminating in the announcement 
(February 8, 2018) by the International 
Criminal Court’s (ICC) Chief Prosecutor 
Fatou Bensouda that allegations of 
crimes against humanity under Duterte 
are under preliminary examination 
by The Hague-based international 
court -- a potential prelude to full 
investigation and even prosecution of 
the President and key officials involved 
in the drug war. The following month, 
Duterte officially withdrew (March 13, 
2018) the Philippines’ ratification of 
the Rome Statute, which placed the 
country under the jurisdiction of the ICC 
for cases of mass atrocities, including 
crimes against humanity. Within the 
context of intensified tensions with 
the international court and diplomatic 
isolation, Duterte skipped the Australia-
ASEAN Summit held in the same month, 
though the administration officially 
cited hectic schedule at home and 
exhaustion from prior foreign travels as 
a basis for his non-attendance at the 
event, which saw the participation of 
all other Southeast Asian leaders. 

The Philippines became only the 
second country, after Burundi, to 
push ahead with withdrawal from the 
ICC jurisdiction amidst an ongoing 
pre-investigation. The South African 
constitutional court and the new 
Gambian governments reversed similar 
decisions by their besieged leaders in 
recent years. Duterte also became the 
first incumbent East Asian head of state 
to have been placed under preliminary 
examination for allegedly committing 
crimes against humanity. Though the 
shadow of ICC prosecution reinforced 
the administration’s international 
isolation, Duterte remained buoyant 
amid high approval ratings at home. In 
the last quarter of his second year in 
presidency, he successfully managed to 
mobilize legislative and judicial support 
for the ouster of one of his chief critics, 

as weakening institutional checks and 
balances (Esmaquel 2016). There are 
also profound concerns over whether a 
federalized arrangement is suitable in a 
country, where peripheral regions have 
thin fiscal base, weak bureaucratic 
capacity, and tend to be captured by 
entrenched political dynasties.

Conclusion

For its second year in office, the Duterte 
presidency confronts key challenges 
in the aforesaid four primordial areas. 
In terms of Domestic Security and 
Terrorism, while the rule of law is 
seemingly undermined by the drug war, 
the country is also unclear as to where 
the path toward resolving Muslim 
separatism and Communist insurgency 
is heading to. As for Foreign Policy, the 
strategic leaning toward China while 
maintaining the traditional links with 
Western and Asian allies has caused 
anxiety among traditional allies and 
the Philippine defense establishment. 
As for Socio-Economic Reform, while 
the infrastructure program is said to 
be on tract, the Philippine economy is 
currently confronting inflation, trade 
and balance of account deficits and 
declines in investment pledges. And 
for human rights and democracy, the 
current trajectory of Philippine politics 
toward illiberal democracy and imperial 
presidency is worthy of attention. More 
so, the diplomatic decline and isolation 
continues will continue magnify in 
proportions if unchecked. 
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End notes:

1  Based on exchanges with informed 
senior officials from the European Union. 

 2  This has changed now with the surprising 
return of Mahathir Mohammad as Malaysia’s prime 
minister. 

 3  Based on exchanges with informed 
individuals.

 4  Interview with Philippine Department of 
Finance (DOF) chief economist Karl Chua, 

 5  Presentation by Department of Budget 
and Management Secretary Benjamin Diokno in May 
25, Canberra, Australia.

 6  See Philippine Statistics Authority. https://
psa.gov.ph/foreign-investments-press-releases

 7  See BSP announcement http://www.bsp.
gov.ph/publications/media.asp?id=4659

 8  See BSP announcement http://www.bsp.
gov.ph/publications/media.asp?id=4717
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The key link to idea and action – is the on-line 
newsletter of ADRi (Albert Del Rosario Institute) 
that covers socio-political, economic and security 
analysis of timely issues that affect the direction 
of the economy and political landscape 
governing the Philippines.

Stratbase ADR Institute is an independent, 
international and strategic research organization with 
the principal goal of addressing the issues affecting 
the Philippines and East Asia through: 

1) effecting national, regional and 
international policy change or support; 

2) fostering strategic ideas based on cooperation 
and innovative thinking; 

3) providing a regional venue for 
collaboration and cooperation in dealing 
with critical issues in East Asia; and 

4) actively participating in regional debates and 
global conversations.
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