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On the National Security Situation

Defining National security as adopted by the office of the Philippine 
National Security Adviser covers a myriad of concerns from physical to 
human security, as seen in the definition:

“a state or condition wherein the people’s welfare, well-being, 
ways of life; government and its institutions; territorial integrity; 
sovereignty, and core values are enhanced and protected.”1 

 
For its part, the National Security Policy of the Philippines 2017-2022 
enumerates lofty principles and objectives on securing the 
national security situation in the country while putting emphasis 
on addressing criminality and the proliferation of illegal drugs.2  
 
Such principles and objectives are the following:

• The territory of the country is intact and inviolable, and under the 
effective control and jurisdiction of the Philippine Government

• Safeguard territorial integrity and sovereignty

• Develop defense capability; enhance our cooperative security 
and defense arrangements with other countries; and pursue for 
the enactment of laws on intelligence and defense modernization. 

• Pursue international support for a rules-based regime in the 
West Philippine Sea while engaging claimant-states for the 
management and settlement of disputes. 

• Pursue implementation of Declaration of Conduct and 
conclusion of a legally-effective Code of Conduct. 

• Pursue maritime boundary delimitation and the enactment of 
laws on Maritime Zones and Archipelagic Sea Lanes as well 
as on matters pertaining to commitments and 
obligations under international law.

• International Security: Maintain an independent foreign policy 
in the community of nations, and ensure a stable and secure 
international environment for the country and people to thrive 
as a nation, politically, economically, socially and ecologically.3
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However, despite such lofty principles and objectives as laid out by 
the framers of national security policy and strategy of the Duterte 
administration, what has actually transpired in the two years of 
office of President Rodrigo Duterte? This paper will concentrate 
on specific traditional aspects of national security pertaining to 
defense and military issues. Within such limits, the Philippine 
national security situation can be assessed in terms of both 
external and internal concerns that directly impact the Philippines. 

External Concerns

The following international issues directly impinge on the security 
situation in the Philippines.

• North Korea and Weapons of Mass Destruction
The crisis in the Korean peninsula has abated with numerous 
breakthroughs this year, such as the Winter Olympics, the 
Inter-Korean summit and, more recently, the meeting between 
Donald Trump and Kim Jong Un. The most immediate concern 
of the Philippines is the situation of its overseas foreign workers 
mainly in South Korea, where an estimated 80,000 work. Any 
conflict would present a gargantuan humanitarian problem for 
the Philippines, with a majority of the Filipino workers at risk of 
being caught in the crossfire with possibly no chance of rescue 
and repatriation. Some analysts have also argued that China 
will ultimately benefit from this crisis as it may eventually 
lead to the removal of US forces from the Asian mainland, 
leaving South Korea more malleable to Beijing.4 

• Piracy
The Strait of Malacca all the way to the Sulu archipelago and 
much of the western and south-western Mindanao coastlines 
is notorious for pirate activities. These criminals are connected 
to local terrorist groups and binding them all is an income-
generating activity aimed at ensuring their influence in coastal 
communities, enabling them to carry out more operations. The 
high level of lawlessness in Mindanao provides an opportunity 
for such groups to develop in that island and even use parts 
of it as safe havens, especially in tandem with terrorist groups 
or secessionist elements. Although their capacity to damage 
is very minuscule in comparison with rebel organizations, 
they are still a cause for concern, which possibly requires the 
deployment of assets from the militaries and police forces of the 
affected countries.  For the overstretched security forces of 
the Philippines, that can cause severe problems.5  

• Foreign Terrorist Organizations
From the time of Joseph Estrada all the way to Gloria Arroyo 
and Benigno Aquino III, great efforts were undertaken to detect 
and defeat the ability of foreign terrorist organizations to carry 
out their agenda in the country. The ability to intercept and 
prohibit funds transfers was one of the most prioritized activities. 
That is why bodies like the Anti-Money Laundering Council 
(AMLC) and interagency task forces on terrorism remained 
vigilant against such activities. However, upon assumption of 
President Duterte into office, those careful arrangements were 
disrupted, with the war on drugs becoming the state’s sole 
focus. Furthermore, the AMLC found itself embroiled, distracted 
and under siege in a controversy involving alleged bank 

accounts of Duterte.  Money then poured into the Maute Group 
from ISIS sources, which enabled the terrorist group to stage 
a bloody showdown against the government forces at Marawi. 
It can be said that the military and police at that time were in a 
state of denial regarding Maute capabilities. That lapse proved 
to be very costly for the government and the people of Marawi.6 
 

• Regional military buildup 
Southeast Asia is seen as a major hub of weapons purchases 
in recent years due to a measure of prosperity in some 
countries and the expansionist claims of China in the South 
China Sea. However, it remains to be seen if the Philippines 
under the Duterte administration can commit to the same level 
of weapons purchases as his predecessor, especially under an 
economy that seems to be performing below target. Failure to 
sustain the armed forces modernization plan can be used as 
a justification for further government inaction against China. 

• Territorial dispute
From being a resolute defender of international treaties and 
obligations, such as the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea and other maritime issues, the Philippines under the 
Duterte administration has turned into an enabler of China’s 
territorial ambitions. As such, China with the Philippines’ 
acquiescence or even support can make things difficult for 
other countries in the region to stand up to Beijing’s pressure. 

• International condemnation on HR issues
Although human rights issues may not automatically be related 
to external security concerns, the two are connected. Since 
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the Philippine military is Western in its equipment, a problematic 
human rights record may result in sanctions being meted to 
the Philippine government by some members of the European 
Union and even the United States Congress. Early this year, a 
rumor had gone around that Belgium was reviewing Philippine 
access to Belgian manufactured weapons due to human 
rights issues. As the Philippine military is in a constant state of 
operations against rebels, such sanctions if imposed will have a 
tremendously negative impact on the security of the country.7   

Internal Concerns 

Listed here are threats that exert a substantial influence on the 
security situation 

• Communist Party of the Philippines – New People’s Army 
     (CPP-NPA)

According to the military, the strength of the NPA is at 3,700 as 
of the beginning of the year. It said it aims to reduce the strength 
of the rebel army by as much as 50% by the end of the year. 
With the military contending with various rebel and terrorist 
groups, that is not likely to happen. More so, intermittent 
peace negotiations with the CPP-NPA  tend to stop the 
counter insurgency momentum of the military, which 
is a sore point with some officers.8  

• Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF)
The Moro Islamic Liberation Front remains the largest of the 
secessionist groups in the Philippines and it is concentrated 
mainly in Central and parts of Western Mindanao. With no major 
outbreak of violence between the government and the MILF, 
this organization has maintained its strength at an estimated 
12,000 fighters. The peace process between the government 
and the MILF through previous administrations has managed 

to make the leadership of that organization scale back their 
objective of independence to one of autonomy. However, there 
is much distrust between the two sides that members of the 
military believe that the declarations of the MILF are meant only 
to deceive the government and that the secessionists will use 
any future peace treaty to consolidate, strengthen and ultimately 
launch another offensive. This explains why there has been 
resistance to the Memorandum of Ancestral Domain during the 
time of Gloria Arroyo, and both versions of the Bangsamoro 
Basic Law of Aquino and Duterte. Many in the military believe 
that the MILF leadership has weak control over its units and that 
there is frequent migration to and from MILF formations and lost 
command or even terrorist organizations. This too, adds to the 
distrust that government security forces have with the MILF.9  

• Bangsamoro Islamic Freedom Fighters (BIFF)
Estimates of the BIFF put it at less than 200 of which they 
are said to be factionalized and under government military 
pressure. They operate mainly in Central Mindanao and at the 
Liguasan Marsh. If we are to believe military press releases, 
this has caused some members to surrender. Following the 
battle of Marawi and with the Maute also on the run, the 
BIFF has attempted to attract ISIS attention so that it could 
receive funding, which will be very important in its recruitment 
efforts. Difficult terrain at the Liguasan Marsh poses obstacles 
to government security forces as the wetlands not only slow 
down operations but also absorb rocket and bombing attacks;  
thus, neutralizing to some extent the military’s air supremacy 
advantage. However, there is much suspicion among some 
military officers of the true nature of the BIFF and some 
see it as a black operations unit of the MILF.10  

• Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG)
The Abu Sayyaf which operates mainly in Western Mindanao and 
the Sulu archipelago is said to number several hundreds. Since 
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the 1990s, government officials have trumpeted the impending 
demise of that group only for it to bounce back again. It had 
survived even the intense pressure put on it by the Americans 
following 9-11. Through the years, it has managed to maintain 
a strength of at most 500 that it achieves by establishing 
influence in communities through the money they receive from 
criminal activities and kidnapping. Recently, its greatest feat 
of arms was when an ASG faction joined Maute in the battle 
of Marawi in which Isnilon Hapilon was killed. Government 
pressure though has splintered the ASG into smaller 
formations of which the government describes as 
factionalism though it may also be for survival reasons.11

   
• Moro National Liberation Front

This is the oldest secessionist organization in the country and 
had entered into a Peace Agreement with the government 
in 1996. The agreement had kept it relatively low key, and it 
is perceived to have lost its relevance. It has a considerable 
strength of 3,000, and its last major foray against the 
government was in 2013 during the Zamboanga City battle. 
Since then, the leadership, especially Nur Misuari, has 
been mollified by the government and hence, for the 
moment, they do not pose any threat.12  

• Maute Group
The Maute has been severely crippled by its losses in the battle 
of Marawi. However, it still has some fight in it, and airstrikes are 
still called in to deal with clashes in outlying areas. There is no 
accurate estimate of its numbers, but the military claims to be 
pursuing several dozens at least, of the main group led by Abu 
Dhar, who succeeded Isnilon Hapilon. If there is one thing about 
these types of groups, it is that they have shown resiliency in 
the face of government pressure and, given the social problems 
in Central Mindanao, it will not be difficult for them to regain 
their strength should the government cease to be vigilant.13  
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• Private Armed Groups
These types of groups exist in almost all provinces in the 
Philippines, although Mindanao seems to have the lion’s share. 
They can be simple criminal gangs, private armies, religious 
cultists and extremists, or communities that are armed to the 
teeth. In places where secessionists and extremists operate, 
these groups act as force multipliers for the rebels. Hence, 
government estimates of rebel strength could be inaccurate. 
In secessionist areas, once combat commences, it 
frequently triggers what is called a “pintakasi,” in which 
every able-bodied man with a gun joins the fight against 
government forces. This will result in large casualties 
for the government side,which is what happened in 
Mamasapano and, to some extent, in Marawi. 

The State of the Military

The primary agency tasked with the mandate to face all these 
security threats is the Armed Forces of the Philippines. The 
125,000-strong Philippine military has its hands full contending 
with the various internal and external threats affecting the country. 
It does this in cooperation with the Philippine National Police, 
the Philippine Coast Guard (PCG) and the Citizen Armed Force 
Geographical Unit (CAFGU). However, these other units have 
their limitations, mainly due to matters of mandate and training. 
The 170,000-strong Philippine National Police is mainly tasked 
with peace and order and law enforcement and has limited 
combat potential. That is accorded to the Special Action Force 
(SAF). However, the poor showing of the SAF at Mamasapano 
demonstrates its inability to take on military-type operations 
without the support of the military. In Marawi, it had a good record 
but only because they were integrated in the overall AFP operation. 
The PCG, on the other hand, has a number of very new ships, but 

they are under the control of the Department of Transportation and 
has been kept out of the West Philippine Sea (WPS). The CAFGU 
is both boon and bane. Depending on the ability of the military to 
keep these civilian militias disciplined, CAFGU troops frequently end 
up being involved in notorious cases of human rights violations. 
These militias also tend to get utilized by provincial warlords as 
their private armies with military and police assistance and with the 
ostensible reason for use in counterinsurgency. The worst example 
of all is the case of the Maguindanao Massacre in 2009.14   

The following issues that concern the Philippine military play 
a large role in determining its effectiveness in 
dealing with security issues.

• Modernization
The modernization of the AFP is divided into three stages, 
Horizons 1, 2, and 3. Horizon 1, implemented from 2013 to 
2017, ended with a number of its major projects successfully 
completed, given the extensive preparations and planning that 
led to the funding and purchases of a FA-50 light fighters and 
Agusta helicopters for the air force, armored vehicles and other 
equipment for the army, and strategic sea lift vessels for the 
navy. Horizon 2 began this 2018 and will end in 2022. It has an 
impressive list of planned purchases, such as multirole fighters, 
frigates, and submarines. The budget is set at Php 300 billion, 
but there are funding concerns in light of economic and fiscal 
uncertainties. In response, the Department of Budget and 
Management has announced a review of Horizon 2 and said 
it would pinpoint which can actually be funded or not. Horizon 
3, which will begin in 2023 and end in 2027, looks at further 
weapons purchases as well as bases development. It is too 
far away to properly determine its prospects, especially given 
the uncertainties related to Horizon 2. Projects that were not 
completed in Horizon 1 will naturally get pushed to Horizon 

2 and so forth, if they do not get cancelled due to insufficient 
funding. As the AFP is in constant operations, conflicts such 
as the Battle of Marawi often disrupt fund allocations.15  

• Alliance and Partnerships 
Today, the Philippines maintains a network of partnerships and 
an alliance with regional and global powers. The most important 
is the Mutual Defense Treaty between the Philippines and the 
United States that serves as a deterrent to attacks on Philippine 
territory and military personnel. It also allows for transfers 
of materiel and training programs that the military needs for 
capability enhancement. Despite Duterte’s tirades against
 the Americans, there has been no significant negative effect 
on military-to-military relations. At times, though, the Philippine 
military treads lightly so as not to offend Duterte, for instance 
on the ill-advised one-day ban on media on the first day of this 
year’s Balikatan. However, nothing has seriously challenged
 the alliance, and it appears Duterte himself is 
not yet willing to take that plunge.16  

Aside from the US, Philippines also has robust relationships 
with other countries like Australia, Japan, and South Korea. The 
relationship that the Philippines has with these countries cover 
a variety of needs such as training, materiel assistance and, in 
the case of the Australians, outright operations in support of 
counter terrorism as seen in Marawi. Japan has been helping 
build up the maritime capabilities of the PCG while it has 
provided maritime surveillance aircraft to the Philippine military. 
These countries have strong positions on maintaining freedom 
of navigation at the South China Sea and have increased their 
presence in that area to challenge Chinese claims. It remains 
to be seen if the Duterte administration will use the cooperation 
and assets provided to the Philippines by its partners in a 
coherent manner in the WPS to protect the country’s interests. 
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• Alleged Low Morale
Recently, Magdalo Partylist Congressman Gary Alejano has 
disclosed that the military is suffering from low morale due to 
the policies of the Duterte administration in the WPS. Personal 
opinions regarding the Duterte administration are not uniform 
within the Philippine military. There are divisions  represented by 
pro-Duterte personnel and those critical of the administration. 
There are a few vocal critics of Duterte’s policies who are brave 
enough to post their opinions on social media but in a careful 
and calculated way. Many, however, do express apprehension 
with the policies but keep it at the level of private griping.17  

One of the best examples of dissent in the military is seen in the 
frigate controversy. Presidential Assistant Christopher Go was 
accused of conniving with Hyundai to force upon the Philippine 
Navy (PN) an inferior product instead of what the Navy actually 
wanted, all despite the objections of then Flag Officer in 
Command Vice Admiral Ronald Mercado. 

Another issue that causes protests in the military was 
the government’s policy on the underground communist 
movement. The Duterte administration cannot seem to 
decisively figure out how to resolve the CPP-NPA conflict. 
Declarations by Duterte of cancelling peace talks are followed 
by contradicting declarations by other officials that peace 
negotiations are underway. This feeds into a long-standing 
complaint among military personnel that there are political 
forces that seem to sabotage the counter-insurgency 
campaign, thus allowing the communist rebels to regroup. 
While talks are suspended, the military conducts operations 
and issues press releases pertaining to considerable rebel 
losses and defections. Such press releases, however, are 
scoffed at by the CPP-NPA leadership. There is some 
validity in the rebel claims as there has been no drastic 
reduction of communist rebel strength since 2016. 

The Duterte administration’s appeasement policy on China has 
also led to some apprehension among some in the military. 
This is, however, counteracted by Duterte’s statements 
addressed to the military clarifying that such is merely a 
balancing strategy on his part. Malacañang reportedly gave 
out copies of Michael Pillsbury’s book “The 100 Year Marathon” 
to a number of officers to hopefully convince them. Indeed, 
these officers believe that the acts of Duterte are merely a part 
of a clever communication strategy. Such belief led them to 
gloss over the reality that this has allowed Beijing to launch a 
massive intrusion in the economic, political, and social sectors 
of the country. This can be seen in large migrations of Chinese 
workers into the country. Given the impending acceptance 
of Chinese loans, it will be difficult for the Philippines 
to disentangle itself from China.
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Outlook

• Internal security challenges are prevalent.
Given the overstretch of the Philippine military, the police and other 
security forces, it is expected that no decisive victory will be accomplished 
against major rebel and terrorist organizations such as the NPA, ASG, 
and the BIFF in the foreseeable future. The Maute might be wiped out, 
but that is dependent on the government being able to address the 
rehabilitation problems in Lanao in an effective, just, and equitable 
manner. Even if defeated, any one of those scores of fringe 
extremist groups that abound in Mindanao may succeed Maute. 

• The impact of the Battle of Marawi
Last year’s battle of Marawi drove home the fact that all previous optimistic 
forecasts on resolving insurgency within a set timetable were all based on 
wishful thinking. The battle highlighted the overstretch in government forces. 
Should another type of attack occur, there would not be any assets 
and reserves to contain or deal with it. Ammunition stocks had 
also run low during the battle, and up to today, the government 
is hardpressed to establish ammunition reserves for 
emergency, as revealed during a recent Senate hearing.  

Even though the battle has ended, the government has not quickly 
addressed the rehabilitation of the city, and even that has become 
controversial due to Chinese involvement. Approximately 200,000 people 
remain displaced since the battle was declared over in October 23, 2017. 
If not addressed quickly, the refugee centers that they are in may 
eventually turn into breeding grounds for future extremists.18 

Of particular importance is how has the battle of Marawi been viewed by the 
other side, especially the larger secessionist groups like the Moro Islamic 
Liberation Front. The Maute, although defeated, did slug it out with the 
military for five long months, highlighting the advantages of attacking urban 
areas. Maute survivors could also boast that they took on the entire might 

of the AFP, which might agitate more radical and hotheaded elements in 
the MILF. Following that, the government showed itself to be very worried 
about possible future attacks. Such manifestation may be noticed by groups 
like the MILF in such a manner that while in the process of talking with the 
government, these groups might use the government’s uneasiness as a 
means to negotiate from a position of strength. In short, Maute’s tactical loss 
at the Battle of Marawi might be the strategic gain of groups like the MILF. 

• Government focus is scattered and lacks cohesion. Creating imagined 
threats.

The leadership style of Duterte may have caused the uncoordinated manner 
in which his administration handles the national security situation. Due to a 
cacophony of competing interests, government assets are scattered and 
not coordinated to deal with situations. For example, it cannot be denied 
that the Maute group grew by leaps and bounds during the first year of the 
administration. Instead of focusing on such emerging threats, the entire 
apparatus of the state was used against the drug problem and the political 
opposition. Agencies like the Anti-Money Laundering Council were rendered 
inutile to deal with the foreign funds pouring into the Maute as it had to fend 
off pressure stemming from the BPI account controversy involving Duterte. 
Meanwhile, the personalities of the Duterte administration focused their attention 
on what was perceived to be opposition instead of devoting time to existing 
problems such as the CPP NPA, the secessionists, terrorists, and, of course, 
China. It is especially tragic in the case of China as there seems to be no guiding 
policy as to how to deal with this pivot. The Department of National Defense 
(DND), the National Security Adviser and the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA) 
each have their separate takes on it. There seems to be no unity of effort. 

• China
For the first time in the nation’s history, a new player has come to meddle 
in Philippine society in a major way. Due to the manner in which the 
administration handles its appeasement policy on China, the Chinese have 
managed to exploit the fissures in the Philippines in a grand way. During the 
previous administration, government noted Chinese presence in strategic 
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industries such as the telecommunications and energy sectors, 
and decisions were made to at least monitor them. Today, 
however, it seems all restrictions on China have been lifted and 
Chinese entry has not been restricted in many areas. These are 
a sampling of what China has managed to do in the past two 
years:

•  Entry of at least 100,000 Chinese nationals to work in 
online and other business establishments run exclusively 
by them; 
•  No diplomatic protests on Chinese actions in the West 
Philippine Sea as the Chinese has increased militarization 
and deployed combat aircraft at the periphery which is 
contrary to what the Chinese had initially stated;
•  Confidential private meetings between top officials of 
the DFA with Chinese officials on West Philippine Sea 
joint development, such as Yi Xianlang, the Director 
General of Department of Boundary and Ocean Affairs 
under China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs;19 
•  Chinese participation in the Marawi rehabilitation with 
no consideration for the quid pro quo and the impact of 
Chinese projects to the Maranaos;
•  The landing of Chinese military aircraft at Davao airport 
and Malacañang allowing the vehicles to circumvent 
Philippine defense and military protocols on arrival and 
overflight;
•  The impending acceptance of Chinese loans, potentially 
putting the country in a debt trap situation;
•  Links being established between the PDP Laban and 
the Chinese Communist Party, raising the specter that 
Beijing will do in the Philippines what it has been accused 
of doing in countries like New Zealand and elsewhere. A 
few of the allegations are bribery of local politicians and 
subsequent funding of electoral campaigns, which is not 
far-fetched in view of the national elections in 2019, in 
order for them to establish continuity of influence even in 
the absence of Duterte. 

It is obvious that despite Secretary Delfin Lorenzana’s 
public endorsement of the administration’s line on the West 
Philippine Sea, the defense sector is not aligned with what the 
administration wants and what the DFA is doing. Even within 
the DFA, some diplomats are reportedly not in favor of 
the administration’s appeasement policy and as 
such are skeptical of the Foreign Affairs Secretary. 

Given what has been laid out, it appears that the Duterte 
administration has lost control of China’s actions and seems 
to be allowing Beijing to do as it pleases within and around the 
country. It even appears that China is already in the process 
of using Davao as a jumping point for its operations into the 
Central and South Pacific area. It is even possible that China 
may invest heavily in locations like Davao City the way they did 
at Sri Lanka’s Hambantota port, which was recently ceded to 
Beijing for 99 years. This is a situation rife with serious national 
security consequences that will take a considerable amount of 
time to rectify especially when the loans come in. Malaysia and 
Sri Lanka are two nations that have loan problems with China, 
entered into by previous unscrupulous administrations. 

On the other hand, the problem for the AFP vis-a-vis China 
is that the lack of action by the government on Chinese 
harassment, including what appears to be Duterte’s pro-Beijing 
position that has affected even the public reception of the 
military. Last year, during the height of the Battle for Marawi, the 
AFP enjoyed immense popularity, and misdeeds committed by 
its men in the city were conveniently brushed aside. However, 
today, the military has become the subject of ridicule especially 
on social media mainly because of the WPS issue. Even 
Lorenzana has not been spared ridicule in defense social media 
circles following his unfortunate speech blaming the previous 
administration for the situation in the WPS. These issues have 

the potential of opening the military to criticism in other areas 
such as the Lumad controversy and other AFP advocacies 
such as mandatory Reserve Officers’ Training Corps, 
areas where AFP has so far managed to fend off.20  

• Authoritarian Rule?
It is difficult to ascertain whether the Duterte administration 
will resort to nationwide martial law. He may do it, but can 
his administration sustain it? Now that the military and police 
are under duress in all fronts from operations and even public 
criticism, it will be difficult to maintain control of the country 
in a martial law situation. At best, it might result in a weak 
implementation of martial law and, given the level of polarization 
already in place in the Philippines, it is not going to be sufficient 
to deter opposition and protests. Unfortunately, that will result 
in the military and security services becoming distracted once 
again from their primary duties against terrorism, rebellion, 
and foreign expansion. This scenario will most likely be taken 
advantage of by the real enemies of the state.

Conclusion 

There is no one method to address the threats faced by the 
Duterte administration. Simply put, there appears to be no plan 
and no effective coordination in the execution of any idea. There 
are, at best, marching orders aimed to combat threats that 
frequently get rescinded at the last moment. Proposals are driven 
not by holistic assessments but by personal agendas of political 
personalities. It is this situation that terrorists, rebels, and most 
especially China are exploiting to the hilt. The unfolding scenario 
may follow the inflammatory style of the President. 
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