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VP Robredo, Sec del Rosario, CJ Carpio, Excellencies and members of 

the diplomatic corps, Prof Manhit, colleagues and friends, ladies and 

gentlemen, good morning! 

 

Last month’s widely-reported coverage of Filipino fishermen’s catch 

being subject to selective seizure by members of the China Coast Guard 

guarding Scarborough Shoal is only one indicator of the level to which 

the rules-based order at sea has degenerated within the Philippines’ 

Exclusive Economic Zone. The government has glossed over the incident 

and attempted to quell criticism of the practice by portraying it as 

“barter” and as resulting from language difficulties, but this 

thinly-disguised excuse crumbles before the first-hand accounts and 

common experiences of fishermen from Pangasinan to Quezon. These 

incidents of extortion had already been reported in the previous year, 

but the government took no public action and sought no remedy from 

China; thus they were repeated again and again in the year that 

followed. So frequent were these extractive and extortionate 

activities that fishermen could even identify the CCG personnel by 

their facial and physical features. The Chinese Government, through 

its ambassador to the Philippines, mirrors the Philippine government’s 

incredulous attitude and dubious excuse, and has publicly promised 

that an investigation would be conducted and any erring CCG members 

would be subject to discipline. However, the Filipino people have yet 

to receive any word if any concrete action was taken, and if any CCG 

personnel were truly disciplined. As the fishing season closes with 

the onset of the typhoon season, perhaps the hope of the two 

governments is that typically short attention spans and fickle 

memories will save them from accountability. But the Filipino people 

should always remember, the Filipino people should never forget. 

 

Two years since the Philippines’ unexpectedly overwhelming legal 

victory in its arbitration case against China over the South China 

Sea, forgetfulness is one of the staunchest of the Filipino people’s 

enemies in these trans-generational disputes. This public 



forgetfulness is being instigated and enforced by the government of 

the People’s Republic of China with the direct participation of the 

Philippine government, acting as a willing cohort and echo chamber. 

Apart from the “barter” excuse, it is noticeable that the Philippine 

government increasingly adopts and restates China’s official 

viewpoints and positions on various issues. Typically, it lays the 

blame on the previous administration, but does not seem to care that 

in doing so it shifts responsibility to the Philippines itself. For 

example, it blames the Aquino Administration for militarizing the SCS 

disputes by sending the BRP Gregorio del Pilar, a Philippine Navy 

ship, to Scarborough Shoal in 2012. But regardless whether or not 

other options may have available, the PN has always been legally 

mandated to enforce fisheries laws, and as a Philippine government 

ship it acts not on behalf of a sitting President but on behalf of the 

Philippine State and its people. The administration is therefore 

blaming the Philippines itself for the downturn in Philippine-China 

relations between 2012-2016, and fully embracing and perpetuating 

China’s position that its actions were merely provoked. 

 

Another example of the administration’s echo policy is its consistent 

downplaying of China’s continuing enhancement of its military bases in 

the West Philippine Sea. Since last year, faced with photographic 

evidence of electronic warfare equipment, confirmed reports of missile 

installations, and prospects of complete operational status of fighter 

and bomber wings in the future, the government gleefully asserts that 

Filipinos should not worry because any military assets in the islands 

would be aimed at its treaty ally the US, not us. It very conveniently 

overlooks the fact that, given the position of these military 

installations, any military confrontation between the two great powers 

inevitably makes Philippine waters and airspace the primary 

battleground and impact zone for weapons that they let loose. The 

administration’s acceptance of these Chinese military bases being 

located so close to its coastline is therefore also implicitly a 

passive acceptance of becoming nothing more than collateral damage in 

case of any future conflict. It would be naïve to think that being 

told that the Philippines is not a target would automatically and 

magically change the region’s geography and alter the strategic 

location of the country as a potential battle-space. 

 

Collateral damage arising from careless policy choices also happens to 

be the principal characteristic of the government’s handling of 



petroleum energy exploration and development in the WPS. Despite 

ostensibly friendly ties and alleged progress in talks on possible 

joint exploration and development in the areas disputed by China, the 

administration has refused to lift the moratoriums imposed on other 

existing service contracts that cover areas not at all claimed by 

China. These are areas between the ostensible edge of the 9DL and the 

coast of Palawan. Failure to act in even these uncontested areas 

disproportionately increases the danger that the Philippines will be 

hit by a major energy crisis in 2025 when the Malampaya reserve 

currently supplying 30% of its power requirements will end production. 

Even the consideration of alternatives to plugging in a new source to 

replace the Malampaya reserve, such as more coal plants, nuclear 

power, imported LNG, will entail significant financial or 

environmental costs that could substantially undermine the presently 

rosy economic projections and expected benefits of the 

Build-Build-Build Program. 

 

President Duterte’s repetitive presentation of a false choice between 

silence on our maritime rights or war increasingly wears thin. 

Combined with the administration’s soft and submissive strategy with 

respect to fisheries, defense, and energy issues in the WPS, the 

Philippines faces a rather bleak future. While it may have indeed led 

to the current atmosphere and image of friendship and reduction in 

direct tensions between the two country, it comes at the enormous cost 

of loss of sovereign rights, especially the access of our people to 

and ability to manage fisheries resources, exposure of our nation’s 

territory to greater risks and collateral damage to potential major 

power competition and conflict, and loss of energy security in the 

near term. While it may have created a sense of peace, it is a fragile 

peace, established and maintained by a sense of fear and 

submissiveness, and dependent on silence and subservience to the 

revisionist narrative of the powerful.  A far cry from the advocacy of 

“Right over Might” just two years ago. 

 

This situation need not be irretrievable and permanent, but any change 

in our course must start somewhere. It should begin with the change in 

the soft and submissive policy and replacement with a more active and 

protective one. It does not entail a shift to an aggressive and 

war-mongering tone, but simply a more dignified one based on 

self-respect and equal footing. If Philippine government serious about 

addressing the issues and maintaining a rules-based order at sea, I 



propose that it should take at least three important courses of 

action: 

 

(1) Demand that China cooperate in the restoration of Scarborough 

Shoal by supporting a Philippine-led, designed, and implemented coral 

re-planting and rehabilitation program to make up for the massive 

damage inflicted by Chinese fishermen cutting up the reef to extract 

giant clams for use as carving materials. More than 550 hectares of 

damage are visible from satellite photographs of the area; using the 

valuation of Tubbataha Reef damage in 2013 of PHP 24,000/sq. m. as an 

example, that damage is worth at least 132 Billion Pesos. To date, 

China has done nothing to make up for this massive damage, even though 

it has recognized too late the need to stop its fishermen from 

engaging in this destructive activity. This would be in line with both 

countries’ commitments under UNCLOS and international law to cooperate 

to conserve and protect the marine environment in the SCS, and does 

not necessarily entail a direct implication of the award. But it would 

entail a reaffirmation of very important core commitments of the two 

countries under UNCLOS, and therefore contribute to the maintenance of 

the rules-based order for the oceans. 

 

(2) Lift the moratorium on petroleum service contracts in the West 

Philippine Sea and proceed post-haste with long-delayed exploration in 

the uncontested areas, particularly between the edge of the 9DL and 

the coast of Palawan. Even while it proceeds with its intention of 

establishing some modality of joint exploration, difficult and 

challenging as it may be given the Constitutional obstacles and 

practical hurdles, there is no reason why even China’s insistence on 

its illegitimate 9DL and discredited historic claims should inhibit 

the country’s prerogatives in areas not covered by those claims.  The 

government should not lose sight of the fact that it is still a 

sovereign and independent State with an inherent right to develop and 

benefit from its own natural resources. This is a fundamental 

principle upon which our foreign policy vis-à-vis these issues must be 

built. This is the key element that must be present in all our 

policies and actions on the WPS. This will also more strongly 

demonstrate that the country will not endanger its own economic and 

energy security for the sake of showing deference and avoiding even 

the slightest ire of its powerful neighbor. 

 

(3) In line with and recalling the open and public declaration of 



China’s President Xi Jinping, that it had no intention of militarizing 

its artificial islands, demand an unequivocal commitment from China to 

remove/not install medium and long-range weapons and refrain from 

basing long-range combat aircraft in its already well-protected 

military bases in the SCS, most especially in Mischief Reef 

constructed without Philippine consent within the PH EEZ and so close 

to PH territory and airspace. This calls upon China’s own previously 

declared commitment to not militarize the area and establish civilian 

facilities to provide public goods. Removal of their potential to 

directly threaten freedom of navigation will also remove the necessity 

for external powers to constantly remind Beijing of their objections 

through FONOPs. This would also demonstrate China’s sincerity and 

re-establish self-restraint, contribute to rebuilding trust, and at 

least bring back a minimum sense of equality, mutuality, and 

reciprocity in the posture of the respective parties in the SCS. 

 

These, I believe, are simple and eminently reasonable initiatives, but 

they challenge both the current administration and China. Neither of 

these proposals directly entail enforcement or involvement of the 

arbitral award; they are small steps that do not even require very 

radical changes in the current administration’s foreign policy. But 

they would be clear signals of the intention of both parties to abide 

by and maintain the rules-based order of the oceans from which they 

both benefit; prove that the Philippines continues to independently 

assert and protect its own interests; and call upon China to abide by 

its own public commitments as a demonstration of its good faith. They 

challenge the current administration to show some spine in its foreign 

policy and reiterate to the Filipino people that it is looking out for 

their interests, not those of China. They call on government to to 

send a small but significant signal that it will no longer simply hold 

itself and its maritime interests in suspended animation and endanger 

itself for the sake of either promises of financial/infrastructure 

assistance or veiled threats of war.  And for China, it is a challenge 

to demonstrate sincerity and self-restraint necessary to prove that it 

is not on a path toward aggressive, belligerent regional domination. 

 

Thank you very much. 

 


