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After two years in office, President Rodrigo Roa Duterte (PRRD) has 
surely contemplated upon the landscape of national politics, the 
kind of policies that a national leadership should offer to the 
people, and the myopic perspective of providing short-term 
and ameliorative solutions for enduring societal problems.

Going into his third year in office, PRRD is certainly at the short-
heads of his campaign promises and official pronouncements, 
on one hand, and the achievements and shortcomings 
of government actions, on the other hand.

In essence, the policies and actions of PRRD and his presidency 
are in the balance between “barking up the wrong tree” and “biting 
more than what could be chewed.” This is a natural tendency
 of populist leaders who want to bring about radical 
changes in an embattled state and society.

This paper presents a general assessment of PRRD’s second year 
in office. It starts with a comparison of the past three State of the 
Nation Addresses (SONAs) in order to set the tone and sketch the 
context of assessment. The second part proceeds into the analysis 
of achievements and issues witnessed by the public. The mistake of 
“biting more than what could be chewed” is also deliberated.

The third section looks into the popular ratings of PRRD for the 
past eight quarters. Interestingly, this section reveals the growing 
democratic deficit as manifested by the gap between promises and 
pronouncements and between actions and results. Likewise, 
this part blends in the analysis of past achievements and 
issues. It is in this section where the populist mistake of 
“barking up the wrong tree” is discussed.

Lastly, this paper concludes by suggesting possible courses of 
government policy and action and posing some leadership
tips to PRRD onto his mid-term in office.
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A Tale of Two SONAs

The last two addresses about the state of 
the nation are marked by both continuities 
and breaks. The first continuity manifests 
the appropriate emphasis on enduring and 
emergent issues in Philippine society.

On one hand, the second SONA tackled 
at least 40 issues that could be roughly 
classified under the following themes—
law and order, economic reforms, 
infrastructure, corruption, citizens’ rights, 
particularly those of the poor, welfare, 
environment, foreign policy, education, 
health, and sector specific issues that 
cater to Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs), 
small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), fishermen, women, indigenous 
peoples and the Pantawid Pamilyang 
Pilipino Program (4Ps). On the other hand, 
the third SONA emphasized both general 
and specific issues like the war on drugs, 
corruption, rice, universal health care, 
a federal constitution, the Bangsomoro 
Basic Law (BBL), international relations, 
OFWs, contractualization (ENDO), 
telecommunications, Comprehensive 
Tax Reform Package, Tertiary 
Education Act, National Land Use 
Act, environmental protection, 
mining and Boracay.

Time and again, SONAs have been the 
gauge not of the real state of the nation, 
but about what the president is doing 
given various social problems and issues 
to support its legitimacy. And while they 
are usually right about the many issues 
and problems that need to be addressed, 
the scant attention given to broader 
policies and programs makes SONAs 
more like a warning than the real 
state of political and societal affairs.

Image credit: ati.da.gov.ph

Image credit: globalnation.inquirer.net
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charade
Second, another continuity that can be discerned is the populist appeal to sector specific 
sentiments and particular concerns. This is expressed without regard and/or due c
consideration to the perception of the people about urgent national concerns. More 
so, there is a big discrepancy with respect to the analysis of the problem and the 
applied solution, which is further discussed in the third section of this paper.

Third, there is continuity in the lack of a concrete foreign policy and stand about the dispute in 
the West Philippine Sea/South China Sea (WPS/SCS). Since the onset, the current presidency 
was not clear about its stand on international relations. While PRRD has been supportive in the 
aspect of regional relations and successful in hosting the Asian Summit in 2017, he has 
been skeptical, in direct opposition to, and fiercely critical of international institutions
and entities. This behavior was exclaimed by the decision to withdraw 
Philippine membership from the International Criminal Court.

With respect to the territorial claims of China and defense of our sovereign rights, PRRD just 
bluntly mentioned our “energized relations with China” and that the “improved relationship 
with China, however, does not mean that we will waver in our commitment to defend 
our interests.” Commendably, he highlighted the importance of “bilateral and 
multilateral platforms” and a code of conduct to resolve the dispute.1 

As for the breaks, there are two peculiarities in the past two SONAs. While the second SONA 
went on smoothly as scheduled, the third SONA was delayed for almost an hour due 
to a leadership row in the lower chamber. Knowingly or unknowingly, 
PRRD waited for a long time before he delivered his address. 

Putting things into perspective, the political charade could either be a fortuitous event 
that mirrors the growing squabble for political leadership inside the lower chamber or 
a diversionary tactic to elude the public from the real state of national affairs.

The second difference lies in the delivery of the two SONAs. While the second SONA was full 
of energy with the usual PRRD side comments, tirades and “jokes”, the third SONA was 
indeed sober. The speech was delivered by PRRD as a national leader following 
the simple structure of the usual way of addressing the nation.

Two things come to mind about this peculiar incident—either PRRD has been overwhelmed or 
insulted by the charade, or he has come to his senses about statesmanship. Nonetheless, 
we can expect a more dynamic or another different fourth SONA in 2019.

political 
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Achievements and Issues

Into his third year in the presidency, the 
following achievements and issues provide 
a general picture of what PRRD and his 
presidency has been able to accomplish.

War on Illegal Drugs 

The fight against illegal drugs continues. 
From the Philippine National Police (PNP), 
the primary responsibility was passed on 
to the Philippine Drug Enforcement Agency 
(PDEA) to take off some heat from the police 
institution about the spate of killings involving 

illegal drug users, peddlers and pushers. As of the present, it is now a joint 
undertaking between the two agencies to carry out the war on illegal drugs.

After an adventurous pronouncement to “eliminate those involved in illegal 
drugs, eradicate drug trade, and wipe out criminality in a span of three to 
six months,” the buzzword “eliminate” was toned down and replaced by 
“suppress.” After two years and countless deaths, PRRD announced that the 
war “will be as relentless and chilling, if you will, as on the day it began.”2 

Looking into the issue, several controversies or defects should be mentioned. 
First, the arbitrary killings of alleged offenders utterly reflect the absence of 
procedure. The argument that they “resisted arrest” or “fought with police” 
(or nanlaban) is unbelievable. More so, if the victims were really involved in 
using and peddling illegal drugs, the death penalty as a punishment was re-
abolished, and is, thus, an illegal recourse for punitive action. However, the 

Image credit: rappler.com
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Lower Chamber passed House Bill 4727 in March 2017, to reinstate death 
penalty for serious drug offenses while the passage of a similar 
measure in the Senate has yet to materialize.3 

Second, the manner of killing is brutal. The simple question that begs to 
be answered is this: what warrants the act of shooting at the heads of the 
“victims” for more than five times? As a result, the people who have been given 
a blanket authority perpetrate such action with impunity. Third, this simplistic 
solution to a complicated problem even aggravates the problem. There is 
a host of issues that forces or influences people to turn to drugs. Outright 
assassination is obviously devoid of any institutional, educational and societal 
component that could prevent drug addiction and peddling in the future.

The next issue is the impact on the communities, the people in general and the 
drug trade. While it could be announced that the communities have become 
safer due to the warrantless killings, crimes have again started to prosper. 
Local residents and commuters still fear being held-up on their way to the 
market place and work place. As for the drug trade, business continues as 
usual with the local, national, regional and international network still intact. 

Fourth, the image of the Philippine Government has once again been tainted 
by this deadly war on drugs in the international community. Recognized 
international institutions, organizations and formations have called on PRRD to 
put an end to the brutal killings. However, in his latest address, PRRD continued 
to justify the war on drugs with the phrase “Your concern is human rights, mine 
is human lives.”4  While the euphemism is blatant in his statement, the issue 
is further muddled by this appealing statement: “The lives and freedoms 
and the hard-earned property of every Filipino whose condition 
we wish to improve shall be protected from criminals, terrorists, 
corrupt officials, and traffickers [of] contrabands.”

Fifth, the blanket authority given to an unreformed corrupt institution further 
encourages mercenary killing. A certain bounty or monetary reward is awarded 
or given to the perpetrators. As a result, the treatment given to drug pushers is 
all the same with the Moro separatists and Communist rebels.

Contractualization

On the issue of contractualization, the stand of PRRD is steadfast. At the onset, 
he uttered: “I am not for contractualization. If employers won’t agree, then 
they should give benefits for everyone”5  and that “The moment I assume the 
presidency, contractualization will stop.”6 

Last May 1, PRRD signed Executive Order 51, which sought to protect the 
workers’ right to security of tenure. Accordingly, he expressed that the 
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campaign against ENDO has resulted in the regularization of more than 300,000 
workers as of July 2018. At the local government level, department and unit heads 
have been keen on the conversion of Job Order employees into Casual status 
after one year of work based on their educational qualifications.

Nonetheless, there are severe limitations in this pronouncement. First, we all know 
that executive orders or administrative orders have no teeth unless there is an 
enabling law and corresponding implementing rules and regulations. Much more 
so, contractualization permeates the whole economic system such that 
the Congress is the only authoritative body that could pass such law.

Second, a similar trend should be noticed with respect to the Freedom of Information 
Act, which is only applicable to the executive department. The executive order 
signed by PRRD is just the first step that could be worthless in the absence 
of an enabling law. The people, in turn, simply have to wait for this 
necessary step to be followed up by the next decisive steps.

Another trend is the blurring of issues, their scope and appropriate policies that could 
address them. With the problem on drugs, the call for the continuation of the war was 
defended by the “hard-earned property of Filipinos” that should be protected against 
“criminals, terrorists, corrupt officials, and traffickers [of] contrabands.”7 

In the case of contractualization, while subscribing to the authority of the Congress, 
PRRD suddenly shifted priority to the bill establishing the Coconut Farmers’ Trust 
Fund. The general scope of security of tenure was suddenly minimized into a 
sector-specific appeal and policy. As such, the broader economic practice 
and system that encourages contractualization is forgotten as 
well as the concrete plan and policy to address the issue.

At present, the ENDO scheme is prevalent in government offices and private 
entities. Thus, it would take more than a pronouncement, lip service or a 
motherhood statement to instantly ban such practice. Instead, what 
we need is a more elaborate policy that has been judiciously crafted 
to resolve the issue of contractual working relations.

Mining

Another very appealing promise and pronouncement is the staunch advocacy of PRRD 
against mining. While he can ban mining in Davao under his mayoralty leadership, to 
ban mining in the Philippine archipelago is a gargantuan task that would impact the 
lives of millions of Filipino workers and families.

One can also remember how the appointed Department of Environment and National 
Resources (DENR) Secretary Gina Lopez acted upon the mining industry. She ordered 
the closure of 23 mines, suspension of five, and deferment of one following an 
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and the people, especially the 
poor masses, are pitifully 
left at the sidelines.

Such case refers to the phenomenon 
of “biting more than what could 
be chewed.” Driven by the passion 
to serve the people and achieve 
radical change, leaders are drawn 
into the trappings of populism. More 
particularly, a local leader suddenly 
catapulted into the highest position 
of the land would more or less 
unwittingly act in an adventurous 
manner, nonetheless, with 
the intention of changing society 
and serving the people.

Peace Talks

The path towards peace is indeed a 
long and winding road. The peace talks 
between the Philippine government 
and the Moro separatists and 
Communist rebels go back and 
forth like a boxing match.

Embedded in what many call 
“historical injustice,” the roots of 
separatism and insurgency are deeply 
societal. Waging an all-out war against 
the rebels is a waste of time and 
resources, and what is needed 
instead is a comprehensive reform 
package to resolve such conflicts.

The talks with the insurgents are 
stalled at the present, but the 
fifth round, after being suspended 
and canceled again, is still in the 
woodworks. However, the arrest 

industry-wide mining audit last year. 
She also ordered the cancellation 
of 75 mining permits located in 
watersheds.8 However, the appointed 
secretary was not confirmed by the 
Commission on Appointment.

Again, he uttered his sentiments during 
the 3rd SONA:

To the mining industry, I say 
this once again and maybe for 
the last time, do not destroy the 
environment or compromise our 
resources; repair what you have 
mismanaged. Try to change [your] 
management radically because 
this time you will have restrictive 
policies. The prohibition of open 
pit mining is one. [applause] It 
is destroying my country. It is 
destroying the environment. It will 
destroy the world of tomorrow for 
our children. [applause]…

I exhort all concerned agencies 
and local government units to 
uphold the concept of inter-
generational responsibility in [the 
exploration] and utilization of our 
mineral wealth, the protection and 
preservation of our biodiversity, 
anchored on the right to a balanced 
and healthy ecology.9 

Another problem is immediately 
recognizable when tackling the issues 
of illegal drugs, contractualization 
and mining. These promises and 
pronouncements about these issues 
become populist since these are 
problems conjoined by local, national, 
regional and international factors. To 
assure their resolution in society is 
like throwing empty promises to the 
people for the sake of appeasing their 
desperate sentiments. This is why 
populist governments are always in 
danger of accomplishing nothing 

warrants against the consultants 
of the National Democratic Front of 
the Philippines (NDFP) and the four 
leftist representatives (Satur Ocampo 
and Teddy Casiño of Bayan Muna, 
Liza Maza of Gabriela and Rafael 
Mariano of Anakpawis)10  have put the 
negotiations at the brink of collapse. 
In addition, the continuous “word-war” 
and exchange of accusations between 
PRRD and Joma Sison have made the 
issue a social media spectacle.

The favorable disposition towards 
lasting peace has been converted 
into mutual animosity after two years. 
The non-attention by PRRD about 
the peace talks during his 3rd SONA 
means several things—that he is 
disinterested with the talks; that he 
has no immediate knowledge as to 
what is going on at the moment; 
and that there would be another 
time and venue for such issue.

However, some recent developments 
provide a positive basis for the 
resumption of talks. In July, the 
Department of Interior and Local 
Government (DILG) announced that 
it will start the construction of more 
processing centers for rebel returnees. 
This action is attuned to the localized 
peace talks being carried out at 
various localities in the country.11  Last 
month, 21 members of the House of 
Representatives filed House Resolution 
2065 calling for the immediate 
resumption of the stalled peace talks.12  
And just recently, the NDFP lauded the 
Congress for its positive action.13 

EMBEDDED IN WHAT MANy CALL “HISTORICAL INJUSTICE,” THE ROOTS 
Of SEPARATISM AND INSURGENCy ARE DEEPLy SOCIETAL. WAGING AN 
ALL-OUT WAR AGAINST THE REBELS IS A WASTE Of TIME AND 
RESOURCES, AND WHAT IS NEEDED INSTEAD IS A COMPREHENSIvE 
REfORM PACkAGE TO RESOLvE SUCH CONfLICTS.
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As for the Moro separatist movement, the long wait for a new institutional 
commitment after the establishment of the Autonomous Region of Muslim 
Mindanao (ARMM) is over. The passage of the BBL and its signing by PRRD after 
his third SONA presents a new impetus for peace and development in Mindanao. 

For the public, the BBL is indeed a light at the end of the Moro struggle and 
the Marawi experience. The new law, which supplants the ARMM, on 
one hand, and the unity and diversity among the Moro people on the
other hand, will be put into test in the months and years to come.

federalism

After being included as one of his campaign agenda, it took two years for a draft 
Federal Constitution to be announced. In his third SONA address, PRRD stated: 

“I therefore consider it a distinct honor and privilege to have received earlier 
from the Consultative Committee that I created, the draft Federal Constitution 
that will truly embody the ideals and aspirations of all the Filipino people… I 
am confident that the Filipino people will stand behind us as we introduce this 
new fundamental law that will not only strengthen our democratic institutions, 
but will also create an environment where every Filipino—regardless of social 
status, religion, or ideology—will have an equal opportunity to grow and create 
a future that he or she can proudly bequeath to the succeeding generations.”14 

The president is confident that a federal set-up would be the key to recognize 
Filipino diversity and take into consideration the different social cleavages that 
create disunity among us. However, the people at large are indecisive or 
reluctant in pursuing the proposed change in our constitution and political 
system. Even between and among the rank and file of government 
personnel, there is no unified stand for a federal system.

West Philippine Sea Dispute

Another critical issue knocking at the doors of our sovereignty and territorial 
integrity is the dispute in the South China Sea or West Philippine Sea. The 
offhand behavior and pronouncements of PRRD, reflected in his varying 
statements about China’s continuous militarization and our territorial 
claims in the disputed area, was at least tempered by his statements 
in his address to the nation. Accordingly, he expressed that: 

“Our improved relationship with China, however, does not mean that we 
will waver in our commitment to defend our interests in the West Philippine 

Sea. [applause] This is why we engage 
China through bilateral and multilateral 
platforms such as the ASEAN-China 
and the Philippines-China Bilateral 
Consultation Mechanism.

Opening lines of communication and 
amicably managing differences have led 
to positive developments that include 
renewed access of Filipino fishermen in 
the areas in dispute in the Philippines — 
West Philippine Sea.

Participation in the ASEAN-China 
dialogue has also resulted to the draft 
framework for the Code of Conduct in 
the South China Sea which intends to 
resolve disputes by peaceful means.”15

In 2013, China pronounced the “nine-dash 
line” claim across the disputed area and 
was legally challenged by the Philippines. 
The arbitrary ruling at The Hague, 
constituted under Article 287, Annex VII of 
the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS), ruled against the 
doctrine of “historic rights” by China and 
judged such as “incompatible with 
modern international law, particularly 
the provision of the UNCLOS.”

In the years that followed, PRRD’s 
statements on China’s aggressive behavior 
were characterized by passivity instead 
of showing vigilance and pride in his 
constitutional duty as president to protect 
and defend the country’s territory. 

There at least four levels of action that 
the Philippine government could pursue 
to defend our territorial rights and the 
fishermen who rely on the disputed waters 
for their livelihood. First, it is quite basic 
to follow international law, particularly the 
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arbitrary tribunal ruling. Second, regional relations provide the bargaining power 
that could be harnessed among the five countries directly involved, namely, 
Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia and the Philippines. Under the two levels, 
multilateralism is the key component not only among the parties in interest but 
among the other stakeholders as well, i.e. USA, Australia, Japan, India and even 
Great Britain. Likewise, the establishment of a code of conduct that would govern 
parties of interest is more realizable under a multilateral arrangement.

The third level is through bilateral relations. As a small state dealing with a big 
state and “indebted” in promised loans and investments, the conduct of bilateral 
relations could be strengthened by the type of multilateral relations forged at the 
regional and international levels. Lastly, the final line of defense is at the national 
and domestic level. If China acts belligerently in troubled waters where we have 
the legal and legitimate claims as well, should we stand less resolutely by our 
cause than China stands by its actions? We should simply abandon our dignity.

Conditional Cash Transfer

The continuation of the 4Ps (Pantawid 
Pamilyang Pilipino Program) has been 
commendable since the start. While 
dole-outs should not be the main manner 
of poverty alleviation, a certain amount 
of monetary provision is undoubtedly 
necessary. As PRRD pronounced:

“We have distributed unconditional cash 
transfers to 4 million people, and we will 
help 6 million more this year. This year, 
we are giving 149 billion pesos worth of 
subsidies to the poor and vulnerable. 
Next year, the amount will be increased 
to 169 billion pesos.”16 

Image credit: newsinfo.inquirer.net
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In as much as the program provides 
direct assistance to the poor, the 
manner and method of providing 
and targeting beneficiaries could be 
improved and made more effective 
and efficient. In addition, the much-
lauded terms of “security of tenure,” 
“job creation,” “skills development” 
and “inclusive economic growth” could 
indeed provide the necessary social 
protection that the poor badly need. 
More importantly, the free tertiary 
education increases the social mobility 
of the less privileged. These programs 
would go well hand in hand with the 
magna carta of specific social sectors.

Economic Developments 

For the past two and half years, the 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of our 
country has surpassed the 6.5% mark. 

However, last quarter, the economy 
registered a disappointing growth of 
only 6%. Aside from economic growth, 
other indicators such as foreign trade, 
manufacturing, employment, fiscal 
performance and inflation are the 
barometers that bear significant impact 
on politics and governance under 
the PRRD administration.

In terms of foreign trade, the decline 
in exports could be cushioned or 
even reversed if the Philippine Export 
Development Plan 2018-2022 and 
the National Quality Infrastructure Bill 
are approved. Respectively, these bills 
aim to improve the environment for 
export development and harmonize 
product standards and quality. Another 
factor that could promote exports is 
the full implementation of the Ease of 
Doing Business Law, which was signed 

Image credit: ibtimes.ph
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Among other economic actions and 
pronouncements, the government has 
provided unconditional cash transfers 
to lower-income households. It would 
also be a big help to the millions of 
transport workers if the Pantawid 
Pasada Program materializes. Further, 
the National ID System could be 
economically useful if such is used 
for targeting of social services. 
Finally, addressing the rice shortage 
would be a big factor in managing 
inflation as rice remains to be 
the Filipino’s staple food.

In a commonsensical manner, the 
imposition of more taxes is negated by 
the twin argument of the Philippines 
having the highest taxes in Asia 
and that the lack of taxes is not the 
problem, but rather, the effective and 
efficient collection of taxes. Further, 
our competitive rating at regional 
and international levels is adversely 
affected by the presence of high taxes.

But PRRD thinks otherwise, as 
expressed in the following passage.

“I applaud Congress for the timely 
passage of the TRAIN law. You 
have made funds available to build 
better roads and bridges, and 
improve health and education, 
and strengthen our safety and 
security. Some have incorrectly 
blamed our efforts toward a 
fairer tax system for all the price 
increases in the past months, and 
some irresponsibly suggesting 
to stop TRAIN’s implementation. 
We cannot and should not. We 

in May 2018. In turn, this law would 
beef up the manufacturing sector and, 
as support, the plan and action of 
government to provide the necessary 
infrastructure would help in the 
reduction of supply chain costs.

Although employment is decreasing, 
from 5.6% in July 2017 to 5.4% 
in July 2018, the unemployment 
rate still translates to a significant 
2.31 million Filipinos without a job. 
It is also noteworthy to say that 
underemployment has increased to 
17.2% in 2018, from 16.3% in 2017. 
Furthermore, the young and growing 
population is characterized by a 
high unemployment rate.17

In terms of fiscal performance, TRAIN 
has improved revenue collection, and 
the Bureau of Internal Revenue (BIR) 
has surpassed its target collection for 
the first half of 2018. However, the 
presence of additional or high taxes 
could also increase the smuggling of 
goods and products. This is another 
issue that government has to address.

While TRAIN carries with it inflationary 
effects, inflation in the country has 
averaged 4.7% for the first eight 
months of 2018. The increase 
in prices is evident in fish, the 
operation of personal transport, rice, 
catering services, electricity, gas and 
other fuels. Not solely due to the 
implementation of TRAIN, the higher-
than-expected domestic inflation rate 
is likewise affected by rise in global 
prices, weaker peso and the rice 
supply issue. As we could give some 
credence to the official argument that 
“higher domestic petroleum prices 
amid geopolitical tensions in the 
Middle East as well as the sustained 
increase in rice prices present upward 
price pressures for the month,”18  there 
is more to TRAIN than meets the eye.

need this for sustainable growth 
that leaves no Filipino left behind. 
TRAIN is already helping poor 
families and senior citizens cope 
up with rising prices. We have 
distributed unconditional cash 
transfers to 4 million people, and 
we will help 6 million more this 
year.”19 

At the end of this year, a new tax 
package may be signed into law 
with several tax proposals still in the 
pipeline. The current administration is 
indeed bent on the effort of imposing 
more taxes rather than improving 
collection, plugging tax leaks 
and addressing smuggling. 

 
The Populist and 
Two Mistakes

While it is generally perceived that 
the ratings of a president naturally go 
down after two years in office, it is also 
appropriate to look into the dynamics 
of people’s perception or public 
opinion.

Comparative Ratings

Noticeably, the highest satisfactory 
rating that PRRD earned for the past 
eight quarters registered at 78% in 
June 2017. Exactly after one year, it 
was in June 2018 when he got the 
lowest rating of 65%.20  Refer
to the table below.

THE IMPOSITION Of MORE TAxES IS NEGATED By THE TWIN ARGUMENT 
Of THE PHILIPPINES HAvING THE HIGHEST TAxES IN ASIA AND 
THAT THE LACk Of TAxES IS NOT THE PROBLEM, BUT RATHER, 
THE EffECTIvE AND EffICIENT COLLECTION Of TAxES.
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The downward trend of PRRD’s ratings is 
further illustrated by the above graph.

Although in a critically downward trend, the 
satisfactory rating of PRRD still stands as 

good. However, we should look into two factors that could possibly predict a 
further deterioration or sudden reversal in the people’s perception and public 
image, namely, the actions of government and the perceived needs of the 
public.

Comparative Ratings on Duterte’s Performance 
(September 2016 to June 2018)

Table 1

Source: Pulse Asia

Net Satisfactory Rating
(September 2016 to June 2018)

Chart 1

Source: Pulse Asia
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Populist Appeal and Urgent Issues and Concerns

While the populist appeal is naturally grounded on the pressing concerns of 
the public, there is a fine line that separates the action and problem being 
addressed. The situation is further complicated if the perceived problems of 
the people are not the target of government projects. For the past two years, 
government efforts and PRRD’s pronouncements and actions have 
been predominated by the war on drugs, contractualization, taxes, 
and change towards a federal set-up and constitution. 

However, for the past two years as well, the aforesaid government actions and 
pronouncements have been incongruent with the urgent concerns of the public.

In September 2017, Pulse Asia came up with a survey on the most urgent 
concerns. According to the survey, the top three local concerns of the people 
were bad/insufficient roads, flooding/clogged drainage and drug use/
addiction/pushers. At the national level, the top seven concerns of the people 
were controlling inflation, improving/increasing the pay of workers, fighting 
criminality, creating more jobs, fighting graft and corruption in government, 
reducing poverty among many Filipinos, and increasing peace in the country.21  
The June 2018 results reflected the same national concerns of the people.22 

Based on the aforementioned, the drug problem is inherently a local concern 
and the national concerns of the people are related to broader problems. 
Hence, the approach of purging peddlers and pushers is obviously a parochial 
remedy. Even if we contend that the drug problem is the cause of rising 
criminality, which in itself is a very shaky and myopic argument, it is still not the 
primary concern of the people both at the local and national levels. Hence, 
the solution should be more comprehensive and institutional in nature.

Another important thing to be considered is the gap in government action about 
the shift to federalism, charter change and the West Philippine Sea dispute.

When asked about changing the present unitary system into a federal system 
of government in the country, the Ulat ng Bayan National Survey (June 15-
21, 2018) revealed that 28% of the population are “in favor”; 62% are “not 
in favor”; and 10% are “undecided”. The majority, who was “not in favor,” is 
located across locations and classes. When asked whether it is appropriate 
to amend the present Philippine Constitution at this time, the survey 
also disclosed that 18% are in favor; 67% are not in favor; and 14% 
are undecided. The majority, who opined as not in favor, 
is located across locations and classes, as well.23 

In addition, an earlier survey of the Social Weather Stations (SWS) about the 
federal initiative in the 1st quarter of 2018 revealed that only 25% are aware of 
the federal system of government. Among those who are aware,  37% of them 
support it; 34% are undecided; and 29% oppose it.24 Refer to Chart 2.
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A nationalist agenda is also brewing 
in relation to the West Philippine 
Sea/South China Sea (WPS/SCS) 
dispute. According to the Pulse Asia 
Survey during the 2nd quarter of 
2018, 73% agreed (46% agree & 27% 
somewhat agree) that the Duterte 
administration should assert and 
protect our territorial sovereignty 
while 7% disagreed and 17% were 
neutral. The overwhelming majority 
who agreed is found across locations 
and classes. Further, the statement/
question about the “position that the 
Duterte administration should take 
regarding the reported continued 
Chinese militarization in our 
territories in the West Philippine Sea” 
garnered the following responses: 
36% of the respondents chose to 
“File a diplomatic protest with the 
Chinese embassy in the Philippines 
and emphasize the decision of the 
Permanent Court of Arbitration last 
2016 that the islands in the West 

Philippine Sea are Philippine territory”; 
22% opted to “Strengthen military 
alliance of the Philippines with other 
countries such as the United States, 
Japan, and Australia”; 21% chose 
to “Continue the current action of 
befriending China to avoid conflict 
between the Philippines and China”; 
and 16% chose to “Strengthen the 
Philippines’ military capability 
to protect our territories.”

Finally, the third question posed was: 
“Which of the following countries or 
organizations do you trust the most?” 
Overall, 74% mentioned the US, 45% 
mentioned Japan, 32% mentioned 
Australia, 33% mentioned ASEAN and 
32% mentioned the UN. These findings 
are uniform across locations and 
classes, and these are the countries 
or organizations that were first 
mentioned before “OTHERS”.

Agreement or Disagreement on the federal System of Government
Philippines, March 2018

Chart 2

Source: SWS
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national problem, and the perception 
about the nature of the problem itself. 
This is the first demonstration of 
“barking up the wrong tree.” 

Hence, PRRD and his presidency have 
been “barking up the wrong tree” 
and “biting more than what could be 
chewed” by addressing the wrong 
problems and trying to solve a given 
problem with a myopic solution. 
These two mistakes are a common 
problem of populists who appeal 
to specific sectors of society and 
whimsically promise reforms.

Will the Filipino people continue to 
suffer from “democratic inaction”?26  
Will the democratic barriers 
(abstracted national identity, 
poverty and powerlessness, political 
dynasties, unreformed institutions, 
crisis in political leadership) 
continue to elude them?27 

Populist rhetoric entraps the people 
and capitalizes on their desperation 
for change by providing them false 
hopes. Worse, they (try to) supplant 
institutions with the concept of 
“strongman politics” and in the 
process insinuate the credibility of a 
benevolent dictatorship or creeping 
authoritarianism.28 Lest we forget, 
“strong leaders” and “reformed 
institutions” go hand in hand in order 
to achieve a democratic social change.

Three years into his presidency and 
radical change is yet to come.

Treading into the 3rd year of 
National Leadership

Into his third year in the presidency, 
PRRD’s pronouncements and actions 

As for the SWS survey, 80% or 4 out of 
5 Filipinos repudiate the government’s 
policy of allowing Chinese intrusion in 
the West Philippine Sea; 81% say it is 
not right to do nothing about China’s 
intrusion in claimed territories; 80% 
want the military, particularly the Navy, 
to be strengthened; 74% want to bring 
the issue to international organizations 
for diplomatic negotiations; 73% say 
it is alright for Philippines and China 
to have direct, bilateral negotiations; 
and 68% say the government should 
ask other countries to mediate. In this 
respect, the respondents gave a net 
trust of -35 to China, indicating 
the category of “Bad”.25 

The dilly-dallying commitment of 
PRRD with regard to the WPS/SCS 
dispute is another example of how our 
sovereign and economic claims on 
the disputed area is important to the 
Filipinos. Further, the urgent concerns 
of Filipinos for the past two years 
manifestly affirm the socio-economic 
debacle we are facing and not the 
changing of law of the land 
and its political system.

Populist Deficit

In a nutshell, the urgent concerns 
of the people are not answered by 
the war on drugs, by the ningas 
kugon pronouncements about 
contractualization and security of 
tenure, by the federalist initiative 
and more especially, or by the 
imposition of more taxes.

As a result, there is a clear difference 
among the following things: the 
perceived problem of the people, 
the perception and analysis of the 
government or its leaders about the 

have put him in a balance. While 
the promise of radical change has 
understandably “rocked the boat” in a 
way that no past presidents’ had, his 
ratings are on the down trend and the 
people’s perception about their urgent 
concerns are getting an incoherent 
response. It is high time for PRRD to 
advance the good beginnings and 
intentions of his presidency and 
curb the obvious “bad calls.”

By listening to the public and not 
assuming that he carries the voice of 
the people, a populist leader could 
still make things better. However, 
by continuing to bark up the wrong 
tree and biting more than what could 
be chewed, PRRD would indeed be 
in muddy waters and end up 
reproducing the “system” that he 
passionately wanted to change.

But PRRD is in an opportune 
moment and political juncture. 
Select pronouncements and actions 
are truly admirable and cater to the 
general and specific interests of 
the population. Hence, a string of 
fundamental questions begs to be 
answered: Can he detach himself 
from the “energized relationship” 
with China? Can he detach himself 
from the web of social relations that 
surround him? Can he veer away 
from the parochial orientation and 
leadership that he has imbibed 
for many years as a mayor?

The answer to the aforesaid questions 
would either usher in the emergence 
of a capable national leadership or 
would reveal that PRRD is just another 
traditional politician with a peculiar 
political stand and behavior.
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