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Militarization on Steroids

• HQ-9B surface-to-air-missiles (SAMs);

• YJ-12B anti-cruise ballistic missiles (ACBMs);

• Electronic jamming equipment;

• Nuclear-capable bombers;

• Accelerated reclamation and completion of military facilities on 
artificially-created islands in Spratlys and Paracels;

• Chinese Coast Guard placed under PLAN’s command;

• Largest ever naval exercise in the South China Sea, led by no less 
than Xi Jinping;





Pushback
• FONOPS by Trump administration: More regular, more 

flexible, more aggressive, and expanded in scope (i.e. 
Scarborough Shoal).

• Europeans joining the fray, conducting separate FONOPs;

• Australia considering its own, already doing aerial patrols in 
the South China Sea;

• India and Japan expanding their footprint in the area;

• FONOPs alone, however, are provocative enough to give 
China an excuse to dig in, but not robust enough to deter 
its assertiveness





5 Drivers of Strategic Recalibration

1.) Wholesale rejection of American-leaning elite;

2.) “Authoritarianization” and concentration of 
executive power’;

3.) American strategic ambivalence;

4.) Chinese art of the deal;

5.) Personalization of foreign policy – “I, me, and 
myself” as raison d'état



Duterte Shock

• Opted for a “soft-landing” by “setting aside” the Philippines’ 
arbitration award – snuffed out the lawfare momentum.

• Almost overnight, extinguished the Philippines’ role as the vortex of 
resistance against China within the ASEAN;

• Leveraged his ASEAN chairmanship to tell external powers to back 
off, leave the disputes ‘left untouched” – allowed China to use 
ASEAN as a shield against international community measure;

• Views China as a personal “protector”; called for weaker nations to 
be “meek” and “humble” in exchange for Chinese “mercy”, joked 
about the Philippines becoming “province of China”. 

• Downgraded security cooperation with the U.S. (accompanied by 
invectives at its leaders);



Limiting US Forward Deployment 
Capacity: Delays, Disagreements and 

Downgrades 

• Basa Air Base *Luzon)

• Fort Magsaysay (Luzon)

• Antonio Bautista* (Palawan)

• Mactan-Benito Ebuen Air Base (Visayas)

• Lumbia Air Base (Mindanao)





Mayor’s Diplomacy: Chinese Military 
Access in Davao

• Unprecedented visits by Chinese military personnel

• Visit by Flotilla of three Chinese warship (2017)

• Visits by Chinese aircraft (2018)

• Call by the ruling PDP-Laban party for a formal defense 
agreement 

• Question: Surveillance? Conclave? Test-case? Preview?





Dual Government: Internal Pushback

• The AFP has emphasized it’s “constitutional duties” to 
protect the Philippines’ territorial integrity and sovereign 
rights;

• Gradually restoring security cooperation with the US: 
Balikatan exercises (60% increase) and return of joint 
amphibious exercises in South China Sea;

• Visit to and warm embrace of multiple US aircraft carrier 
visits in first half of 2018;

• Veto any ‘strategic alignment’ with China, but Duterte
stumbling into a ‘strategic leaning approach’. 





VFA: The OS of the MDT

• Crucial on three fronts:

1. Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief 
Operations (HADR) 

2. Counter-Terrorism

3. Maritime Security





















Redlines and Recalibration 

• Former Foreign Secretary Peter Cayetano
announcing three ‘redlines’ for the 
Philippines: 

1.) Chinese reclamation on and deployment of 
weapons systems to the Panatag Shoal;

2.) Unilateral exploitation of energy resources 
within the Philippines’ EEZ; 

3.) Coercive expulsion of the Philippine marine 
detachment in Second Thomas Shoal. 

























Trump administration’s Resurgence: 
Military Pivot to Asia

• Regularized FONOPs

• Expansion of regional military footprint and 
defense cooperation/aid/arms transfer 

• US Coast Guard joins the fray

• BUILD infrastructure initiative 









Negotiating a New Minimum: 
Optimal Point of Convergence

• No power should exercise “sole control” in the 
South China Sea as an international waterway;

• Mahathir’s proposal for demilitarization;

• Jokowi’s proposal for joint patrols;

• Negotiations of Code of Conduct should be tied 
to “freeze” on militarization, reclamation, and 
naval exercises;


