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Since the covid-19 pandemic unfolded before our eyes in the first quarter of this year, 
our attention and resources has been focused on mitigating the impact of the COVID-
19 virus among our communities. However, in the South China Sea the tension 
remains unabated as the great power competition continues. 
 
I am tasked to discuss on the topic – “Enhancing the Country’s Maritime Defense 
Posture”.  However, to provide the context, allow me to outline China’s strategic design 
as starting point. Most of us are aware that over the years, China was able to build up 
strategic buffers around its heartland by physical occupation, co-optation or creative 
diplomacy. Case in point are Mongolia, Xinjiang, Tibet, and their client-state, North 
Korea. However, they have never solved before the vulnerability of their east coast, 
where most of their industries and wealth reside. (the so-called “Century of 
Humiliation” covers tumultuous events such as the Opium Wars, the Boxer Rebellion 
– which were punctuated by incursion of foreign powers into Chinese territory). Until 
now.  
 
From a naval perspective, to cure their vulnerability in the east coast, China need to 
attain the following four objectives: 
 

• Sea control over their “Internal Seas” – the North. East, South China Seas 

inclusive of the airspace above it.  

• Sustained presence in key features such as the Senkaku Islands, Panatag 

Shoal, James Shoal, and Riau Archipelago. 

• Ensure continued access to SLOCS such as the Luzon Strait, Mindoro Strait, 

Balabac Strait, and Malacca Strait. 

• Influence, Engagement or Cooptation of Key Countries such as North Korea, 

South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Philippines, Brunei, and Malaysia (countries that fall 

astride the so-called nine-dash line) 

 
To achieve the   first three objectives: sea control, sustained presence and access to 
SLOCs, China’s People’s Liberation Army and People’s Armed Police, has developed 
the requisite hard (or military) power at sea. You have the combination of their navy, 
coast guard and fisheries militia operating from fixed bases in Hainan, as well as the 
Paracel and Spratlys Island Groups. However, the airspace is a different matter. They 
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have yet to provide the appropriate land-based aircraft that can establish air superiority 
on water, and their carrier-based aviation capability is still in its infancy.    
 
We have seen these actions manifest in the Scarborough Shoal with respect to the 
harassment of our fishermen; the harassment of the navy’s resupply missions in 

Ayungin Shoal; the F/B Gen-Ver1 incident at the Reed Bank; the passage of the 
aircraft carrier Liaoning at the Sibutu Strait thence exiting at the Balabac Strait; among 
others.  
 
However, to attain the fourth objective, China uses sharp power (diplomacy, 
informational and economic power), involving use of manipulative policies to 
influence and undermine the political system of another country. China needs to keep 
the surrounding countries either friendly to it or destabilized to keep them weak, and 
most importantly ensure that they do not form an alliance against their interests.  In 
this regard, China’s vector for sharp power is its United Front Works Department at 
home, and its embassies and consulates doing the frontline work.  
 
Through influence operations, China desires at some point to establish a “strategic 
buffer” in the West Pacific (i.e. along with North Korea, South Korea Japan, Taiwan, 
Malaysia and Brunei); weaken the PH-US alliance and our claim to the WPS; exert 
influence over critical sectors of society to adapt to the Chinese” narrative”; and  
unimpeded access to PH natural resources (e.g. nickel). 
China’s influence operations are being manifested in the following:  
      
• Co-optation of our political and economic elites, political parties and local 

government unit executives (e.g. PDP-Laban engagement with the CCP, sister 

city/province arrangements) 

• Entry into colleges & universities (Confucius Institute, scholarship programs, 

influence on curriculum development, “Chinese schools”)  

• Propaganda disseminated through local and social media (PTV-4, one-page 

broadsheet advertisements, “Isang Dagat”) 
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• Penetration of the telecommunications sector (PSA, ABS-CBN) 

• Acquisition of strategic real estate properties along SCS/WPS and failure of 

government regulatory agencies (Fuga Island, Grande Island, Hanjin, “resorts”) 

• Access to ore and minerals (e.g. nickel) 

 

Instruments of Power (DIME)1 vs.  
Probable Chinese Objective 

Potential 
Range of Influence Operations (PESTEM)2 

Hard Power: 

Military 

• Sea control over WPS 
• Naval presence in Scarborough Shoal 
• Access to SLOCs 

• Deploy Chinese naval, coast guard and militia 
• Sustain occupation of features in Spratlys 
• Engage the AFP/PCG through defense and bilateral 

cooperation mechanisms 
• Control over the Energy Sector 

Sharp Power: 

Diplomacy  
• Establish a “strategic buffer” in the West 

Pacific  
• Weaken PH-US Alliance 
• Weaken PH claim in the WPS 

• Co-opt Political Elites/Parties 
• Interference in 2022 Presidential and National Election 

Informational 
• Influence PH sectors of society to conform          

with the Chinese” narrative” 

• Infiltrate Colleges & Universities  
• Control over Fil-Chinese Communities  
• Use News, Radio, Television, Print, Social Media for 

propaganda 
• Establish foothold in Telecommunications Sector for 

propaganda purposes 

Economic 
• Unimpeded access to PH natural 

resources 

• Access to ore and minerals 
• Co-opt Local Government Unit Executives and 

Economic/Business Elites 
• Co-opt Government Regulatory Agencies 
• Establish foothold in Ports/Harbor, Coastal Real Estate 

Properties 

1 - Diplomatic, Information, Economic, and Military 
2 - Political, Economic, Sociological, Technological, Environmental, Military 

 
Having laid down the predicate, how do we now enhance our maritime defense 
posture?    
 
First, we need to address the hard power challenge: (a) problem of China exerting sea 
control in the Kalayaan Island Group, (b) sustained presence in the Scarborough 
Shoal, and (3) access to our SLOCs. Let’s address the long-term track first. To wit:  
      
• Deterrent and sea denial capabilities (submarines, anti-ship missile systems, multi-

role fighters, sensors, etc.) under the Revised AFP Modernization Program are 

already in the pipeline. But it will take time for to acquire them, how much more to 

mainstream these capabilities into the services. We have yet to assess the impact 

of the COVID-19 virus on the funding stream for major ticket items.   

 
• Develop our own defense and shipbuilding industry (i.e. support to Congress 

amendment to the SRDP Law). The AFP has tries to integrate technology transfer 

as a consideration in selecting a project proponent. But the major impediment is 
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the ability of local industry to absorb new technology and zero investment in 

research and development (R&D for academe and industry alike).              

On the short-term, we need to accept that the SCS/WPS issues requires resources 
and capabilities beyond what our country can put on the table. We still have our 
alliance with the US, and strategic partnership with Australia and Japan. But with the 
internal problems the US they are having now, their political leadership is too 
distracted to focus their attention to the Pacific. We need to: 
 
• Sustain and expand our strategic partnership with Australia and Japan  

 
• We should look at building a coalition among our neighbors who are affected by 

Chinese actions in the SCS, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and Vietnam. The PN is 
looking at how to build on the Trilateral Cooperative Arrangement in the Sulu-
Sulawesi area, and come up with a similar set up in the SCS, with the inclusion of 
Vietnam. (No less that ACJ Carpio has recognized the potential of such 
arrangement).  

 
• We should also look at possibility of engaging Taiwan, our neighbor to our north 

with shared concerns vis-à-vis China. Again, let’s consider a track 2 approach and 

push the envelope against our One China Policy.    

 
Granted that government agencies may be restrained by the current foreign policy 
construct; however, nothing prevents the academe, civil society and other 
stakeholders from pursuing a track 2 engagement with these countries that have 
articulated their stake in the SCS. (This is an ongoing project with UPCIDS – 
establishing minilateral engagement within ASEAN to balance China in SCS) 

 
Now for the tricky part. How do we enhance our maritime defense posture against 
China’s sharp power (diplomacy, informational, and economy)?  
 
The critical first step is accepting that your television set, your children’s school, your 
favorite newspaper, your social media accounts, your neighborhood, your government 
bureaucracy, or even your own family is part of the contested battlespace – an 
extension of the contest being waged in the WPS. If you accept this, then the menu of 
policy interventions could include: 
 
On the informational aspect: 
 
• Need to build public awareness about allowing the Chinese government to 

influence our youth and future generations: by way of access to our colleges & 
universities; the set-up of Confucius Institutes; scholarship programs; and even an 
attempt to influence development of a public university’s curriculum. 

 
• Need to establish oversight over “Chinese schools” in the country in order to protect 

our own Filipino-Chinese communities. 
 

• Mitigate the impact of propaganda to our populace, which is being disseminated 
through local media government TV (PTV-4), broadsheet advertisements, and the 
likes of the “Isang Dagat” video, as well as effect of sending government media 
personnel to China for training. 
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• Mitigate against the possibility of Chinese companies entering the   

telecommunications sector by way of the “Public Service Act” (i.e. acquiring the 

ABS-CBN frequency will allow them optimal penetration of populace thru radio). 

 
On the economic aspect: 
 
• Demand for accountability among public officials and call for better oversight over 

the sister city/province arrangements between our LGUs and those in China. 
Transactions and agreements made between the two parties seldom vetted by 
DFA or DILG (i.e. LGUs crafting their own foreign policy). 
 

• Take legal action against government offices/employees facilitating sale of real 
estate properties to Chinese entities under questionable circumstances. We should 
be conscious of investments in real properties and port facilities along our key 
SLOCs (e.g. Fuga Island) and strategic harbours (e.g. Grande Island) 

 
• Exercise a more nuanced oversight over our mining sector. Understand that China 

is dependent on the country for specific ores and minerals (e.g. nickel) and we 
should find a way to use this as leverage (e.g. China used exportation of rare earth 
against Japan) 

 
    On the political aspect: 
 
• Co-optation of our political elites/parties (e.g. PDP-Laban training in policy and 

party-building) 
 

• Co-optation of local government unit executives with the CCP, sister city/province 
arrangements) 

 
• Potential for interference in the 2020 elections (e.g. in Taiwan – disinformation 

through social media, control of Taiwanese media outlets, cyberattacks, also South 
Korea) 

 
In summary, if we want to enhance our defense posture against China’s hard power -
we must work with our allies and neighbors. If government agencies are restrained for 
some reason, then nothing stops civil society from taking up the cudgels through track 
2 initiatives to create a coalition of people, if not governments. 
 
If we want to counter China’s sharp power, then we should prepare for the national 
elections in 2022. If we deny our share of responsibility as citizens, in preserving our 
way of life, then we might face an electoral contest not be among Filipino political 
parties, but against China’s preferred candidates (Manchurian candidate). 
 
END 
 
 


