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Overview

The 2nd quarter of 2020 represents another critical juncture in Philippine politics and governance. Two 
stimulus conditions have inspired this current issue of POLITIKA. While the first pertains to the need of 
presenting governance trends under the Duterte presidency, the second condition refers to the situation 
where Filipinos were affronted by a triple whammy borne by the Wuhan COVID-19 pandemic, namely, the 
frailty of our health care system, the insufficiency of social protection, and the vagueness of government 
policies adopted. 

Affecting every fabric of society, changing the way things are usually done, and paralyzing the movement 
of people, POLITIKA will not be able to present the performance ratings of top public officials and public 
opinion on urgent national concerns. Unexpected and unpredictable delays confronted both the Social 
Weather Stations and Pulse Asia in the conduct of public surveys.

 
Instead, the first section presents to us the Philippine governance trends for the past four years. The 

Duterte presidency and its administration has reached past the halfway mark and proceeding into the last 
two years of its political timeline. In this context, it is interesting to provide an account of governance trends 
that have transpired.

As the Stratbase ADR Institute resolutely promotes regional and international rules-based system, the 
second section depicts how the flipflopping leadership and policy provided by Pres. Duterte in relation with 
the West Philippine Sea dispute has caused more undulations than calm.

On the Legislative side, the Senate and the House of Representatives were able to pass eight measures 
into law, before adjourning sine die on June 5, 2020. What remained pending are a number of mitigation 
measures as a response to the health crisis, e.g. Accelerated Recovery and Investments Stimulus for the 
Economy of the Philippines (ARISE Philippines Act); “Crushing COVID-19 Act;” “Financial Institutions Strategic 
Transfer Act;” and the COVID-19 Unemployment Reduction Economic Stimulus (CURES) Act of 2020, and the 
Anti-Terrorism Bill.
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Starting a business

Dealing with construction permits

Year/Rank/Score 2016   2017   2018   2019   2020

103

60.07

99

60.40

113

58.74

113

58.74

95

62.80

Table 1
Ease of Doing Business Rank 

(2016-2019)

Source: The World Bank IBRD-IDA 

Starting a business
Dealing with construction permits
Getting electricity
Registering property
Getting credit
Protecting minority investors
Paying taxes
Trading across borders
Enforcing contracts
Resolving insolvency

Year/Score 2016   2017   2018   2019   2020

68.56
67.71
86.89
57.53
40.00
38.33
66.23
49.24
69.39
56.81

68.86
69.45
86.90
57.40
40.00
41.67
65.74
69.39
49.24
55.24

68.88
66.84
84.31
57.55
30.00
40.00
69.27
69.39
45.96
55.22

71.97
65.58
87.45
57.56
5.00
43.33
71.80
69.90
45.96
55.22

- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 
- 

Table 2
Ease of Doing Business Indicators

Source: The World Bank IBRD-IDA 

I.  Philippine Governance Trends in the Past Four Years

With two years remaining in the political timeline of the Duterte presidency, its leadership and manner of 
doing things can be captured in two parameters-governance performance that span between 2016 to 2020 
and the way government has responded to the Wuhan COVID-19 crisis.

Governance Performance According to Third-Party Studies (2016-2020)

Five studies conducted around the world significantly portray the quality and character of governance 
based on the performances of different countries. Among others, these pertain to: Doing Business Report – 
Philippines 2016-2020 (The World Bank IBRD-IDA);

World Governance Report / World Governance Indicators – Philippines; Global Competitiveness Report – 
World Economic Forum; Transparency International – Corruption Perception Index; and the World Justice 
Project Rule of Law Index.

1.  Doing Business Report – Philippines 2016-2020 

Using ten indicators in gauging the ease of doing business (EODB), the Philippines rebounded to a score of 
62.80 and climbed to the 95th place in 2020. This was preceded by dismal performances of 58.74 and 57.68 
in 2018 and 2019 where the country plunged into the 113th and 124th places, as shown in Table 1.

The business-friendly environment, however, is qualified by low performance in two aspects. In reference 
to the table below, a more friendly environment could have been achieved if “Dealing with construction 
permits” could be consistently improved, instead of having a two-year decline. In the aspect of “Getting 
credit,” the very dismal performance of 5.00 needs to be studied by the government as to how it can 
facilitate lending from the private sector for start-up businesses or even directly providing loans through its 
financial institutions. The year-scores for the other indicators are provided below.
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2018-2019 (down by 8 places)

2017-2018 (up by 1)

2016-2017

Year Global Competitive Index

64

56

57

Table 3
Philippine Global Competitive Index

Source: World Economic Forum

Enabling Environment

 Institutions

 Infrastructure

 ICT Adoption

 Macro-economic Stability

Human Capital

 Health

 Skills

Markets

 Product Market

 Labour Market

 Financial System

 Market Size

Innovation Ecosystem

 Business Dynamism

 Innovation Capability

Pillar / Rank / Year 2016-2017    2017-2018           2018-2019

91

95

20

81

58

99

86

48

83

31

52

62

94

97

22

82

55

103

84

52

83

61

58

65

87

96

88

55

102

67

52

39

43

31

44

72

Table 4
Ranking by Pillar

Source: World Economic Forum

2.  Global Competitiveness Report

While the Philippines is arguably becoming more business-friendly with the passage of the Ease of 
Doing Business and Efficient Government Service Delivery Act of 2018 (R.A. 11032) and the issuance of its 
Implementing Rules and Regulations in July 2019, the level of Philippine competitiveness has significantly 
declined by 8 places, as shown by the table below.

More specifically, the index is broken down into 12 pillars. While the country has improved in the pillars 
of ICT adoption (88), Skills (67), Product market (52), Business dynamism (44), Financial system (43), Labor 
market (39), and Market size (31), these did not matter in terms of increasing our global competitive 
index. These improvements were down ended by the low performances in the pillars of Institutions (87), 
Infrastructure (96), Macro-economic stability (55), Health (102), and Innovation capability (72). 

The Philippines has significantly performed poorer in the area of Enabling environment, Human capital and 
Innovation capability. It has nonetheless improved in the category of Markets. The table below shows the 
ranking from 2016 to 2019.

                 JUNE  2020         QUARTERLY         5



Voice and Accountability

Political Stability / No Violence

Government Effectiveness

Regulatory Quality

Rule of Law

Control of Corruption

Pillars / Year Rank in 2016    Rank in 2017    Rank in 2018

51.23

9.52

51.92

42.31

39.42

36.06

48.77

11.43

51.92

55.77

37.02

39.42

47.78

12.86

55.29

56.73

34.13

34.13

Table 5
World Governance Indicators, Philippines

(2016-2018)

Source: World Bank Group

Rank in 2016      Rank in 2017      Rank in 2018

2019 (down by 14 places)

2018 (up by 12 places)

2017 (down by 10 places)

2016

113/180

99/183

111/183

101/183

34/100

36/100

34/100

35/100

Table 6
Corruption Perception Index, Philippines

(2016-2019)

Source: Transparency International

The Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) project reports aggregate and individual governance indicators 
for over 200 countries and territories for six dimensions or pillars of governance: Voice and Accountability; 
Political Stability and Absence of Violence;

3.  Government Effectiveness; Regulatory Quality; Rule of Law; and Control of Corruption

Philippine governance performance based on the WGI report has not really improved nor deteriorated from 
2016 to 2018. While it has improved in terms of the pillars of Political Stability/No violence, Government 
Effectiveness, and Regulatory Quality; our government has weakened in terms of Voice and Accountability, 
Rule of Law, and Control of Corruption. Refer to the table below.

4.  Corruption Perception Index

Consequentially, the particular findings of the WGI project regarding the sudden drop from the rank of 
39.42 (2017) to 34.13 (2018) could be qualified by the findings of Transparency International in terms of the 
Corruption Perception Index. In a span of four years, the Philippines has significantly slid down to 113th 
place in 2019 from the 101st place in 2016. Remarkably, it ranked 99th in 2018 but fell by 14 places in 2019. 
Refer to Table 6 and Chart 1.

Corruption measurement indicators specifically pertain to the following: bribery; the diversion of public 
funds; the effective prosecution of corruption cases; adequate legal frameworks, access to information; and 
legal protections to whistleblowers, journalists and investigators.
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Chart 1
Corruption Perception Index, Philippines

(2016-2019)

Source: Transparency International

Score

Rule of Law Rank

Year/Rank/Score 2016    2017-2018    2019    2020

.51

70

.47

88

.47

90

.47

90

Table 7
Rule of Law Index

Source: World Justice Project (WJP)

5.  Rule of Law Index

The WJP measures the performance of countries using 44 indicators across eight primary rule of law factors 
including: Constraints on Government Powers, Absence of Corruption, Open Government, Fundamental 
Rights, Order and Security, Regulatory Enforcement, Civil Justice, and Criminal Justice. Each factor is scored 
and ranked globally and against regional and income peers.

What could put an exclamation point perhaps to Philippine governance performance through the period 
being considered is the Rule of Law Index. While the WGI report showed a continuous drop from a score of 
39.42 in 2016 to 37.02 in 2017 and then down to 34.13 in 2018, the Rule of Law Index demonstrated a similar 
trend. From a score of .51 in 2016, our country scored down to .47 for the next three years. As for the ranking, 
it has dropped by 20 places, positioned at the 70th place in 2016 then to the 90th place in 2019.

Illustration is provided in Table 7 and Chart 2

Within East Asia & Pacific, the Philippines ranks 13th out of 15 countries or third to the last. And among 
Southeast Asian nations, our country also ranks 3rd to the last among 8 countries. Refer to the table and 
graph below.
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Chart 2
Philippine Rule of Law Scores

(2016-2020)

Source: World Justice Project (WJP)
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Chart 3
Rule of Law Around the World by Region

(2016-2020)

Source: World Justice Project (WJP)

New Zealand
Australia
Singapore
Japan
Hong Kong SAR, China
Republic of Korea
Malaysia
Mongolia
Indonesia
Thailand
Vietnam
China
Philippines
Myanmar
Cambodia

Country/ Jurisdiction

1/15
2/15
3/15
4/15
5/15
6/15
7/15
8/15
9/15
10/15
11/15
12/15
13/15
14/15
15/15

0.83
0.80
0.79
0.78
0.76
0.73
0.58
0.53
0.53
0.51
0.49
0.48
0.47
0.42
0.33

7
11
12
15
16
17
47
57
59
71
85
88
91
112
127

0.00
0.00
-0.01
0.00
0.00
0.00
0.03
-0.01
0.01
0.00
0.00
-0.01
0.00
0.00
0.00

Regional Rank Overall Score Global Rank Change in Overall Score Change in Global Rank

1 
0
1   
0
0
1
4
3
4
6
2
4
0
0
0

Table 8
Rule of Law Around the World by Region

(2020)

Source: World Justice Project (WJP)
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The Politics of the COVID-19 Response

The political realities that the Wuhan COVID-19 pandemic have exposed Filipinos to a triple whammy, which 
aggravated the societal impact of the health crisis. While the first pertains to the sorry state of our health 
care system, the second one relates to the weakness of our social protection system and the third points to 
the opaque policies and measures adopted by the government.

Since March 17, 2020, the island of Luzon has been placed under different levels and phases of community 
quarantine. Recently, the islands of Mindanao and Visayas have also been subjected to varying intensive 
quarantines due to virus breakouts. More so, certain communities and barangays or even clusters have 
variably imposed hard lockdowns.

When confronted by criticisms, the Duterte administration or even Duterte himself would resort to 
philosophizing, avoidance, personalization of arguments and outright repression and then ultimately putting 
the blame on the “hard-headed” Filipinos.

Amidst crisis, government embellishes its responsive measures to legitimize (their) power, subliminally 
project electoral candidates, and grab the merit of an effective and efficient response to the pandemic. 

These are becoming the trend. And as broadcast and print media are continually overshadowed by 
strongman and populist leadership, social media is simultaneously being shackled by the invisible chains 
and subliminal messages of fake-news and trolls; while the other media outfits throughout the quarantine 
have simply aired what could be termed as purely government actions and efforts.

With regard to the frail system of health care and social protection, the existing conditions of inequality 
have been transformed into greater risks. Crosscutting along political, economic, social, and cultural divides, 
inequality was exacerbated and even multiplied during the crisis, where the powerless and marginalized 
sectors of society bear the brunt of government measures in mitigating the impacts of said crisis.

In this pandemic, the weakness of our healthcare system and the token character of social protection have 
been exposed and made the poor more vulnerable.

The consequential lockdowns have significantly constrained, if not absolutely, the movement of people 
to earn a living. The relaxation of measures also demonstrated the frustrating situation of thousands of 
commuters who do not have the private means of transportation and were forced to rely on very limited mass 
transport operations by simply walking and biking untold road lengths to go to work and get necessities. 
More so, only those who can afford to take a taxi or other transport services can conveniently go to work 
and earn a living.

The Philippine pollster himself, Mahar Mangahas, was very emphatic about the impact of lockdowns on 
the poor. In his opinion column1 entitled “The gloomiest time ever,” Mahar revealed that a “record-high 43% 
of Filipinos expect their life to worsen in the next 12 months” based on the SWS May 4-10, 2020 COVID-19 
Mobile Phone Survey, Report No. 12. According to him as well, the negative expectation is an all-time high 
record; where only 26 percent is now optimistic about their future.

Previously, the pollster also published several articles entitled “Allow people the freedom to earn a 
living,”2 “Restore jeepneys and tricycles”3 and “Hunger, fear, caution, dependency” (May 30) to express his 
disagreement with the strict and wholesale quarantine measures imposed by the government. At the end of 
the day, Mahar expressed: “Hunger rate exploded;” “COVID-19 brought fear of illness to a record high;” “In 
line with their fear of COVID-19, the great majority of Filipinos take proper precautions;” and “The lockdown 
has caused a state of dependency among the people.”

Regarding hunger, the SWS May 2020 Covid-19 Mobile Phone Survey: May 21 revealed that “16.7% or an 
estimated 4.2 million families experienced involuntary hunger, while moderate and severe hunger registered 
at 13.9% and 2.8% respectively. The survey also found that almost all families (99%) received food-help since 
the beginning of the Covid-19 crisis, most commonly from government.” Refer to Chart 4.
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Chart 4
Total, Moderate and Severe Hunger: Philippines

(July 1998 – May 2020)**

Source: Social Weather Stations

Chart 5
Total Hunger by Area
(July 1998 – May 2020)*

Source: Social Weather Stations

Geographically, “the nationwide Hunger rate of 16.7% consisted of Hunger in Metro Manila at 20.8% (est. 
693,000 families), Balance Luzon at 12.6% (est. 1.4 million families), the Visayas at 14.6% (est. 685,000 
families), and Mindanao at 24.2% (est. 1.4 million families).” Refer to the chart below.
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Chart 6
Total, Moderate and Severe Hunger: National Capital Region

(July 1998 – May 2020)*

Source: Social Weather Stations

Money earned from a job
Money that was given (Money amelioration)
Personal savings
Money that was lent (Money-loan)

Not Spending money because the family was:
     Receiving relief goods
     Harvesting their own crops

Note: Don’t Know and non-responses are not shown.
Q18. Sa kasalukuyan, saan po kumukuha ang inyong pamilya ng pera para sa pang-araw-araw na panggastos sa bahay? 

(OPEN ENDED; MULTIPLE RESPONSES ALLOWED)

45%
39
21
6

6
2

33%
41
26
7

12
0.3

33%
41
26
7

12
0.3

33%
41
26
7

12
0.3

33%
41
26
7

12
0.3

PH Metro Manila Bal. Luzon Visayas Mindanao

Table 9
Sources of Money for Daily Family Expenses: By Area

Open Ended, Multiple Responses Allowed: Base Total Households
 (May 4-10, 2020)

Source: Social Weather Stations

Particular in Metro Manila, “hunger rose from 9.3% (est. 307,000 families) in December 2019 to 20.8% in 
May 2020. However, Severe Hunger in this area fell from 2.0% in December 2019 to 1.4% in May 2020.” Refer 
to Chart 6.

In terms of expenditures, SWS May 2020 Covid-19 Mobile Phone Survey: May 29 “found that 45% of Filipino 
families use money earned from a job for their daily household expenses, 39% use money that was given 
(money amelioration), 21% use their personal savings, and 6% use money that was lent (money-loan). 
Further, “6% of families say they do not spend money because they receive relief goods, and 2% say they 
do not spend money because they harvest their own crops. While these families are not spending money, 
it does not imply that all their needs have been met.” In general, “Most families in Balance Luzon, Visayas, 
and Mindanao use money earned from a job; most families in Metro Manila use money amelioration.” Refer 
to Table 9.

            JUNE  2020         QUARTERLY         11



Chart 7

Source: Social Weather Stations

Chart 8

Source: Social Weather Stations

With respect to the pandemic measures adopted by government, the SWS May 4-10, 2020 Covid-19 Mobile 
Phone Survey - Report No. 7: June 4 revealed that “84% believed that say strict stay-at-home measures due 
to Covid-19 are worth it to protect people and limit the spread of coronavirus” while “15% believe that strict 
stay-at-home measures due to Covid-19 are placing too many burdens on people.” Refer to the chart below.

In a comparative manner, the survey also revealed that the percentage of the population who believed that 
the “Strict stay-at-home measures due to COVID-19” are “Worth it to protect people and limit the spread” 
was high among both Filipinos and Americans. Refer to Chart 8.
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Chart 9
Change in Personal Quality of Life Over the Past 12 Months: Philippines 

(April 1983-May 2020) 

Source: Social Weather Stations

Chart 10
Net Gainers*: Philippines

(April 1983-May 2020)** 

Source: Social Weather Stations

And when it comes to “gainers and losers,” the SWS May 4-10, 2020 Covid-19 Mobile Phone Survey – Report 
No. 11: June 18 showed that “83% of Filipinos got worse off in the past 12 months.

Specifically, the 83% of Filipinos were “saying their quality of life got worse (termed by SWS as “Losers”), 
versus 10% saying it was the same (“Unchanged”), and only 6% saying it got better (“Gainers”). The 83% 
proportion of Losers in May 2020 is a new peak in the 37-year series of 135 SWS surveys, breaking the 
previous record 62% Losers in June 2008. The 6% proportion of Gainers is a new all-time low, breaking the 
previous record 9% Gainers in July 1985.” Refer to Chart 9.
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Chart 11
Net Gainers*: By Area

(April 1984-May 2020)** 

Source: Social Weather Stations

The survey also revealed what it calls “the worst trend in survey history, where Gainers minus Losers 
collapsed from +18 in December to –78 in May.” Further, it says that “Net Gainers have been negative very 
often. From 1983 onward, only 16% of the 135 readings were positive, while 84% of them were zero or 
negative.” Refer to Chart 10.

Lastly, the “Net Gainers shifted from positives to record-low negatives in all areas,” where “the nationwide 
Net Gainers score of –78 is the result of very low (–30 and below) scores in all areas. The score is lowest in 
the Visayas at –82, followed by Mindanao at –80, Metro Manila at –77, and Balance Luzon at –75.” Refer to 
the chart below.

One can also see the glaring inequality in terms of imposing punishment for violating quarantine/health 
protocols. While the powerful and politically connected were merely asked to explain their violation, the 
powerless and the poor have been subject to harsher punishments and even death. Consequentially, 
government officials and those “personally empowered” by Pres. Duterte himself act with impunity.

In terms of the social amelioration package provided by the government, its insufficiency has been proven 
for a 3-month lockdown. But such great disparity was filled-up and alleviated by the private sector and social 
volunteerism who provided additional relief to poor families.  

Further, balancing between the essential and non-essential services to be allowed is very tricky. If we have 
a good health care system and well-placed social protection, we may never have to choose in the process.

Inequality in terms of income, jobs, and opportunities has indeed worsened. The incapacities and myopia 
of our government and its health agency together with the bureaucratic barriers have brought more hardships 
to the powerless and the poor by imposing vague measures, corruptible amelioration packages, and half-
baked solutions.

On this note, Transparency International (TI) aptly called into attention the need for “Catching the Corona 
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Bad Guys.” In its May 22, 2020 correspondence, TI cited political trends in Bolivia, Italy, Poland, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, and Panama. These trends pertain to the direct threats to the democratic oversight 
where “journalists and civil society have played a key role in uncovering wrongdoing.” In turn, 
threats refer to the “harsh limits on press freedom, restrictions to freedom of information, pressure 
on civil society activists, and under-resourcing of key government accountability mechanisms.”

In the Philippines, the said trends were represented by events related to the closing of the ABS-
CBN media outlet, the conviction of Ms. Maria Ressa for cyber libel, the Anti-Terror Bill, the cases 
of detained protesters, and countless personal threats and intimidation by Pres. Duterte in his 
speeches and public addresses. 

In line with TI’s analysis, Larry Diamond, in his article “Democracy Versus the Pandemic-The 
Coronavirus Is Emboldening Autocrats the World Over”4 used the exemplar of Pres. Duterte’s “vastly 
expanded emergency powers” to explain how the pandemic has contributed to further “democratic 
recession.”

According to Diamond:

“The bill authorized Duterte to reallocate the national budget as he saw fit and to personally 
direct hospitals. “Do not challenge the government,” he bellowed in a menacing televised 
address. “You will lose.” Six days later, Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban pushed even 
more expansive emergency legislation through his rubber-stamp parliament, enabling him 
to suspend existing laws, decree new ones, and arrest individuals deemed to be peddling 
“falsehoods” about the pandemic or “obstructing” the government’s efforts to fight it.”

To reverse the “downward democratic spiral,” Diamond also suggested a “democratic renewal.” 
Accordingly, “It will require politicians, bureaucrats, and members of civil society to restrain their 
partisanship, adhere to sound expert advice, and submit all emergency measures to disinterested 
monitoring and oversight.”

In toto, the sum of funds that have been dispersed and still available for government disposal now 
stands at US$14 Billion or equivalent to PhP741 Billion. According to the Department of Management, 
the government has spent PhP355-BILLION for the COVID-19 response as of June 24, 2020. In terms 
of foreign commitments, sources from the Department of Finance said that Philippine government 
has secured and accumulated US$7.761-BILLION in the form of loans, grants and bonds, or equivalent 
to PhP386.6-BILLION. Given such humongous amount, the task of ensuring transparency and 
accountability equally becomes a gargantuan challenge.

In the Lens of Democratic Governance and Whole-of-Society Approach

What the pandemic has also exposed to societies is the naked truth that government is incapacitated 
in dealing with societal inequalities and affairs purely on its own. While an all-of-government approach 
could forge and hasten the collaborative spirit between and among government departments and 
agencies, the whole of government is still insufficient. This is also one of the main reasons for the 
lackluster performance of government for the past four years.

While democracy is being trampled upon by illiberal and authoritarian tendencies, borne by state 
leaders’ efforts of bringing the state back in, such attempts have clearly indicated that it is not the 
state that needs to be brought in. It is society; which has not only utterly helped governments but 
has also initiated and bolstered government measures in mitigating the impacts of this health crisis 
and breaking the ground for economic recovery.

Bringing back society into the political equation unleashes countless opportunities and innovation, 
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especially in this time of health crisis, wherein people are facing hunger and reduced quality of life. With 
the massive flow of funding, the private sector and civil society alongside a host of non-governmental 
organizations and formations should keep their guard up and uphold a transparent and accountable system 
of responding to the crisis. “Emergency powers” should never be the scapegoat for democratic short-cuts 
and lapses, and the tolerance for corruption. 

Through democratic governance and whole-of-society approach, the continuing response to the Wuhan 
virus and the adaption of a new normal will be a lot more bearable, appropriate, and inclusive. In this 
perspective, jumpstarting the economy and laying the ground for economic recovery should be a multi-
sectoral endeavor, entailing the participation of all sectors in society.

II.  One Step Forward, Two Steps Back

The Duterte administration has always included policy flip-flopping, both on the domestic and international 
fronts. Since 2016, the leadership of President Duterte has tested the wits and comprehension of Filipinos 
in terms of experimenting on his policies and actions. However, at the onset, his foreign-policy shift has 
sent more undulations than calm to the growing tide of confusion and discontent about the handling of the 
dispute in the West Philippine Sea.

On June 2, 2020, Philippine television aired breaking news of Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro Locsin 
Jr. announcing that the government has suspended the termination of the Philippine-U.S. Visiting Force 
Agreement’s (VFA) “in the light of “the political and other developments in the region.” He added that 
President Rodrigo Duterte directed the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA) to inform the U.S. Embassy in 
Manila of the government’s decision.  

The following day, Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana explained that the reason behind the decision of 
the President was the current pandemic and that the Philippines needs to cooperate with other countries to 
fight the pandemic. He said: “I think the President thought it was not timely to end the VFA at this time [of 
the pandemic].” Accordingly, the “suspension of the VFA termination meant scheduled activities of Filipino 
and American troops would proceed.” 

In early February, President Duterte showed his resolve to abrogate the VFA allegedly after the U.S. 
government canceled the U.S. visa of Senator Bato De La Rosa. On February 11, 2020, the President instructed 
DFA Secretary Locsin to deliver the letter of termination to the U.S. Embassy. This action was made despite 
the advice of the foreign and defense secretaries and the majority of Senators who urged the President to 
review the treaty instead. Through his spokesperson, Duterte even implied he might also abrogate the 1951 
Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT) and the 2014 Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA).  

The Revolt of the Diplomats and Soldiers

On February 29, Philippine Ambassador to the U.S. Jose Manuel Romualdez announced that he and the 
U.S. Ambassador to the Philippines Sung Kin were looking into Manila’s Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA), 
with Canberra as a possible template for the VFA’s replacement. On the military’s part, ranking officers of the 
Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) warned that scrapping the agreement would lead to the withdrawal of 
U.S. Special Forces in Mindanao. These forces are credited for assisting the AFP in intelligence-gathering and 
surveillance in counter-terrorism operations against Islamic militants. Senior military officers also shared 
their internal assessment of the adverse effects of the VFA’s termination on the AFP’s operational readiness, 
as temporary U.S. military presence in the country is vital to the Philippines’ defense posture in terms of 
equipment, training, and funding.   

A majority of Senators supported the military in disagreeing with the Commander-in-Chief. On March 2, the 
Philippine Senate voted 12-0-8 to pass Senate Resolution No. 337 that asked the Philippine Supreme Court 
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to rule on the issue of whether a sitting President can approve and terminate the international agreement 
without the upper chamber’s concurrence. On March 9, the Senate President filed the petition with the 
Supreme Court, asking it to define the limits of presidential powers in the termination of the 1999 VFA in 
particular, and all treaties in general.

A Little Help from President Duterte’s Friend 

The Department of National Defense (DND), the AFP, and the DFA received vital help from an unexpected 
source—China.  On February 17, a People’s Liberation Army’s Navy’s (PLAN) corvette directed its Gun Control 
Director (GCD) at the Philippine Navy’s (PN) anti-submarine corvette, the BRP Conrado Yap, near Rizal Reef 
in the South China Sea. This is the first time that a PLAN warship directly threatened a Philippine public 
vessel in the South China Sea. 

In March, a Chinese military transport plane landed on Fiery Cross or Kagitingan Reef on a routine supply 
mission aimed for a low-level consolidation of its control of the South China Sea. In early April, China started 
the operations of two maritime research stations in two artificial islands that are claimed by the Philippines: 
Fiery Cross or Kagitingan and Subi or Zamora Reefs. On April 18, the State Council of the city of Sansha 
announced the establishment of two new districts to administer the disputed waters in the South China Sea. 
These moves are all part of China’s gambit to demonstrate its assertiveness in the disputed waters while 
other claimant states, like the Philippines, are preoccupied with addressing the coronavirus pandemic.

 
Chinese Gray Zone Operations 

A year ago, on the midnight of June 9, 2019, a Chinese fishing vessel suddenly rammed and sank a 
wooden Filipino fishing boat, the F/B Gim Vir 1, which was anchored at the Reed Bank. The captain of the 
ill-fated Gim Vir 1 claimed that the incident was deliberate since the crew of the Chinese vessel saw his 
fishing vessel before the collision. Ship captain Jonnel Insigne observed that the Chinese boat turned its 
lights on seconds before it rammed the Gim Vir 1. It fled the scene with its lights off after the smaller and 
wooden Filipino boat began to sink with all its catch and equipment.

The captain told reporters that they expected the Chinese crew would pick them out of the water after 
their boat sank. The Chinese vessel, however, immediately left the Filipinos alone in the dark, cold, and 
dangerous waters of the South China Sea. The twenty-two Filipino fishermen abandoned their boat and 
struggled to keep themselves afloat and alive for more than six hours. Fortunately, a Vietnamese fishing 
vessel rescued all the Filipino fishermen out of harm’s way.

Spooking the Philippine Navy

On August 15, 2019, Philippine Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana announced the incursion of several 
People’s Liberation Army’s Navy (PLAN) warships into the country’s territorial waters without prior 
coordination with the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP).  Based on an AFP report written after a 
routine Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) operation in the southern Philippine island of Tawi-Tawi, the 
four Chinese warships passed through the country’s porous southern backdoor. It was then observed that 
the ships’ sailing pattern appeared to be highly suspicious as they were zigzagging and not sailing straight 
as civilian ships should do when performing the rights of innocent passage. As such, the transit of these 
warships in Philippine waters could not be considered an innocent passage.  Secretary Lorenzana opined 
that China was taunting the Philippines because the Chinese warships’ Automatic Identification System 
(AIS) was switched off and ignored the radio communications from the AFP units that were observing their 
passage in Sibutu Straits in Tawi-Tawi.  

On February 17, 2020, a PLAN corvette directed its Gun Control Director (GCD) against the Philippine Navy’s 
(PN) newly acquired anti-submarine corvette, the BRP Conrado Yap (PS-39) in the Spratlys. While it was on 
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its way to Rizal (Commodore Reef) Reef Detachment, the BRP Conrad Yap established radar contact with 
another gray ship, a PLAN corvette with bow number 514. The PS-39 visually observed that PLAN ship’s GCD 
was pointed on it. The GCD is a mechanical or electronic computer that continuously calculates trigonometric 
firing solutions for users to designate and to track potential targets and transmits targeting data to direct 
the weapon firing crew. The BRP Conrado Yap’s crew members claimed that the Chinese ship’s gun-firing 
mechanism was aimed at them. If the corvette’s GCD was indeed pointed at the PS-39, then this is the first 
time that a PLAN warship directly threatened a Philippine public vessel in the South China Sea.

 

Overlooking Chinese Gray Zone Operations

These maritime incidents are examples of Chinese gray operations conducted against the Philippines. Gray 
zone operations are “actions in the sea that often blur the between military and non-military platforms, 
actions, and attribution for events, and are often, but not always, undertaken to advance China’s territorial 
claims.” They are conducted to keep Chinese aggression at sea below the level of actual naval operation 
and are performed hidden behind the cloak of deniability. These complicate the littoral states’ ability to 
effectively respond to China’s expansion in the South China Sea.

Unfortunately, the country’s political leaders have downplayed these gray operations conducted against 
Filipino fishing boats and naval vessels. In the aftermath of the June 9 F/B Gim Vir 1 incident, President 
Rodrigo Duterte adopted and even parroted the Chinese foreign ministry’s position that “it was an ordinary 
maritime traffic incident.” Secretary Lorenzana dismissed the February 17 PN-PLAN incident in the West 
Philippine Sea as a routine matter, given that the Chinese navy has no intention of hurting Filipinos even 
after its corvette directed its GCD against the BRP Conrado Yap.  He also asserted his view that China would 
never attack Philippine vessels and aircraft passing through the disputed waters.

Ignoring these incidents enables China to advance its agenda of maritime expansion through distinctly-
subtle and aggressive actions that do not generate serious and effective responses from targeted states 
like the Philippines. Thus, China finds it unnecessary to embark on a major naval operation to control the 
disputed waters. China will eventually gain virtual control over the fishing grounds and strategic waterways 
in the South China Sea without sparking open conflicts with the littoral states of Southeast Asia.  

 

Philippine Sovereignty at Stake

On June 30, 2016, President Duterte declared that he would discontinue the AFP modernization program 
and redirected the armed forces to internal security. His plan drew a silent protest from the AFP. Sensitive 
to military discontent, he was eventually forced to honor defense plans and contracts put in the pipeline by 
the previous administration.  

On October 26, 2017, he proclaimed the Philippines’ separation from the U.S. in front of the National 
People’s Congress (NPC) in Beijing. Upon his return to Manila, however, the DND and AFP asked him what 
he meant by separation. On November 8, Secretary Lorenzana announced that the Philippine-U.S. security 
alliance will not be abrogated and that the EDCA will be implemented. Duterte’s retreat from his move to 
end this alliance sprang in late 2016 from his realization that his hostile view on the U.S. has alienated the 
military, which considers its institutional links with the U.S. armed forces as vital for its combat operations. 
In all three instances, when confronted by his military, Duterte has found it convenient to take “one step 
forward, two steps back.” 

Taking a step forward, then making two back is incongruent and inappropriate, with conditions besetting 
the West Philippine Sea. The security environment in the disputed waters is dictated upon by the Chinese 
expansionist agenda. Such practice and tolerance of Chinese gray-zone operations have nonetheless 
compromised our sovereignty and territorial integrity, the Philippine armed forces, and the existence of a 
rules-based regional order.

P
O

L
ÍT

IK
A

18         QUARTERLY          JUNE 2020



III.  Legislative Accomplishments and Updates

18th Congress (First Regular Session)
July 22, 2019- June 5, 2020

The Senate and House of Representatives adjourned sine die its first regular session in the 18th Congress 
on June 5, 2020, after passing eight measures into law. These include Republic Act (RA) No. 11465, the P4.1-
trillion 2020 General Appropriations Act; RA No. 11468, also known as the “National Day of Remembrance 
for Crash Victims, Survivors and their Families Act”; RA 11462, Postponement of the May 2020 Barangay 
and Sangguniang Kabataan Elections; RA 11463, Establishment of Malasakit Centers; RA 11466, Salary 
Standardization Law of 2019; RA 11467, Excise Tax on Alcohol Products; RA 11469, Bayanihan to Heal as One; 
and RA 11470, National Academy of Sports Act. 

COVID-Response Measures and Anti-Terrorism Bill

With the expiration of the Bayanihan to Heal as One Act, there were a number of bills filed in the Senate 
and House of Representatives to extend the validity of the bill until September of this year. Bayanihan II also 
known as “Bayanihan to Recover as One” was passed on Second Reading in the Senate on June 3. Meanwhile, 
in the House of Representatives, the bill was approved by the Committee of the Whole. However, since the 
bill was not certified urgent by the President, time was not enough to approve the proposed bill on Third 
reading before the scheduled adjournment on June 5.   

Majority of the lawmakers are expecting the President to certify the economic stimulus measures and the 
Bayanihan to Recover as One as urgent before the adjournment of the Session. The Second Regular Session 
will open on July 27, 2020. But the President can also call for a Special Session while the Senate and House 
of Representatives are on break.  

Meanwhile, the controversial anti-terrorism bill has been certified as urgent by President Rodrigo Duterte 
on June 1 to allow Congress to fast-track its approval days before the First Regular Session ends.  The Anti-
terrorism bill was passed on Third and Final Reading by the House of Representatives on June 3. It has passed 
on Third Reading in the Senate as of February 26, 2020.

As the nation seeks to recover from the coronavirus pandemic, the House of Representatives passed a 
number of measures that will create more jobs, access to credit facilities, social amelioration measures and 
strengthen health response to the COVID-19 crisis. These include: House Bill (HB) No. 6815 or the P1.3-trillion 
Accelerated Recovery and Investments Stimulus for the Economy of the Philippines (ARISE Philippines Act), 
HB No. 6817 or the proposed COVID-19-Related Anti-Discrimination Act, HB No. 6865 or the “Crushing COVID-19 
Act” that mandates the conduct of baseline Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) testing as the protocol for 
COVID-19 testing for the vulnerable members of the society, HB No. 6816 or the proposed “Financial Institutions 
Strategic Transfer Act” that seeks to help financial institutions resolve their debts and manage their non-
performing assets (NPAs), and HB No. 6920 or the COVID-19 Unemployment Reduction Economic Stimulus 
(CURES) Act of 2020. However, similar counterpart bills only reached the Committee level in the Senate.  

The P1.3 trillion ARISE Philippines Act includes, among others, a budget of P650 billion for an expanded 
infrastructure program on health care, education and food security. A P20-billion fund was also allocated for 
mass testing.  

The “Crushing COVID-19 Act” on the other hand, if enacted into law, seeks to make the conduct of baseline 
Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) test as the protocol for COVID-19 testing for the vulnerable members of the 
society, including those who do not have symptoms.
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The bill, if passed into law, would require the government to use the RT-PCR test for the following:

1.  Patients and health workers with either mild to severe symptoms, or no symptoms but with history of 
travel or contact with a confirmed case;

2.  Non-health frontliners responding to the pandemic;
3.  Filipino workers with pre-existing medical conditions;
4.  Persons, both Filipinos and foreigners, entering the Philippines from abroad;
5.  Filipino workers who have quarantine passes and do most errands for their households; and
6.  Patients required by their doctors to submit an RT-PCR test result prior to a treatment or procedure.

To address the growing unemployment both in the urban and rural areas, COVID-19 Unemployment 
Reduction Economic Stimulus (CURES) Act of 2020 proposed to allocate P1.5 trillion, which will provide multi-
year infrastructure fund that will be known as CURES fund for the next three years. The proponents believe 
that the three-year stimulus can help revive the economy that has been crippled by the pandemic given the 
high multiplier effect of infrastructure development. Infrastructure projects will focus on Health, Agriculture, 
Local roads, Livelihood, Information, and communication technology (ICT) and tourism (HEAL IT).

Another key measure passed on Second Reading in the House of Representatives is the “Better Normal for 
the Workplace, Communities and Public Spaces Act of 2020”. The bill aims to prepare and educate Filipinos 
for life through new norms of social or physical distancing and safety measures in government and private 
offices, schools, commercial establishments, and other public spaces. Under the bill, the wearing of face 
masks in public spaces and workplaces and observance of physical and social distancing will become 
mandatory as the country continues to grapple with the coronavirus pandemic. 

The “Better Normal” bill aims to fast track the implementation of the Philippine Identification System Act 
and the Community-based Monitoring System Act through the Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA), National 
Broadband Program and industry-wide policies for telcos; and the establishment of e-government systems 
through the Department of Information Communication and Technology (DICT) as well as the programs of 
e-commerce activities for the micro, small and medium-scale enterprises through the Department of Trade 
and Industry. 

Anti-Terrorism Bill

The bill was transmitted to the President for his signature on June 9, 2020. Given the pandemic confusion 
and the president’s tendency of securitizing threats, its promulgation into law is deemed inevitable. 

Terrorism, according to Section 4 of the bill, refers to: “Any acts committed by any person within or outside 
the Philippines who: 

a.  Engages in acts intended to cause death or serious bodily injury to any person, or endangers a person’s 
life;

b.  Engages in acts intended to cause extensive damage or destruction to a government or public facility, 
public place or private property;

c.  Engages in acts intended to cause extensive interference with, damage or destruction to critical 
infrastructure;

d.  Develops, manufactures, possesses, acquires, transports, supplies or uses weapons, explosives or of 
biological, nuclear, radiological or chemical kind; and

e.  Release of dangerous substances, or causing fire, floods or explosions.”
Terrorism does not include advocacy, protest, dissent, stoppage of work, industrial  or mass action, 

and other similar exercises of civil and political rights, “which are not intended to cause death or serious 
physical harm to a person, to endanger a person’s life, or to create a serious risk to public safety.” 

One of the most controversial provisions of the bill is found on Section 29 under “Detention without 
judicial warrant.”
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It states “any law enforcement agent or military personnel, who, having been duly authorized in writing 
by the Anti-Terrorism Council (ATC), has taken custody of a person suspected of committing any of the acts 
defined and penalized under Sections 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 and 12 of this Act, shall, without incurring any 
criminal liability for delay in the delivery of detained persons to the proper judicial authorities, deliver said 
suspected person to the proper judicial authority within a period of fourteen (14) calendar days counted 
from the moment the said suspected person has been apprehended or arrested, detained, and taken into 
custody by the law enforcement agent or military personnel. The period of detention may be extended to a 
maximum period of ten (10) calendar days. 

On the one hand, critics said that the Section 29 authorizing the Anti-Terror Council to order arrests and 
24-day detentions violates the Constitution. They also pointed that Section 34 which authorizes the courts to 
order house arrests of suspected terrorists who are entitled to bail, violates the constitutional right to bail.  

Retired Supreme Court Associate Justice Antonio Carpio said he will join the petition to question the 
constitutionality of the measure once it is signed into law. He said that the bill’s threats to freedom of speech 
make it open to a facial challenge. He has also warned that the bill would make it seem that the Philippines 
is permanently under a situation worse than martial law.  

The former SC justice noted that there could be “two-pronged” attack against the bill: one in the Supreme 
Court and another through Congress, which can pass a bill amending the law. 

On the other hand, the Anti- Money Laundering Council (AMLC) backed the Anti-Terror Bill saying that 
the measure would prevent the Philippines from being included in the list of countries identified as risk to 
the international financial system. The AMLC said that the Human Security Act (HSA) lacks the provisions 
that would make the Philippines compliant with the United Nations Security Council resolution against 
the increase of foreign terrorist fighters. Specifically, they argued that the provisions such as defining a 
designated person and the unlawful acts of foreign terrorists; the designation of terrorist individuals, groups 
of persons, organizations or associations as well as those that grant the AMLC authority to investigate, 
inquire into, examine bank deposits and authority to freeze bank accounts; and that which defines the 
function of the Anti-terrorism Council, are non-negotiable. 

The country’s financial intelligence unit noted that if the Philippines fails to pass the law, the Philippines 
may be included in the list of countries with strategic deficiencies in its AML/CTF (anti-money laundering and 
counter-terrorist funding) framework.  

The proponents of the bill like Senator Panfilo Lacson cited that the Philippine ranks as the only country in 
Southeast Asia most impacted by terrorism. Worse, Philippines was included in the list of top ten countries 
which have been affected by terrorism attacks, based on the 2019 Global Terrorism Index.  He also stressed 
that the bill provides the shortest reglementary period of detention, which is 14 days – compared to other 
countries like Thailand with up to 30 days; Malaysia, up to two years; Singapore at 720 days extendible to an 
indefinite period of detention without formal charges and Indonesia, up to 120 additional days.

“Bayanihan to Recover As One” 

The Senate approved version of the Bayanihan to Recover as One establishes a P140-billion standby fund 
for the implementation of the following measures to respond to the pandemic: 

•  P10 billion for the procurement of COVID-19 testing and extraction kits to increase capacity and enhance 
the country’s health care services;

•  P15 billion for the implementation of the cash-for-work program and Tulong Panghanapbuhay sa Ating 
Disadvantaged/Displaced Workers (TUPAD);

•  P17 billion for the unemployment or involuntary separation assistance for displaced workers or employees;
•  P50 billion for infusion capital of government financial institutions (GFIs);
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Bills Senate House of Representatives

Excise Taxes for Alcohol Products and 
E-cigarettes 

Corporate Income Tax and Incentives 
Rationalization Act (CITIRA)

Repackaged as CREATE or Corporate Recovery 
and Tax Incentives for Enterprises Act 

Passive Income and Financial Intermediary 
Taxation Act (PIFITA)

Real Property Valuation and Assessment 
Reform Act 

Amendment of Foreign Investment Act (FIA)

Amendment of Public Service Act 

Amend Retail Trade Liberalization 

Enacted into Law – RA 11467

Signed on January 22, 2020

Sponsored by the Chairperson of the Senate 
Committee on Ways and Means on 
February 19, 2020

Certified Urgent by the President on 
March 9, 2020

Pending in the Senate Committee on 
Ways and Means 

Two hearings conducted 

Pending in the Committee on Ways and 
Means and Local Government and Finance

Pending Approval on Second reading

Pending in the Committee on Public Services, 
Economic Affairs and Finance

Pending in the Committee on Trade, 
Commerce and Entrepreneurship 

Passed on Third and Final Reading 
(September 13)

Passed on Third and Final Reading 
(September 10)

Passed on Third and Final Reading 
(November 25)

Passed on Third and Final Reading 
(September 9, 2019)

Passed on Third and Final Reading 
(March 11, 2020)

Passed on Third and Final Reading 
(March 11, 2020)

Chart 10
Economic Reform and Tax Reform Bills

•  P17 billion for the provision of direct cash subsidy, interest- free loans to qualified agri-fishery enterprises 
and farmers and fisherfolk;

•  P17 billion to fund of the Department of Transportation (DOTr) to assist “critically impacted” businesses 
in the transportation industry;

•  P10 billion for the Department of Tourism to assist “critically impacted” businesses in the tourism 
industry;

•  P3 billion to assist state universities and colleges in the development of smart campuses;
•  P1 billion for Technical Education and Skills Development Authority (TESDA) scholarships for displaced 

workers and overseas Filipino workers.

The bill does not only intend to extend the validity of the Bayanihan to Heal as One Act but it also provides 
measures to stimulate the micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), adopt a protocol in the conduct 
of PCR testing for the new coronavirus and strengthens response and recovery interventions to reduce the 
adverse impact of the health crisis. 

Bayanihan to Heal as One law has already expired on June 24. 

The House Committee on the Whole approved a similar version except that it allocated a higher standby 
fund amounting to P162 Billion which would be used to buy RT-PCR test kits and fund cash for work programs, 
low-interest loans, and cash subsidies to those affected and displaced by the pandemic. Just like the Senate 
version, it also seeks to provide a one-month emergency subsidy to qualified low income households who 
were not able to avail the first tranche of cash aid granted to 18 million families. 

Economic Reform/Tax-reform Bills 
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CITIRA now known as CREATE 

Despite being certified urgent as early as March this year, the CITIRA bill has not passed on Second reading 
in the Senate. The Department of Finance as well as the business groups have urged the Senate to accelerate 
the passage of the measure because it can also help bring the Philippines closer to the regional average, in 
terms of attracting more foreign investments, especially after the pandemic.

The amendments in CREATE seek to recover, rebuild and retain jobs, by offering businesses an unprecedented 
and outright 5 percent tax cut, thereby reducing the Corporate Income Tax (CIT) rate from 30 to 25 percent. 
This reduced CIT rate will allow businesses to recoup the unanticipated losses they incurred during the 
various stages of community quarantine across the nation. The passage of CREATE will be particularly vital 
to micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs), which make up 99 percent of the nation’s corporate 
taxpayers and employ a majority of Filipino workers.

According to Assistant Secretary Tony Lambino, the measure could lead to a drop of P42 billion reduction in 
our revenues if the first year of implementation and P625 billion for the succeeding five years. He noted that 
it is really the first time that the DOF has proposed to the Philippine Congress a revenue-eroding tax reform 
measure; but they need it to help Philippine businesses.   

Due to lack of material time, the Senate was not able to pass it on Third Reading before the end of the 
First Regular Session. 

The Senate, in an official statement, assured the public that they will take up the bill upon resumption of 
the session in July and work to pass it by the month of August. 

Foreign Investments Act Amendment 

On September 9, 2019, the House of Representatives approved the amendments to a law governing foreign 
investments in the Philippines. Under the measure, foreigners may own small and medium sized enterprises 
with a minimum paid-up capital of less than $100,000 if it involves advanced technology or it employs 
at least 15 direct employees. The proponents argue that the measure will attract more foreign investors.  
However, the bill remained pending for approval in Second Reading on the Senate since last year.   

Public Service Act Amendment

The House of Representatives approved on Third Reading on March 10, the bill which amends the decades-
old Commonwealth Act No. 146 or the Public Service Act lifting foreign ownership limits on certain sectors. If 
approved into law, the bill will also open the telecommunications and transport sectors to foreign ownership. 

The amendment in PSA will limit public utility to sectors engaged in electricity distribution and transmission 
as well as water pipeline distribution or sewerage pipeline system. 

Although the said measure is not cited as among the SONA priority measure of the President, the economic 
managers have pushed for the passage of this measure because they believe that the bill will significantly 
reduce equity restrictions in several service industries and encourage participation of foreign investors 
thereby fostering more competition in the Philippine market. 

However, the opposition law makers have argued that the measure is unconstitutional. This is because 
Section 11, Article XII of the 1987 Constitution currently reserves the ownership, operation, control and 
management of public utilities to Filipino citizens or to corporations or associations, and at least 60% of its 
capital stock should be owned by Filipinos. 

The said measure has not been approved by the Senate Committee on Public Services. 
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Bills Senate House of Representatives

Death penalty for heinous crimes 
related to illegal drugs and plunder

Trust Fund for Coconut Levy

Additional benefits for solo parents

Appointment of health workers 
in each barangay

Establishment of “Malasakit” centers 
in all government hospitals

Postpone barangay and SK elections 
to December 5, 2022

Pending in the Committee(s) 
on JUSTICE AND HUMAN RIGHTS; 
and CONSTITUTIONAL 
AMENDMENTS AND REVISION 
OF CODES;

Pending in the Committee on 
Agriculture and Food

Pending Second Reading 
approval in the Senate Plenary 

Pending in the Committee(s) on 
HEALTH AND DEMOGRAPHY; 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT; and 
FINANCE;

Pending in the Committee 
on JUSTICE

Pending in the Committee 
on Agriculture and Food

Approved by the Committee 
on REVISION OF LAWS; 
Pending in the Committee on 
Appropriations

Pending in the Committee on 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

Signed into Law: Republic Act RA11463

Signed into Law: Republic Act Number 11462 

Table 11
Status of SONA Priority Bills in the Senate and 

House of Representatives

Retail Trade Liberalization Act Amendment 

As part of the government’s thrusts to open the economy to more participation of foreign companies 
into the retail sector, the House of Representatives approved on Third Reading on March 11, the bill, which 
will amend the Retail Trade Liberalization Act. The measure aims to relax barriers for foreign investors. This 
includes setting up a minimum paid-up capital of US$ 200,000 as compared to the current US$ 2.5 million 
requirement. The bill also requires the removal of the requirement under present law for foreign investors 
to acquire shares of stock by foreign owned retail enterprises. 

The Joint Foreign Chambers of the Philippines (JFC) welcomes the passage of the bill in the Lower Chamber 
and noted that the measure will increase competition, create jobs, support tourism and improve consumer 
choice to the benefit of the economy and the Filipino consumer. 

However, the counterpart measure in the Senate is still pending in the Committee level.

SONA Priority Measures
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Bills Senate House of Representatives

Magna Carta for Barangays

Department of Overseas Filipinos

Corporate Income Tax and Incentives 
Reform Act (CITIRA)

Passive Income and Financial 
Intermediary Act (PIFITA) 
(Rationalized capital income taxation)

Increasing and Restructuring excise tax 
rates on Alcohol, and Heated Tobacco 
and Vape Products

Real Property Valuation and 
Assessment 

Salary standardization law, 
including teachers and nurses

National Academy of Sports 
System Act 

Government right sizing bill for 
decentralization

Department of Disaster Resilience

Department of Water Resources 
and Water Regulation 

Pending with the Committee(s) 
on LOCAL GOVERNMENT; and 
FINANCE;

Pending to the Committee(s) on 
LABOR, EMPLOYMENT AND 
HUMAN RESOURCES 
DEVELOPMENT; FOREIGN 
RELATIONS; and FINANCE;

Pending for Second Reading; 
Period of Interpellation

Pending the Committee on 
Ways and Means 

Pending in the Committee on 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT

Approved on Third and 
Final Reading

Approved on Third Reading

Approved on Third Reading 

Signed into Law : Republic Act 11467

Pending in the Committee on 
Ways and Means

Approved on Third Reading

Signed into Law: Republic Act 11466

Signed into Law: Republic Act 11470

Pending in the Committee(s) on 
CIVIL SERVICE, GOVERNMENT 
REORGANIZATION AND 
PROFESSIONAL REGULATION; 
and FINANCE;

Pending in the Committee on 
NATIONAL DEFENSE AND SECURITY, 
PEACE, UNIFICATION AND 
RECONCILIATION

Pending in the Committee(s) on 
PUBLIC SERVICES; CIVIL SERVICE, 
GOVERNMENT REORGANIZATION 
AND PROFESSIONAL REGULATION 
and FINANCE;

Referred to Stakeholders; 
Pending in the Committee on 
GOVERNMENT REORGANIZATION

Approved by the Committee 
on GOVERNMENT 
REORGANIZATION AND DISASTER 
MANAGEMENT; Pending for 
Second Reading Approval in 
the House Plenary

Approved by the Committee 
on GOVERNMENT 
REORGANIZATION and 
PUBLIC WORKS and HIGHWAYS; 
Pending in House Committee 
on Appropriations

Table 11
Status of SONA Priority Bills in the Senate and 

House of Representatives
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After the end of the First Regular Session, five SONA-priority measures have been passed into law, namely, 
the Postponement of the May 2020 Barangay and Sangguniang Kabataan Elections, Establishment of Malasakit 
Centers, Salary Standardization law which increased the salary of teachers and nurses, Tax reform measure 
which increased and restructured excise tax rates on alcohol, heated tobacco and the National Academy of 
Sports System Act. 

The following SONA-mentioned bills such as the Corporate Income Tax & Incentives Rationalization Act 
(CITIRA), the Passive Income and Financial Intermediary Taxation Act (PIFITA), the Real Property Valuation 
and Assessment Act, and the Creation of the Department of Filipinos Overseas and Foreign Employment have 
already been passed in the House of Representatives on third and final reading.

In the Senate, the bill on the Creation of Department of Overseas Filipinos remained pending in the 
Committee on Labor and Employment. 

Meanwhile, another measure that the President wants the Legislative branch to prioritize is the creation 
of the Department of Disaster Resilience, which is still in the level of plenary deliberations in the House of 
Representatives, while in the Senate it is pending in the Committee level. 

  1 Dated June 27, 2020, accessed through @inquirerdotnet

  2 Dated April 18, 2020

  3 Dated March 21, 2020

  4 Dated June 13, 2020, accessed through  https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/world/2020-06-13/democracy-
versus-pandemic)
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