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Overview

Six months into the crisis, the Duterte administration has yet to come up with a strategic or holistic plan 
to mitigate the expansive and devastating impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The 3rd quarter of 2020 represents another challenging pandemic period in Philippine politics and 
governance. As the country continues to struggle to overcome the ravaging impact of the health (and 
economic) crisis, POLITIKA will not be able to present the usual performance ratings of national government 
leaders.

In lieu of the performance ratings, the first section of this issue will present the public perception of 
pandemic realities being experienced by Filipinos, courtesy still of the Social Weather Stations (SWS) Mobile 
Phone Survey. Through such, the different dimensions of the pandemic impact are accounted for. Underlined 
in this section is the myopic guidance being provided by piecemeal governance, where Filipinos are left 
hanging and fending for themselves. 

As the Stratbase ADR Institute resolutely promotes regional and international rules-based system, the 
second section illustrates the state-of-play in international and regional politics. Centering on China’s 
aggressive and expansionist agenda, it explains how their actions affect the interplay between international 
and regional politics vis-à-vis domestic politics.

On the Legislative side, the accomplishments and updates of legislation in the Senate and the House of 
Representatives under the Second Regular Session of the 18th Congress are presented. Among these are the 
State of the Nation Address priority bills and their status, Bayanihan to Recover As One Act (Bayanihan II), 
Economic Reform Bills, and the Proposed National Budget for FY 2021.

For the third section, the realignment of budget, economic reform bills, and the deliberations for the 2021 
national budget were considered crucial policy developments that will shape the post-pandemic recovery of 
the country. On this note, monitoring of the public hearings and the policy landscape is a first step towards 
active engagement from all stakeholders of society to promote transparency and accountability.
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Figure 1
Projected Impact of COVID-19 on Poverty

Source: Oxfam

Additional people in poverty due to a 20% income drop caused by a Covid-19 recession*
*Poverty level- people earning below $5.50 per day

I.  Piecemeal Governance and Societal Disconnect

State of Pandemic Impact

With the ravaging crisis and the rising opportunism compounded by the impact of the pandemic on nations 
and societies, a new deal has to be forged between governments and citizens. A deal centered on holistic 
governance that is both responsive and participative with the inclusion of different sectors and stakeholders 
of society.

While piecemeal governance only sheds light on the parochial type of managing the risks and threats that 
confront us, the health crisis needs more “governing” in order to mitigate its devastating and expansive 
effects.

Globally, the state of the pandemic impact could mean that as many as “100 million extra people could be 
pushed to extreme poverty (living on less than US$ 1.90 a day) by the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on 
the global economy” (World Bank). In turn, “a total of half a billion people could be pushed into poverty by 
COVID-19,” according to Oxfam (Figure 1).1  

In the Philippine context, Philippine Institute for Development Studies (PIDS) reported in its August 2020 
study: “We find that in a (medium case) scenario of declines of incomes by 10 percent across the entire 
income distribution, the number of poor Filipinos can increase by 5.5 million, but with the emergency 
financial subsidies (i.e., the social amelioration program and the small business wage subsidy in. place) that 
targeted 90 percent of households, the worsening of poverty conditions has been managed so that only 1.5 
million would fall into poverty, i.e., 4 million less than expected number of Filipinos falling into poverty.”2 

Amidst the pandemic, however, traditional politicking remains present in government policies. Partisan 
priorities, instead of the national welfare, continue to characterize the national budget and legislation, 
i.e., the death penalty, threats and accusations against Globe and Smart, and incredible narratives versus 
“oligarchies.” Such is done in lieu of a comprehensive and national program for the new normal that could 
provide strategic governance and guidance for the sub-national and local governments. 

Executive and legislative efforts could have also been exerted in pinpointing and strategizing economic 
recovery for the new normal, and in facilitating and transforming economic drivers, e.g., digital infrastructure 
and transformation.
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SWS September 17-20, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey
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Total
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* May 2020 and July 2020: Mobile phone interviews of 15+ year-old (May 2020) and 18+ year-old (July and 
September 2020) respondents. July 1998-December 2019: Face-to-face interviews of 18+ year-old respondents.
Q: In the last 3 months, did it happen even once that your family experienced hunger and not have anything to 
eat? [Moderate: Only once + A few times; Severe: Often + Always]
Note: Don’t Know and Refused responses are not shown. 

Figure 2
Public Perception on Hunger, September 2020

Public Perception on Pandemic Realities

Trade-offs have been inevitable in the everyday life during this phenomenal health crisis. Given the 
uncertainty of lockdown and quarantine measures, the situation made a dent in the life perceptions of 
Filipinos across various dimensions. The findings of the SWS July 3-6 & September 17-20 2020 National Mobile 
Phone Survey reveal the following evidence.

Hunger

Involuntary hunger peaked to “a record-high of 30.7%, or an estimated 7.6 million households.” From May 
to September, therefore, hunger is steadily rising and reaching new peaks.

Broken down to two categories, “the 30.7% Hunger rate in September 2020 is the sum of 22.0% (est. 5.5 
million families) who experienced Moderate Hunger and 8.7% (est. 2.2 million families) who experienced 
Severe Hunger.”

Across geographic areas, hunger also registered “new-record highs in the Visayas, Mindanao, and Metro 
Manila;” where hunger “rose in the Visayas, up from 27.2% (est. 1.3 million families) in July 2020 to a new 
record-high 40.7% (est. 1.9 million families) in September 2020,” in Mindanao, “up from 24.2% (est. 1.4 
million families) in July 2020 to a new record-high 37.5% (est. 2.1 million families) in September 2020,” and 
in “Metro Manila, up from 16.3% (est. 546,000 families) in July 2020 to a new record-high 28.2% (est. 941,000 
families) in September 2020.” In Balance Luzon, although not reaching a new-record high, hunger “also rose, 
up from 17.8% (est. 2.0 million families) in July 2020 to 23.8% (est. 2.6 million families) in September 2020.
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SWS September 17-20, 2020
National Mobile Phone Survey
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Q: In the last 3 months, did it happen even once that your family experienced hunger and not have anything to eat? [Moderate: Only once + A few times; Severe: Often + Always] 
Note: Don’t Know and Refused responses are not shown. 

* May 2020 – September 2020: Mobile phone interviews of 15+ year-old (May 2020) and 18+ year-old (July and September 2020) respondents. July 1998-December 2019: 
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Figure 3
Public Perception on Hunger by area, September 2020 
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*Base: Total Interviews **Base: Among 73% with at least little knowledge of the Ebola virus

SWS September 17-20, 2020
National Mobile Phone Survey

SARS 2003, Bird Flu 2004 & 2006, Swine Flu 2009 and Ebola 2014 Q. Gaano po kayo nababahala na kayo o sino man sa inyong pamilya ay makakuha ng “...”? Kayo po ba ay (SHOWCARD)?  
(LUBOS NA NABABAHALA, MEDYO NABABAHALA, NABABAHALA NG KAUNTI O HINDI NABABAHALA)

COVID-19 MAY, JULY & SEP 2020 Q. Kayo po ba ay nababahala o hindi nababahala na kayo o sino man sa inyong pamilya ay magkasakit ng COVID-19? Kayo po ba ay (READ OUT)?
(LUBOS NA NABABAHALA, MEDYO NABABAHALA, NABABAHALA NG KAUNTI O HINDI NABABAHALA)

Figure 4
Public Perception on Degree of Worry in Catching COVID-19 and Other Infections, September 2020

Worry About Catching COVID-19

The degree of comfort in going back to work weighs the same as the degree of wariness on contracting 
the virus.

The condition of Filipinos being worried about catching COVID-19 is still high, registering at 85%, with 
Balance of Luzon showing the highest rate at 87%, followed by the Visayas at 84%, Metro Manila at 83%, and 
Mindanao at 80%.

Generally, Filipinos are “worried a great deal,” and such is incomparable to the wariness about the past 
pandemics or diseases that have plagued our society.
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WORRY ABOUT CATCHING COVID-19: 
BY AREA , MAY TO SEP 2020

May 4-10 Mobile phone survey 
    Worried a great deal/somewhat
          Worried a great deal
          Somewhat worried
     Worried a little
     Not worried
July 3-6 Mobile phone survey 
    Worried a great deal/somewhat
          Worried a great deal
          Somewhat worried
     Worried a little
     Not worried
Sept 17-20 Mobile phone survey 
    Worried a great deal/somewhat
          Worried a great deal
          Somewhat worried
     Worried a little
     Not worried
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Note: Don’t know and non-response are not shown. Figures are correctly rounded.
Q. Kayo po ba ay nababahala o hindi nababahala na kayo o sino pamilya ay MAGKASAKIT ng COVID-19? Kayo po ba ay…(READ OUT) 

LUBOS NA NABABAHALA, MEDYO NABABAHALA, NABABAHALA NANG KAUNTI o HINDI NABABAHALA?

SWS September 17-20, 2020
National Mobile Phone Survey

Figure 5
Public Perception on Degree of Worry in Catching COVID-19 and other infections by Area, 

September 2020

Figure 6
Public Perception on Degree of Comfort Going to Work, July 2020  

SWS September 17-20, 2020
National Mobile Phone Survey

*Net figures (% Very Somewhat Comfortable minus % Not very/Not at all Comfortable) are correctly rounded 
**BeseL Total adult Filipinos who has a job.

Note: Blank Spaces are Don’t know, Refused, and to working now/Never worked (volunteered) responses.

Q. Kung sakali po na community quarantine o lockdown ay magtatapos sa susunod na buwan gaano po kayo ka-komportableng gawin ang mga 
sumusunod tulad ng ginagawa po ninyo bago magsimula ang krisis sa COVID-19?

(RANDOM ORDER) (Lubos na komportable, Medyo komportable, Medyo hindi komportable, Lubos na hindi komportable)
a. Pagpasok sa inyong pinagta-trabuhan

b. Pagdalo sa mga serbisyong pang-relihiyon tulad ng pagpunta sa simbahan o mosque

DEGREE OF COMFORT ABOUT GOING TO WORK 
AND ATTENDING RELIGIOUS SERVICES IN CASE 

THE LOCKDOWNS ENDS: PHILIPPINES, JULY 3-6, 2020
Very 

Comfortable
Fairly

Comfortable
Not Very 

Comfortable
Not at all

Comfortable Net*

Going to Work**

Attending religious 
services

(Base: 47% who have a job)

% of adults

+15

+9

55%

45%

40%

54%

20 34 26 13

17 28 36 18

Comfortability About Going to Work

SWS disclosed that “55% of working Filipinos feel comfortable about going to work, and 45% of adults feel 
comfortable about going to church, in case the community quarantine ends.”
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SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey
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OPINION ON WHICH GOVERNMENT UNIT IS MORE RESPONSIBLE 
FOR SOLVING THE COVID-19 CRSIS: PHILIPPINES, JUL 3-6, 2020

2%

Q. Sa inyong palagay sino sa dalawang ito ang mas may 
responsibilidad sa pagdulas sa krisis ng COVID-19? 
Ito po ba ay ang gobyernong nasyonal na pinamumunuan 
ng Pangulo o mga gobyernong local na pinamumunuan 
ng mga gobernadora at mayor?

Figure 8
Public Opinion on Responsibility of Solving COVID-19 Crisis, July 2020

Figure 7
Public Perception on Degree of Comfort Going to Work by Area, July 2020 

*Net figures (% Comfortable minus % Uncomfortable) are correctly rounded. Figures in parentheses are base proportions of those with jobs. 
Don’t know, Refused, and Not working now/Never worked (volunteered) are not shown.

Q. Kung sakali po na ang community quarantine o lockdown ay magtapos sa susunod na buwan, gaano po kayo ka-komportableng gawin ang mga 
sumusunod tulad ng ginagawa po ninyo bago magsimula ang krisis sa COVID-19? 

(RANDOM ORDER) PAGPASOK SA INYONG PINAGTA_TRABAHUHAN
(Lubos na komportable, Medyo komportable, Medyo hindi komportable, Lubos na hindi komportable)

SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey

DEGREE OF COMFORT ABOUT GOING TO WORK 
IN CASE THE LOCKDOWNS ENDS: BY AREA, 

JULY 3-6, 2020 (Base: Those with jobs)

PH
Metro 
Manila

Bal. 
Luzon Visayas Mindanao

COMFORTABLE
 Very comfortable
 Fairly comfortable

UNCOMFORTABLE
 Not very comfortable
 Not at all comfortable
NET*

(47%)
55%
20
34

40
26
13
+15

(47%)
45%
12
33

50
36
15
-5

(47%)
55%
22
33

39
26
12
+16

(45%)
50%
14
36

46
29
17
+4

(49%)
64%
28
36

31
20
11
+33

According to geographical area, comfort about going to work is highest in Mindanao (64%), followed by 
Balance Luzon (55%), the Visayas (50%), and Metro Manila (45%).

Responsibility of National and Local Government

As to who is more culpable in addressing the crisis, SWS revealed that 3 out of 5 Filipinos say the national 
government, rather than the local government, is more responsible for solving the COVID-19 crisis; while 23% 
say the local government, rather than the national government, is more responsible for solving the COVID-19 
crisis, and 14% volunteered to say that the two government units are equally responsible for solving the 
COVID-19 crisis.
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SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey
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Figure 9
Adult Labor Force Employment Rate (SWS and PSA), July 2020

Figure 10
Status of Adult Employment Based on Time, by Area, July 2020

SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey

SWS JOB STATUS, AND TIME WHEN THE JOBLESS LOST THEIR 
JOBS/LIVELIHOOD, BY AREA, JUL 2020 (Base: Total Adults)

Note: Blank spaces are Don’t Know and Refused.
Q. KUNG WALANG TRABAHO/KABUHAYAN NGAYON PERO MAYROON DATI: Kailan pa po kayo nawalan ng trabaho o 

pinagkakakitaan?  Ito po ba ay bago pa magka krisis sa COVID-19 o ngayon lang habang may krisis sa COVID-19? 
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Joblessness

In the aspect of joblessness, SWS reported that adult joblessness registered another record-breaking rate 
of 45.5%; a 28-point increase from 17.5% in December 2019, and a new record-high since the 34.4% in March 
2012. Accordingly, “the estimated numbers of jobless adults were 27.3 million in July 2020 and 7.9 million in 
December 2019.”

“Adults who are jobless consists of those who (a) voluntarily left their old jobs, (b) are seeking jobs for 
the first time, or (c) lost their jobs due to economic circumstances beyond their control.”

The survey also found that “one out of five (21%) adult Filipinos – or half of the 42% with no job/livelihood 
at the time of the interview – lost their job/livelihood during the COVID-19 crisis. The other 21% lost their 
job/livelihood before the crisis.” 
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SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey
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Figure 11
Historical Status of Adult Employment, by Area, July 2020

 Joblessness was “highest in Balance Luzon (23%), followed by the Visayas (19%), Mindanao (19%), and 
Metro Manila (18%). The 28-point surge in the national joblessness rate was due to increases of 31 points in 
the Visayas, 29 points in Metro Manila, 28 points in Balance Luzon, and 25 points in Mindanao.” Further, the 
condition “rose in Metro Manila is 43.5% in July 2020. It rose in Balance Luzon, to 45.2% in July 2020, rose in 
the Visayas, to 46.6% in July 2020, and also rose in Mindanao, to 46.5% in July 2020.”

Quality-of-Life to Worsen

Given the situation of hunger and joblessness, net optimism is very low. The same survey showed that 
“36% of adult Filipinos expect their quality-of-life to worsen in the next 12 months.”

The expectation of the quality-of-life to worsen is termed as optimism or pessimism. Aside from net 
optimism being very low (-10 and below), Net Optimism improves in all areas except Balance Luzon. Naturally, 
a lower net optimism is expected among ‘Losers,’ among hungry families, and those who did not receive 
government-money help.

Interestingly, Net Optimism hardly varied with job status, registering at -9 among those who have a job and 
-10 among those who do not. However, it is lower among those who never had a job (-15) than among those 
who do not have a job at the time of the survey but used to have one (-9).
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SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey

Notes: Don’t know and non-responses are not shown. All points before the broken lines are from
 face-to-face surveys while those after are from mobile phone surveys.

Q7. Sa inyong opinion, ano ang magiging uri ng inyong pamumuhay sa darating na 12 buwan? Masasabi ba ninyo 
na ang uri ng inyong pamumuhay ay… BUBUTI (“OPTIMIST”), KAPAREHO LANG, O SASAMA (“PESSIMIST”)?

EXPECTED CHANGE  IN PERSONAL QUALITY-OF-LIFE
IN THE NEXT 12 MONTHS, TOTAL PHILIPPINES,

APR 1984 TO JUL 2020
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Figure 12
Public Opinion on Personal Quality of Life, July 2020

Figure 13
Public Opinion on Personal Quality of Life, Net Optimism, July 2020

SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey

Notes: * Net Personal Optimism (% Personal Optimists minus % Personal Pessimists), correctly rounded. 
Don’t know and non-responses are not shown. All points before the broken lines are from 

face-to-face surveys while those after are from mobile phone surveys.  

Q7. Sa inyong opinyon, ano ang magiging uri ng inyong pamumuhay sa darating na 12 buwan? 
Masasabi ba ninyo na ang uri ng inyong pamumuhay ay… BUBUTI (“PERSONAL OPTIMIST”), 

KAPAREHO LANG, O SASAMA (“PERSONAL PESSIMIST”)?
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SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey

Q. Sa darating na 12 buwan, ano sa palagay ninyo ang mangyayari sa ekonomiya ng Pilipinas?  
Masasabi ba ninyo na ito ay bubuti, kapareho lang, sasama, o hindi alam?

Optimists: “Bubuti”    Pessimists: “Sasama” 

EXPECTED CHANGE IN THE ECONOMY, PHILIPPINES, 
SEP 1998 TO JUL 2020

Figure 14
Public Opinion on Philippine Economy, July 2020

Economic Optimism and Pessimism

In terms of optimism and pessimism with regard to the economy, “40% of adult Filipinos expect the 
economy to worsen in the next 12 months,” registering the highest rate in over 12 years, since the 52% in 
June 2008. On the other hand, the 30% Economic Optimists in July 2020 is the lowest in over five years, since 
the 27% in March 2015.

Worst is Yet to Come

As pessimism is seemingly becoming a trend, SWS reported that Filipinos fearing “the worst of the COVID-19 
crisis is yet to come” rose to 57%, from 47% in May 2020 to 57% in July 2020, while those saying “the worst 
is behind us” fell from 44% in May 2020 to 35% in July 2020, while those who did not give an answer stayed 
at 8%.”

In terms of geographical area, the fear that “the worst is yet to come” is now highest in Metro Manila at 
70% (up by 20 points from 50% in May 2020), followed by the Visayas at 61% (up by 7 points from 54%), 
Balance Luzon at 56% (up by 13 points from 43%), and Mindanao at 49% (barely moving from 48%).

Figure 16. Public Opinion on COVID-19 Crisis, By Area, July 2020
 
Figure 17 represents the opinion comparing the optimism and pessimism between the Philippines, the 

United States, and Canada.
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Figure 15
Public Opinion on COVID-19 Crisis, July 2020

Figure 16
Public Opinion on Philippine Economy, July 2020
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OPINION ON WHETHER “THE WORST IS BEHIND US” OR “THE WORST IS YET TO 
COME” REGARDING THE COVID-19 CRISIS: PHILIPPINES, MAY AND JUL 2020

Q3. Alin po sa mga ito ang mas naglalarawan sa inyong nararamdaman sa inyong nararamdaman tungol sa krisis 
sa Covid-19 sa Pilipinas? Sa tingin po ninyo…LUMIPAS NA ANG PINAKAMALALA o MAS LALALA PA ITO? (ROTATE OPTIONS)

SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey

Metro Bal.
PH Manila Luzon Visayas Mindanao

May 4-10, 2020 
The worst is behind us 44% 43% 49% 38% 42%
The worst is yet to come 47 50 43 54 48
Don't know/Refused 8 7 8 8 10

July 3-6, 2020 
The worst is behind us 35 26 35 33 41
The worst is yet to come 57 70 56 61 49
Don't know/Refused 8 4 9 5 10

OPINION ON WHETHER THE WORST IS BEHIND US OR THE WORST IS YET TO COME 
REGARDING THE COVID-19 CRISIS: BY AREA, MAY AND JUL 2020

Q3: Alin po sa mga ito ang mga naglalarawan sa inyong nararamdaman tungkol sa krisis sa Covid-19 sa Pilipinas? 
Sa tinging po ninyo… LUMIPAS NA ANG PINAKAMALALA O MAS LALALA PA ITO? (ROTATE OPTIONS)

SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey

Figure 17
Comparative Public Opinion on COVID-19 Crisis, By Country, July 2020
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a Social Weather Stations   b Pew Research Center’s American Trend Panel (ATP)
c Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF) Health Tracking Poll   d Abacus Data
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Figure 18
Released Allotments for the Government’s COVID-19 Response Programs in Billions 

(as of June 30, 2020)

Source: Department of Budget and Management and Department of Finance

Government Response to the Pandemic

Amid the health crisis, piecemeal governance has become a trend where the president and the pandemic 
task force assigned provide staggered leadership. 

Left hanging in the balance, people across varying socioeconomic levels remain patient and hopeful in 
getting some sense of guidance from the government through traditional and online media outlets. Local 
government leaders have also made it a routine to announce area-specific updates through its media.

The arrogant posture of the Duterte administration, at the onset, has been suspect. With vague plans and 
the mouthful flaunting that the country has the budget and that the disease will subside sooner or later, 
communities were left to fend for themselves.

Remarkably, however, the government response to the pandemic has involved massive allocations, loans, 
and financial actions to reduce the social, public health, and economic damages of the pandemic. The first 
of these was Bayanihan I, whose most visible action in the public eye was the Social Amelioration Program, 
or SAP. One of the key characteristics of state response to the pandemic was devolving the responsibility of 
disbursement and implementation to the barangay (township) level and involving the Philippine National 
Police (PNP) and other state forces.

In the coming months, there are three major financial actions that will build potential pressures and 
increase the risk of corrupt practices. These are Bayanihan II, the 2021 National Budget, and additional aid 
and loans.

Figure 18 lists the COVID-19 budget of government agencies in terms of allocation and cash allocation. The 
total cash allocations as of September 14, 2020 amount to PHP 359,096,956,077.25. Figure 19, on the other 
hand, breaks down the entire 4.506 trillion 2021 budget by sector.

P
O

L
ÍT

IK
A

14         QUARTERLY          SEPTEMBER 2020



In the aspect of testing and medical facilities, there are one-hundred four (104) licensed Reverse 
Transcription–Polymerase Chain Reaction (RT-PCR) and thirty-two (32) GeneXpert laboratories that 
can conduct tests for the coronavirus, as of September 29, 2020. From July 23 to September 19, an 
average of 33,856 tests have been conducted daily, with a turn-around of 24 to 48 hours for results. 
The country has so far tested over 3.47 million individuals in total, as recently reported by the 
Department of Health.

 
In the middle of September, Malacañang Palace proclaimed that the Philippines has the best 

testing policy in the whole of Asia and probably in the whole world because the country had 
exceeded three million tests and that exceeds international recommendation of about testing 3 
percent of the total population.

However, the efforts and the amount that have been spent or allocated by the government seems 
to not have a dent at the perceptional level of the Filipinos. While hunger continues to rise (a 
record high of 30.7%), the degree of comfort about going to work during the pandemic is somewhat 
still compromised (although 20% feel very comfortable and 34% fell fairly comfortable). However, 
joblessness accounts for 21% of adults losing their job/livelihood in the time of pandemic.

Further, the billions of pesos that have been allocated or spent did not have an impact on the 
level of pessimism among Filipinos; where in the next 12 months, 36% of adult Filipinos expect their 
quality-of-life to worsen and where 36% are pessimists and 24% are optimists. 

At the perceptional level, and greatly onto the experiential level, the degree of pessimism lurking 
around about the virus and its devastating economic impact could be further supported by the 
degree of wariness among our population, where 85% are indeed worried about catching the disease.

Social Connections and Disconnects

Governance, above all, should be citizen-responsive. Being responsive, however, entails the 
simultaneous delivery of effective public services and the provision of leadership to a nation 
beleaguered by a pandemic.

On the delivery of public services, the sentiments of the population in this time of health and 
economic crisis warrant national attention and not parochial or piecemeal governance. The token 
character of social protection has been made more evident as the economic crisis continues to 
exacerbate poverty and inequality. Moreover, the frailty of the Philippine healthcare system has 
been exhibited by the lack of accessibility and capability of providing healthcare services to the 
population and, consequentially, exposed the corruption within the health-affiliated government 
agency, PhilHealth.

In terms of leadership, the crisis demands strategic governance in order to weave local and 
national interests and needs. On the reverse side, piecemeal governance simply reinforces partisan 
leadership and politics, and entrenches populist rhetoric and polarization in society, and plainly not 
at all inclusive.

Further, strategic governance points out the limits of the whole-of-government approach in 
managing the affairs of society, more so in mitigating the impacts of a pandemic. To be citizen- and 
socially- responsive, governance should be enveloped by a whole-of-society approach that is multi-
stakeholder oriented, publicly-and-privately driven, and civil society participatory. In this sense, 
local, sub-national, and national interests and concerns are processed and translated into concrete 
policies and government actions. 

The July Stratbase briefs on health and inequality provide the following next steps into the new 
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normal. For health, the brief entitled, “Continuing public health challenges of Wuhan virus pandemic, 
economic consequences of failure, and the second wave,” elucidates as follows:

“Managing the crisis at the national level depends on the country’s capacity to respond and control 
the spread of the virus. Its impact to the economy may take several months, or even years, until a 
cure, such as a vaccine, is in place. 

For the Philippines, reviving the economy cannot wait until this pandemic is completely over. 
However, the government should also be able to strike the balance between reopening the economy 
and upgrading the country’s health care system.”

With regard to managing inequality risks, the brief entitled “The Challenge of Inequality as the Pandemic 
Aggravates Generational Disparities in Income, Jobs, and Opportunities” explains accordingly:

“Generation inequality has been expanded and transformed into being inter-generational under this 
pandemic. In the act of balancing between the essential and non-essential services, complications and 
hard choices may be avoided if we have a good health care system and well-placed social protection.”

And as a way forward, it further emphasized:

“Further, the challenge of inequality can be mitigated if recovery, in the next new normal or under 
a post-pandemic scenario, is people- and service-oriented, health-centered, and multi-stakeholder in 
character.

With the benefit of hindsight, engaging the private sector and civil society has provided the 
government with more resources and a far more comprehensive approach in dealing with this health 
crisis and jumpstarting the economy. A more unifying tone instead of divisive rhetoric, clear plans 
and harmonized execution of policies that are backed by sound data and science will go a long way 
inspiring cooperation and confidence to defeat and recover from this crisis.”

Capturing the state of the pandemic impact and what needs to be done is embodied in a statement by 
Stratbase ADR Institute President, Prof. Dindo Manhit, published by the Philippine Daily Inquirer on August 
21, 2020.

“What Filipinos need is a new deal with the government. In this deal, transparency and accountability 
in the distribution of relief must be ensured. Second, the necessary institutional reforms in terms of 
achieving a stable and balanced policy environment and pressing economic reforms related to an 
investment- and a stakeholder-driven economy should be implemented; alongside with the observance 
of the rule of law. And third, a clear and a multi-stakeholder road to recovery needs to be charted.”

II.  U.S.-China Row and Duterte’s 
Opaque Diplomacy Amidst Pandemic

What makes this pandemic time more challenging is the interplay between international, regional, and 
domestic politics. On one hand, the U.S.-China strategic competition rages on during this pandemic. On the 
other hand, Duterte’s foreign policy and diplomacy continues to dangle in confusion.

The COVID-19 Pandemic and the U.S.-China Strategic Confrontation3 

Prior to the global outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, U.S.-China relations had been in a state of dramatic 
change. At the onset of his term, President Donald Trump has described China and Russia as “rival powers”—
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that seek to challenge American influence, values, and wealth.  Between the two regional powers, American 
policymakers gave more attention to China since they have recognized that its increasing power and 
influence has the potential to reshape the regional order favorable to its interests. From Washington’s 
perspective, China is considered a revisionist power that seeks to reorder the region to its advantage by 
leveraging on modernization, influence operations, and predatory economics to coerce other nations.  

In late 2017, President Trump utilized the strategic competition with China as the centerpiece of American 
foreign policy. This competition is characterized by U.S. forceful pushbacks and initiatives against what the 
administration claimed as unfair Chinese trade practices, cyberespionage, unlawful maritime expansion, 
military intimidation of American allies and security partners in East Asia, and global propaganda campaigns 
directed against the Western Alliance. 

From Strategic Competition to Confrontation

The Trump administration’s policy toward China is based on a “principal realism” approach that emphasizes 
Washington’s willingness to cooperate with Beijing wherever possible but more openly complains about 
Chinese behavior, most specifically in the South China Sea, which “calls into question China’s broader 
goals.” The COVID-19 pandemic, however, changed the dynamics of U.S.-China strategic competition as the 
two great powers are currently locked in an antagonistic relationship that could trigger a major conflict in 
the 21st century.

After successfully containing the spread of the COVID-19 epidemic in its territory in March 2020, China 
launched a major diplomatic and humanitarian offensive aimed at assisting countries that are struggling 
against the raging pandemic. It deployed medical experts and delivered rapid diagnostic testing kits and 
protective medical gears to the Philippines, Serbia, Spain, Iran, and Italy. From East Asia to the Middle 
East, China provided or offered humanitarian and medical assistance in the form of medical expertise 
and equipment. China’s success in containing the spread of the epidemic in the country and its efforts 
in extending medical assistance to the global community emboldened Chinese officials and diplomats to 
conduct a propaganda campaign against the U.S. and its Western European allies.

On March 13, a Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesperson accused the U.S. of spreading the 
virus to Wuhan City that became the center of the country’s coronavirus epidemic. In his Twitter account, 
Chinese Foreign Minister Spokesperson Zhao Lijiang claimed that the U.S. Army brought the virus to China. 
Relying on a statement by the director of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) during 
a congressional hearing, Mr. Zhao inferred that the infection actually began in the U.S. and that American 
military personnel brought the virus to China during their participation in the 2019 Military World Games that 
was held in Wuhan in October.  Interestingly, after criticizing American officials for politicizing the pandemic, 
Chinese officials and news outlets flaunted the unfounded theory that COVID-19 is actually an American 
disease that might have been introduced by members of the United States Army.

In his March 23 speech in the White House, President Trump accused Beijing of concealing the outbreak first 
detected in Wuhan that has become a pandemic that paralyzed the U.S. Health officials in the administration 
denounced China’s resistance to share data about the virus and warned that China has the power to 
interfere with medical supply chains into the U.S. The administration also entertained clamours from several 
American commentators and legislators who were calling for American businesses to domestically produce 
vital medicines and equipment to reduce U.S. dependence on Chinese manufacturers and importers. It 
also raised questions on the degree of decoupling the U.S. and its allies, and the need to undertake 
measures vis-a-vis the Chinese economy by diversifying their supply chain and being less dependent on 
manufacturing industries based in China. Finally, key cabinet members called for a more confrontation 
posture toward China as they warned that a fast-growing China, under Mr. Xi’s increasingly authoritarian 
rule, seeks military, economic, and technological domination over the U.S. and its allies. 
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Across the Board Confrontations

This has generated heightened frictions and across-the-board confrontations in the following realms: a) 
military and security matters; b) ideological and political issues; c) commercial, technological, and even 
medical fields; d) economic and diplomatic influence in the Indo-Pacific region; and e) in four geostrategic 
powder kegs—Taiwan Straits, South and East China Sea, and the Korean Peninsula. In all these domains, 
the U.S.-China strategic confrontation has become pervasive and volatile in a maritime realm that is at the 
Philippines’ doorstep—the South China Sea.

Duterte Administration (Finally) Acknowledges the Value 
of the Philippine-U.S. Alliance4 

In late 2016, President Rodrigo Duterte declared his goal to chart an independent foreign policy for the 
Philippines. He showed his hostility to the country’s long and only treaty ally, the United States (U.S), 
branding it as a colonial and imperial power that has failed its former colony, the Philippines. He accused the 
U.S. of providing the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) with obsolete military equipment and of being 
an unreliable ally that will never assist the Philippines in an armed conflict even with the 1951 Philippine-
U.S. Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT). Instead of the U.S., Duterte sought closer diplomatic and economic 
relations with China. He hoped that closer economic relations between the Philippines and China would 
foster economic interdependence between the two countries. In turn, this would de-escalate their territorial 
disputes over the South China Sea.

Less than two years before its term ends in 2022, the Duterte administration is now singing a different 
tune. Two ranking officials of the Duterte Administration publicly acknowledged the importance of the 
Philippine-U.S. alliance in particular, and the presence of American forward-deployed forces in Asia in 
general. In late August, Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro Locsin declared, in a TV interview, that 
the Philippines would invoke the MDT if China attacks any Philippine Navy (PN) ships in the South China Sea. 
He also claimed that “it would be in the Philippines’ interests for the U.S. to maintain its military presence 
in the region,” as he reiterated that the country “never stopped cooperation” with its long-time and only 
formal treaty ally.

Another ranking Duterte Administration official who publicly admitted the importance of the alliance 
was incoming Chairman of the Joint Chief-of-Staff of the AFP, Lieutenant General Gilbert Gape. During his 
confirmation hearing, he publicly declared the alliance’s value since “The Philippines is still really dependent 
on the U.S.” to maintain the “bulk of our (the AFP’s) equipment.” General Gape admitted that “The Philippine 
armed forces received “roughly U.S.$50million a year for the maintenance of our (the AFP’s) aircraft, naval 
vessels, and ground equipment like tanks.” 

Domestic Actors at Play

The change in the Duterte Administration’s view on the alliance could be attributed to how domestic 
actors, especially the Philippine military, were able to limit Manila’s pivot to Beijing and maintained the 
close security relations with Washington. In particular, the AFP has a close defense relationship with the 
U.S. Armed Services. The 1998 Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA) facilitates the entry of U.S. troops and their 
advanced military hardware into the Philippines, where they conduct 300 military exercises with the AFP 
annually, focusing on humanitarian assistance and risk reduction (HADR), counterterrorism, maritime security, 
and civic operations. From 2016-2019, Washington provided Manila with military assistance amounting to 
U.S.$554million, including U.S.$267million in foreign military financing for the acquisition of defense articles. 

Since 2016, President Duterte has ordered the AFP to develop closer military and defense ties with China’s 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) through joint military exercises. The AFP, however, believes that closer ties 
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with the PLA will mean accommodating China’s maritime expansion in the South China Sea and acceptance 
of Chinese occupation of land features deep inside the Philippines Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). 

In several meetings between the two military services, AFP officers were estranged by their PLA counter-
parts who are adamant and vocal about China’s undisputable ownership of the South China Sea despite the 
2016 United Nations Convention of the Sea (UNCLOS) awards to the Philippines. This year, the Department of 
Foreign Affairs (DFA) filed several diplomatic protests against China, with two involving incidents between the 
AFP and the PLA. One was over an encounter where a Chinese navy corvette pointed its Gun Direction Finder 
(GDF) at a Philippine Navy (PN) anti-submarine frigate near Rizal Bank. The other one was about alleged 
harassments of Philippine Air Force (PAF) reconnaissance aircraft near Scarborough Shoal.  

Shifting View on the Alliance

The two ranking Philippine officials’ statements marked the first time since 2016 that the Duterte 
Administration openly admitted that the country’s defense posture depends on the Philippine-U.S. alliance. 
This indicates an incremental shift in Philippines’ policy away from Beijing to one that is more aligned with 
a specific U.S. policy of challenging expansive Chinese claims in the South China Sea. Externally, this is a 
reaction to renewed Chinese aggressiveness in the South China Sea in the light of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Domestically, this is because of the current administration’s growing sensitivity to the public’s distrust of 
China that runs deep, particularly within the Philippine military, whose officers still look at China’s motives 
and actions within the context of the two countries’ long and tense dispute over the South China Sea.

The State of Play

Whether the pandemic is able to reinforce or weaken in the long run, the U.S.-China strategic competition 
would be another story altogether. On the international and regional fronts, however, confrontation has 
expanded in five domains—military and security matters, ideological and political issues, commercial, 
technological, and even medical fields, economic and diplomatic influence in the Indo-Pacific region, and in 
four Asian geostrategic powder kegs; and spilled over to the South China Sea and Philippine waterways. The 
situation demonstrates how international and regional politics impact upon domestic politics, and vice versa.

In the special study conducted by Dr. de Castro, entitled “The Challenge of Managing 21st Century Pandemics 
amidst the U.S.-China Strategic Competition,” which by the way is the basis of the forecited articles, he 
raised three notable points about the global implications of China’s manipulation and the imminent threat 
it poses to states’ security.  Said study was sponsored by the Albert Del Rosario Institute (ADRI) under its 
publication series of 2020.

First, he expresses that “given its pervasive influence in the WHO, Beijing is conveying to the world the 
following narratives: a) China created a new standard for outbreak control; b) it is open or transparent in 
sharing with the world information about the virus; and c) Chinese harsh authoritarian measures in Wuhan 
City provided a “window of opportunity” for the world to counter the virus.”

Further, he states that “the CCP’s efforts to control information during the epidemic’s outbreak, the central 
government’s massive and well-oiled national campaign to control the spread of the virus, and its knack to 
sway the WHO to its side enabled China to win a decisive battle against emerging infectious diseases. The 
rest of the world, however, is left fighting a losing battle in containing the global spread of the COVID-19 
pandemic.” 

The cognitive or psychological factor is manifest in the first point, while the second point demonstrates 
the realpolitik behind. Given the depression of people and economy, China blatantly capitalizes on such 
conditions with total disregard of the humanitarian consequences. This linkage utterly describes the dubious 
state of play that China portrays.
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NET* TRUST IN THE UNITED STATES, AUSTRALIA, AND CHINA:
PHILIPPINES, JUL 2020 AND EARLIER

*Net trust (%Much trust minus % Little trust) correctly rounded
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Figure 19
Public Perception on Trust with Countries, July 2020

Third, and in his final recommendation, Dr. de Castro prescribes: “Despite its close political and diplomatic 
ties with China, this current administration should support Australia’s call for an impartial investigation on 
the origin of the coronavirus outbreak. Given that the Filipino nation has been ravaged by this pandemic, it 
is only right and proper that China be held accountable for this epidemiological catastrophe that has killed 
thousands of people around the world, and caused the greatest economic meltdown in history since the 
Great Depression of the 1930s.”

On the domestic front, the continued aggression and encroachment of China in our territorial and fishing 
grounds have magnified public distrust in China’s real intentions. In turn, the Duterte administration is 
becoming more sensitive to the public’s perception on the issue.

In a bizarre action, President Duterte just made a 360-degree turn during the 75th UN General Assembly 
on September 22, 2020. Through a recorded video, Duterte upheld the 2016 arbitral ruling. According to 
him: “The award is now part of international law, beyond compromise and beyond the reach of passing 
governments to dilute, diminish or abandon… We firmly reject attempts to undermine it.”5 

While he and his administration have been unprecedentedly harboring close ties with China, this act could 
simply be interpreted as a deflection and prompts us to be more cautious.

The following motives are the plausible reasons: shift the public’s attention to his war on drugs and 
international investigation and the PhilHealth scandal; blindside COVID-19 corruption and his authoritarian 
tendencies and the power struggle within the House of Representatives; conceal the lack of strategic and 
responsive governance amidst the pandemic; cloak his attacks on the private sector; deviate attention 
on his attacks on human rights, civil society, media and opposition in general; embellish his attacks on 
democratic values and procedures; play the ears and minds of the UN (from which he was irking to cut ties 
with), the US and Western Europe, ASEAN, and Indo-Pacific region; and confuse the public on his culpability 
regarding Chinese “takeover” of our islands, territory, and the telco dilemma involving our national security 
against China Telecom.

The SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey Report No. 4 about the “Net Trust of Filipinos for the 
United States, Australia, and China” revealed that: 60% of the Filipinos have “much trust” for the United 
States while 18% have “little trust” (+42 net trust rating, Good); for Australia, 49% have “much trust” while 
22% have “little trust” (+22 net trust rating, Moderate); and for China, 22% have “much trust” while 58% 
have “little trust” (-36 net trust rating, Bad). 
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OPINION ON WHETHER THE GOVERNMENT SHOULD ASSERT ITS RIGHTS 
OVER THE ISLANDS IN THE WEST PHILIPPINE SEA: BY AREA, JUNE 2019 & JULY 2020

Note: *Net figures (%Agree minus % Disagree) correctly rounded. Don’t know and non-responses are not shown.
Q. Gaano po kayo SUMASANG-AYON o HINDI SUMASANG-AYON sa pangungusap na ito: “Dapat igiit ng pamahalaan ng Pilipinas ang 

Karapatan nito sa mga isla sa West Philippine Sea sa isinasaad sa desisyon noong 2016 ng Permanent Court of Arbitration.”? 
Kayo po ba ay…? LUBOS NA SUMASANG-AYON, MEDYO SUMASANG-AYON, HINDI TIYAK KUNG SUMASANG-AYON O HINDI, 

MEDYO HINDI SUMASANG-AYON, LUBOS NA HINDI SUMASANG-AYON

SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey
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Figure 20
Public Perception on Government Assertion of Rights in the West Philippine Sea

OPINION ON WHETHER THE PHILIPPINES SHOULD FORM ALLIANCES WITH OTHER 
COUNTRIES THAT ARE READY TO HELP US IN DEFENDING OUR RIGHTS IN THE 

WEST PHILIPPINE SEA: BY AREA, JULY 3-6, 2020

Note: *Net figures (% Agree minus % Disagree) correctly rounded. Don’t know and non-responses are not shown

SWS July 3-6, 2020 National Mobile Phone Survey

Metro Bal.
PH Manila Luzon Visayas Mindanao

AGREE 82% 82% 83% 84% 78% 
Strongly agree 56 54 58 60 53
Somewhat agree 25 27 25 24 25

UNDECIDED 8 9 9 5 9
DISAGREE 9 9 8 10 11

Somewhat disagree 5 5 5 4 6
Strongly disagree 5 5 3 7 6

Net* +73 +72 +75 +74 +67

Figure 21
Public Perception on Whether Philippines Should Form Alliances

In the same survey period as well, the Stratbase ADR Institute commissioned the SWS to know the 
perception of the Filipinos with regard to the role of the Philippine government in asserting our rights in the 
West Philippine Sea.

Accordingly, 70% of the Filipinos agree that the government should assert its rights over the islands in the 
West Philippine Sea, while only 13% say otherwise, and 15% were undecided. 

Geographically, majority agree that the government should assert its right, with Metro Manila registering 
at 75%, Visayas at 73%, Balance Luzon at 69%, and Mindanao at 68%.
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 When asked for their opinion on whether the Philippines should form partnerships with like-minded 
nations to help defend its right in the West Philippine Sea, a resounding 8 out 10 Filipinos said they agreed. 
Furthermore, the survey also showed that 8% of respondents were undecided and only 9% disagreed.

The uncertainty of the global order is heavily influenced by the unique characteristics of China’s rise. Its 
calculative approach in navigating through the current order bears the nature of hybrid tactics where it 
exploits vulnerabilities through the strategic and opportunistic employment of its power and influence.

However, the excessive focus placed on the strategic competition between the US and China has undermined 
the role of other states in the region. With this, ASEAN has the ability to create a policy environment that 
balances its interests without undermining the participation of other key players.

 
The future of the regional order should not be determined by the implications of the US-China strategic 

competition alone. ASEAN and other regional players must recognize their role and step up to promote a 
new multilateral system that integrates any major power capable of disrupting the international order. The 
US-China strategic competition provides an opportunity for ASEAN to recalibrate its position to bridge the gap 
between great power politicking and on-the-ground realities.

In this state of domestic play, Filipinos need to be vigilant and more outspoken in ventilating territorial and 
maritime rights. Through active and vibrant citizenship, Filipinos would be able to dissipate the smokescreen 
being provided by the pandemic to hide the nature of China’s aggressive expansionism.

III.  Legislative Accomplishments and Updates

Legislative Updates and Accomplishments

There have been significant legislative developments concerning massive amounts of public funds since 
Congress commenced its Second Regular session Earlier this quarter. Among these measures are the Bayanihan 
to Recover as One (Bayanihan II) and the proposed National Budget for 2021. In addition, Government loans 
have also ballooned, as of August 27, 2020, a total of US$8.83 billion of financing had been secured from 
development partners and commercial markets to support COVID-19 response efforts. 

Having ample resources in times of crisis is an advantage but can quickly turn into a liability without 
strong checks and balances, a culture of transparency across sectors, and an accountable administration 
that is receptive to inputs from dissenting parties.

In a recent virtual town hall discussion organized by Stratbase-ADR Institute, global health and corruption 
expert, Sarah Steingrüber of the U4 Anti-Corruption Resource Center, said that pandemics create opportunities 
for corruption. Furthermore, she cited data showing that worldwide, over US$7.5 trillion is spent annually on 
health, and an estimate of around US$455 billion of that is lost to corruption. In public procurement, which 
in low and middle-income countries is up to 50% of the health budget, as much as 25% of the contract value 
is lost to corruption.

Here in the Philippines, these numbers became very real when allegations of massive corruption within 
the Philippine Health Corporation (PhilHealth), the country’s insurance agency that is deeply involved in 
the COVID-19 response.  Over the past months, the agency has been embattled by numerous allegations of 
corruption. A Senate of the Philippines inquiry revealed corrupt activities amounting to more than PHP 15 
billion. 

Philhealth, however, is only one of many agencies involved in the pandemic response. With the abundance 
of funds being reallocated and mobilized to respond to the Pandemic, concern has grown over the need 

P
O

L
ÍT

IK
A

22         QUARTERLY          SEPTEMBER 2020



North Luzon Expressway Harbor Link 

Tollway Project

NLEX-SLEX Connector Road

Cavite-Laguna Expressway

Metro Manila Skyway Stage 3

R1 Bridge Project

Tarlac-Pangasinan-La Union Expressway (TPLEX) 

Subic Freeport Expressway

Manila North Tollways Corp. (MNTC)

Manila North Tollways Corporation (MNTC)

MPCALA Holdings, Incorporated

CITRA Central Expressway Corporation (CCEC)

Cavitex Infrastructure Corporation

San Miguel Holdings Corp. (SMHC)

NLEX Corporation

PROJECT PRIVATE SECTOR PARTNER

Figure 22
Projects under the BBB Program with Private Sector Funding

for more transparency and accountability across government. Furthermore, the realignment of the budget, 
economic reform bills, and the deliberations for the 2021 national budget are crucial policy developments in 
the country’s post-pandemic recovery. 

Hence, it is imperative to take stock of the legislative developments over the previous quarter in order to 
understand the issues and dynamics that are shaping the Philippines’ ability to respond and recover.

Opening of the Second Regular Session of the 18th Congress

In his 5th State of the Nation Address (SONA) in July, President Duterte outlined and explained government 
responses to address issues in public health and economy brought about by the COVID-19 crisis. Among the 
salient programs he cited was the Social Amelioration Program, also known as SAP, which received allocations 
of almost PHP200 billion under Bayanihan I. The SAP faced some issues in terms of operationalization and 
transparency, funds were supposedly distributed in amounts ranging from PHP5,000 to PHP8,000 to over 20 
million low income families across the Philippines.

The President also spent a considerable amount of time lambasting telecommunication firms and supposed 
“oligarchs” controlling public utilities such as water and electricity. These private sector groups were the very 
same ones he thanked earlier this year for their proactive pandemic response efforts.

Another flaunted achievement was the success of the key Build, Build, Build (BBB) projects. To provide 
context, the BBB program was one of the administration’s flagship projects, and based on the SONA, remains 
a key part of the narrative. 

When it was introduced in 2016, the BBB Program was considered as the administration’s flagship economic 
plan. Unlike the previous administration’s public-private partnership (PPP) driven infrastructure strategy, the 
BBB shifted its focus towards Official Development Assistance (ODA) funding in the form of foreign loans and 
grants. 

Over the years, many of the ODA-funded BBB projects have missed its targets, while PPP projects moved 
forward. In fact, the successful BBB projects claimed by the President in his SONA were the result of 
substantive private collaboration, particularly with tollway corporations.
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Figure 23
Status of 5th SONA Priority Bills 

In his address, President Duterte also identified other legislative priorities for his allies in Congress to 
push. These included several pandemic-response related economic measures, such as the Bayanihan 2, 
CREATE, and FIST. However, President Duterte also mentioned bills calling for the creation of new executive 
departments or a reorganization of existing departments. Also intriguing and remarkable was the mention 
of the death penalty as a priority. 

Since the months after the SONA, however, it should be noted that only the economic measures mentioned 
by the President have made progress.

Bayanihan to Recover As One Act (Bayanihan II)

The Bayanihan To Recover As One (Bayanihan II) Act was created to replace the Bayanihan to Heal as 
One Act, that expired on June 25, 2020. The successor bill has a total allocation of PHP165.5 billion, with 
PHP140 billion readily available and PHP25.5 billion as a standby fund. The bill has reprogrammed funds to 
prioritize emergency health services, expand funding for testing and treatment facilities, and set provisions 
for financial aid to low-income households through the Social Amelioration Program. This measure has since 
been signed into law.
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Figure 24
Breakdown of Bayanihan II Allocations
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The second iteration of the Bayanihan Act, now called Bayanihan To Recover As One, focuses on, as the 
full name would imply, recovery for businesses and individual citizens. Some notable measures include 
import duties and tax exemptions for electronic tools for use in education, and a one-time grace period for 
outstanding loans due on or before the end of 2020.

The Bayanihan II fund targets to assist sectors severely affected by the pandemic, including micro, small, 
and medium enterprises (MSMEs), tourism, agriculture, and transportation. It also allocates allowances to 
students in public and private schools from the elementary to college level whose families were affected 
by the cessation of work during the lockdown. Lastly, the bill allocates a significant portion for retroactive 
payment of frontliners, hazard pay, risk allowances, and other health sector costs. 

 The realigned budget for Bayanihan II is significantly lower than Bayanihan I because, by law, the 
government cannot spend more than the approved national budget for fiscal year 2020.

Bayanihan II further states that the sources of funds will be from unprogrammed funds and savings from 
the 2020 budget, government-owned and controlled corporations, and taxes from the Philippine Offshore 
Gaming Operations (POGOs).
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Economic Reform Bills 

There are five economic reform bills in the legislature that are of primary importance due to their consequent 
effect on commerce. Not all of these bills have been designated as SONA priorities, but have nonetheless 
pushed through the legislative process due to the recommendation of the National Economic Development 
Authority (NEDA) and the Department of Finance (DOF).

Comprehensive Recovery and Tax Incentives for Enterprises, commonly known as CREATE, reduces Corporate 
Income Tax from 30% down to 25%. This is crucial to the post-pandemic economy as such provisions would 
be beneficial to all businesses that incurred substantial losses due to the stringent lockdowns.

The Financial Institutions Strategic Transfer or FIST, allows banks to dispose of non-performing loans and 
assets through asset management companies. This is similar to the special purpose vehicles created in 
the early 2000s in response to the Asian Financial Crisis. If properly implemented by financial institutions, 
mechanisms within FIST would facilitate credit extension to sectors in need of liquidity.

Government Financial Institutions Unified Initiatives to Distressed Enterprises for Economic Recovery 
(GUIDE) aims to enable government financial institutions to form special holding companies that will infuse 
equity to companies facing bankruptcy. It must be noted that although this was not explicitly mentioned 
in the President’s SONA, the DOF and the NEDA have urged Congress to prioritize this measure along with 
CREATE and FIST. 

Key reform bills also include amendments to the Public Service Act passed by the House of Representatives. 
The amendments change the statutory definition of public utility, such that fewer services are subject to 
restrictions on foreign equity ownership. Proponents of this amendment have argued that the unamended 
Public Service Act inhibits foreign investments due to the broad definition of public services. 

The House of Representatives also passed an amendment to the R.A. 8762, or the Retail Trade Liberalization 
Act of 2000. The amendment lowers the required minimum paid-up capital for foreign retail investors to 
$200,000 (around PHP10 million). The amendment also reduces the required locally-manufactured products 
of foreign retailers to 10% of the aggregate cost of their stock inventory, among other revisions. Proponents 
of the amendments under HB 59 argue that the revisions to the law will increase competition, revitalize the 
economy, and generate employment.

Proposed National Budget for FY 2021

The general theme of the proposed National Budget for 2021 is to “Reset, Rebound, Recover.” In plain 
terms, the budget is constructed with the intent of responding to the repercussions of the pandemic, reviving 
the economy through infrastructure and development, and creating mechanisms to build a sustainable way 
of living the post-pandemic era.

One of the main goals in this approach is to sustain and strengthen efforts to improve the health care 
system, ensure food security, and invest in physical and digital infrastructure. To do this, the proposal 
calls for a total budget of PHP 4.506 trillion, or 21.8% of the Philippines’ GDP. A breakdown of the top ten 
departments in terms of allocation is listed below. 

1. Department of Education – PHP754.4 billion (including State Universities and Colleges, CHED and TESDA)
2. Department of Public Works and Highways – PHP667.3 billion
3. Department of Interior and Local Government – PHP246.12 billion
4. Department of National Defense – PHP209.1 billion
5. Department of Health – PHP203.1 billion (including PHP71.4 billion for Philippine Health Insurance   

 Corporation)
6. Department of Social Welfare and Development – PHP171.2 billion
7. Department of Transportation – PHP143.6 billion
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Figure 25
FY 2021 Proposed Budget, By Sector

Source: Department of Budget and Management

  1 Refer to “7 expert perspectives on what COVID-19 means for the planet: The World Economic Forum COVID Action Platform, https://www.weforum.
org/agenda/2020/09/experts-on-what-covid19-means-for-planet/?fbclid=IwAR2k1CWFA84JvzFo8wCfaU_krP0MpIo8OPb7DsrX5wxkQnZmTFWNUKi9SAc

  2 Albert, Jose Ramon G., Michael Ralph M. Abrigo, Francis Mark A. Quimba Jana Flor V. Vizmanos. 2020 (August). “Poverty, the Middle Class, and 
Income Distribution amid COVID-19.” PHILIPPINE INSTITUTE FOR DEVELOPMENT STUDIES.

   3 This section was published in Business World, September 15, 2020, see https://www.bworldonline.com/the-covid-19-pandemic-and-the-us-
china-strategic-confrontation/

  4 This section was published in Philstar, September 19, 2020, see https://www.philstar.com/other-sections/news-feature/2020/09/19/2043638/
commentary-duterte-admin-finally-acknowledges-value-philippine-us-alliance

  5 See “Duterte gets rare praise for raising sea feud ruling at UN,” refer to https://ph.news.yahoo.com/duterte-gets-rare-praise-raising-103654139.
html

8. Department of Agriculture – PHP66.4 billion
9. Judiciary – PHP43.5 billion
10. Department of Labor and Employment PHP27.5 billion

The biggest portion of the budget was allotted for the BBB program, with a total of PHP1.107 trillion 
or 5.4% of the GDP. The BBB program covers the Network Development, Flood Management, and Asset 
Preservation programs of the DPWH. It also includes the Rail Transport, Land Public Transportation and 
Maritime Infrastructure programs of the Department of Transportation. 

In terms of addressing health issues and providing universal health care, the largest allocation is given to 
the embattled National Health Insurance Program (PhilHealth) with PHP71.4 billion. A provision for COVID-19 
vaccine was allotted PHP2.5 billion. 

On social protection, the flagship anti-poverty program Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino program (4Ps) was 
allotted PHP113.8 billion.

The House of Representatives began deliberations on September 4 and is scheduled to hear all departments 
for the rest of the month. House Speaker Cayetano aims to finish House deliberations by the end of 
September to transmit the national budget to the Senate by October.
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