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Introduction

In December 2018, Philippine 
Defense Secretary   Delfin 
Lorenzana declared, during a 
press briefing, that the 
Department of National  
Defense (DND) is reviewing the 
1951 Mutual Defense Treaty 
(MDT) and its relevance in the 
21st century.



He stated that the time 
has arrived for the 
MDT “to be revisited, 
given that its 
provisions were 
formulated in the 
early 1950s.”



He explained: “We believed it 
is time to sit down with our 
U.S. counterparts and revisit 
the terms of our alliance.  We 
are partners. We have deep 
historical ties. We must 
clearly define our roles and 
responsibilities when the need 
arises to be joined in arms.”   



The call for the review of 
the MDT stemmed from 
Secretary Lorenzana’s and 
the defense establishment’s 
deep-seated apprehension 
that the Philippines might 
be dragged into an armed 
confrontation between the 
U.S. and China. 



The defense department’s 
move to subject the MDT 
for a review was driven by 
uncertainties over what the 
U.S. can bring to the table 
and what it expects from the 
AFP in case of an armed 
clash between the U.S. and 
China forces in the South 
China Sea.



His call for a review of  the 1951 
MDT should also be seen in the 
context of the U.S.-China 
strategic competition as the U.S, 
and China are currently 
exploring political and 
diplomatic means to politically 
and diplomatically outflank each 
other in a sustained and risky 
strategic competition.



When it was signed in 1951, the MDT 
was never intended to be the 
Philippines’ primary bulwark against 
possible foreign threats that the 
country might face in the future; this 
was because it was only one of the 
three (or even four) security treaties 
the two allies negotiated and signed as 
legal instruments for balancing 
allegedly on designated communist 
related threat during the Cold War.



Historical Overview of the 1951 MDT



In late August 1951, on the 
side of the ongoing San 
Francisco Peace Conference, 
the Philippines and the 
United States signed what 
would be the world’s oldest 
mutual defense treaty, the 
1951 Philippine-U.S. Mutual 
Defense Treaty.



The negotiation and the signing 
of the MDT were a result of the 
failure of Washington’s original 
plan was to integrate the 
Australia-New Zealand-U.S. 
Defense Treaty (ANZUS) with 
the defense of Japan and to 
make the Philippines as a joint 
guarantor for the protection of 
these three World War II allies’ 
former enemy during the Pacific 
War Japan.   



This was intended to link the 
United Kingdom’s Pacific 
Dominions (Australia and New 
Zealand) and the Philippines to 
U.S. military planning for the 
Pacific with the hope that this 
would foster sense of 
responsibility among its Second 
World War allies and an 
obligation to fight alongside the 
U.S. for the defense of Japan. 



The United Kingdom opposed
the Philippines’ participation
and membership in the ANZUS
and the 1951 MDT was signed
separately from the ANZUS
alliance not only to reassure the
Philippine against a rearmed
Japan but also provided for
possible Philippine military
assistance to U.S. forces in
Japan.



When the  MDT was signed in 
1951, the Philippines had 
granted the U.S. -basing rights 
through the 1947 Philippine-U.S. 
Military Bases Agreement (1947 
MBA), which provided the 
United States Armed Services 
the right to retain the use of 16 
bases and access to these 
facilities were provided rent free 
for 99 years. 



The MDT, in anyway, did not 
supersede the 1947 MBA but it 
linked the Philippine-US alliance 
into the Pacific alliance network 
(otherwise known as the hub-
and-spooks system of bilateral 
alliances) that was established 
by Washington during the early 
phase of the Cold War in the 
Pacific.



The MDT extends 
American security 
guarantee to the 
Philippines; it, however, 
does not provide any 
automatic response from 
both sides. 



The  MDT  1951 was a  
supplementary agreement to the 
1947 MBA and like  other 
mutual defense treaties signed 
by the U.S. with its other Asian 
allies,  it   merely  established  a 
consultative security 
relationship which was 
expressed in broad terms  as the 
U.S. resisted the inclusion of any 
additional provision under this 
agreement.   



The MDT was not seen as a 
significant deterrence 
against any possible attack 
against the Philippines since 
it simply provides for 
mutual consultation rather 
than an automatic assistance 
in case of an armed attack.



From 1947 to 1991, the 1947 MBA 
was deemed as the central agreement 
in the overall Philippine-U.S. 
security relations than the  1951 
MDT  since  U.S. military forces in 
the Philippines loomed large not only 
in the security of the host country 
but the whole of Southeast Asia as 
the  U.S. forces operating from the 
Philippine bases secured sea and air 
lances in the entire Philippines 
archipelago. 



MDT Becomes the Sole Legal Foundation 



From 1990 to 1991, Washington and 
Manila negotiated and signed a new 
accord to replace the 1947 MBA—the 
Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, 
and Security or otherwise known as 
PACT of 1991; Unfortunately, the 
predominately anti-U.S. bases 
senators rejected the agreement and 
this led to the withdrawal of American 
forces from their Philippines bases in 
November 1992



Both Manila and Washington 
decided to keep the MDT in 
force without any amendment; 
as the two sides also agreed to 
convene the Mutual Defense 
Board (MDB) every three 
months, to provide an effective 
mechanism for consultation on 
mutual security concerns. 



The U.S. and the Philippines are still allies under the 1951 MDT; however, 
Washington significantly downgraded its political and security relations with 
Manila by declaring that the U.S. could not guarantee the external defense of 

the Philippines since American forces had been deprived of vital military 
facilities from which they could operate. 



With the discovery of 
Chinese forces on Mischief 
Reef in 1995, the Philippine 
government recognized  the 
significance of American 
strategic footprint in the 
country, and post-1992 
Philippine-U.S. alliance that 
is now anchored soley on the 
1951 MDT. 



Philippines found it necessary to 
relied again on the U.S. to 
guarantee its security; however,  
initial  U.S. attitude was 
indifferent as the 1995 Mischief 
Reef incident happened only two 
years after American forces 
withdrew from their Philippines 
bases after the Senate’s non-
concurrence to the 1991 PACT.  



The U.S. government reasoned 
out that by effecting the 
withdrawal of American forces 
from Clark Air Base and Subic 
Bay Naval Base in 1992,  the 
Philippines removed the 
primary source of security 
protection and deterrence it had 
against Chinese naval expansion 
in the South China Sea.



Since the late 1990s, the U.S. has 
been increasing its diplomatic 
support for the Philippines in the 
South China Sea dispute as it 
maintains neutrality over the 
maritime and territorial dispute, 
and is also reluctant to publicly 
commit to the defense of 
Philippines forces stationed in the 
South China Sea. 



U.S. officials reasoned out that any attack on Philippine forces in the 
South China Sea was covered by the references to the Pacific areas 

in Article 5 of the 1951 MDT; while not publicly denying the MDT’s 
applicability in the South China Sea, Washington maintained 

neutrality on the sovereignty issue.



Washington has also avoided 
clarifying its security 
commitments with respect to 
any possible armed clash 
between the Philippines and 
Chinese forces, and have not 
specified what type of military 
or diplomatic assistance it might 
extend it its ally.



From Washington’s 
perspective, some 
ambiguity with regard to 
the 1951 MDT is useful  to 
avoid emboldening the 
Philippines and provoking 
China in the South China 
Sea dispute.



Testing the Mutual Defense Treaty



The late Philippine President 
Benigno Aquino III sought American 
naval/air support in the Spratlys as 
Aquino Administration defense and 
foreign affairs officials argued that 
an armed attack on Philippine 
metropolitan territory and forces 
anywhere in the Pacific, including 
the South China Sea, should trigger 
a U.S. armed response. 



Then  U.S. Secretary of State Clinton 
reaffirmed U.S. defense commitment to the 
Philippines amid the rising tensions between 
Manila and Beijing over the disputed 
Spratlys as she announced that the U.S. 
would honor both its mutual defense treaty 
and strategic alliance with its Southeast 
Asian ally; she also called for the updating 
of the defense treaty that “will 
require…greater support for external 
defense, particularly maritime domain 
awareness.”



American position regarding 
this matter has been ambiguous 
for two reasons:  On the one 
hand,  the U.S. tries its best to 
address legitimate Philippine 
concerns about the absence of a 
clear guarantee of  military 
support in case of an armed 
confrontation in the South 
China Sea;  



On the other hand, the U.S. avoids  
giving  an explicit and carte blanche 
security guarantee that could tempt 
the Philippines to act provocatively 
against China based on its  broad 
interpretation of its sovereignty over  
the islands  it  controls in the South 
China Sea and on a mistaken 
assumption about the prospect of an 
automatic American  armed response 
in case of an outbreak of armed 
hostilities in the disputed waters.

•



Secretary Lorenzana’s call for a review 
of the MDT could be seen as his subtle 
efforts to question in the Duterte 
Administration’s appeasement policy on 
China as his effort seeking a firmer 
security commitment from the U.S. is 
actually directed to challenge the first 
assumption  of the administration’s 
appeasement policy—that the U.S. will 
never come to the honor its security 
guarantee to the Philippines in case of an 
armed confrontation in the South China 
Sea. 



During  his  March  2019  visit to 
Manila, Secretary of State Michael 
Pompeo declared:  “As the South 
China Sea is part of the Pacific; any 
armed attack on Philippine forces, 
aircraft or public vessels in the 
South China Sea will trigger mutual 
defense obligations under Article 4 
of our mutual defense treaty.”



Washington still maintains neutrality over the sovereignty and some 
ambiguity on the MDT; however, the U.S. attitude toward China has 
become more critical in the last years as the Trump Administrated 

declared a strategic competition with this emergent East Asian 
power.



In President Donald Trump’s last full-year 
as president, the U.S. openly challenged 
China’s expansive claims in the South 
China Sea as the Trump Administration 
clarified that the MDT would obligate the 
U.S. to honor its treaty commitments to the 
Philippines and adopted the 2016 Arbitral 
Tribunal Award to the Philippines that 
deemed China’s expansive claims in the 
South China Sea is illegitimate under the 
United Nations Conference on the Law of 
Sea (UNCLOS). 



Newly appointed Secretary of State 
Antony Blinked called his Philippine-
counterpart to convey that a strong 
Philippine-U.S. alliance is vital to a 
free and open Indo-Pacific region, as 
he reiterated the MDT’s implications 
for the security of the two countries, 
specifically in case of an armed attack 
against the Philippine armed forces, 
public vessels, or aircraft in the 
Pacific -which includes the South 
China Sea.



On March 20, 2021, 
Secretary Lorenzana
officially informed the 
Filipino public about the 
presence of around 220-blue 
hulled Chinese fishing 
vessels moored in line 
formation at Julian Felipe 
Reef (international name 
Whistin Reef.



Then AFP Chairman of the Joint—
Chief-of-Staff General Sobejana
ordered the immediate deployment 
of additional Philippine Navy (PN) 
ships to strengthen the country’s 
maritime sovereignty patrols” in the 
disputed waters, and this led to a 
dramatic increase in the number of 
Philippine law enforcement and 
naval vessels from three  to 13 ships 
that conducted a total number of 57 
patrols around the Spratlys and 
Scarborough Shoals.



Although outgunned and 
outsized by their Chinese 
counter-parts, the 
Philippines’ deployment of 
more ships and more 
frequent  patrols in the 
disputed waters conveyed a 
powerful message that it was 
determined to assert its 
rights in the disputed reef. 



The U.S. expressed its strong 
public support to the Philippines
as the U.S. State Department 
issued  a statement that “the U.S. 
stands with our ally, the 
Philippines, regarding concerns 
about the gathering of PRC 
(People’s of Republic of China) 
maritime militia vessels near 
Whitsun Reef.”



U.S. National Security 
Adviser Jake Sullivan called 
his Filipino counterpart, 
Secretary Hermogenes 
Esperon, to underscore 
support to its ally and the 
applicability of the 1951 
Philippine-U.S. Mutual 
Defense Treaty (MDT) to the 
area.



In early April, the carrier battlegroup led by the U.S. S. Theodore  
Roosevelt and the amphibious assault ship U.S.S. Makin Island 
entered the South China Sea as a demonstration of American 

diplomatic and military support to the Philippines at the height of 
the Whitsun Reef stand-off. 



The Whitsun Reef incident showed 
top Biden security officials working 
with their Philippine counterparts—
and in conjunction with an ongoing 
Philippine-U.S. military exercise—to 
counter Chinese coercive attempt to 
occupy a land feature inside the 
country’s EEZ;  while at the same 
time, reaffirming the importance of 
the 1951 MDT with the Philippines 
through actual show of U.S. naval 
power.



Conclusion



The MDT was signed in
1951 as a supplementary
agreement to the 1947
MBA; as it was considered
then as a mere appendage to
the primary legal basis of
the Philippine-U.S. alliance
which was the bases
agreement.



The withdrawal of American 
forces from their Philippines 
bases in 1992, and China’s 
maritime expansion in the South 
China Sea in the late 1990s 
transformed the MDT from a 
mere supplementary to the 
central treaty in the Philippine-
U.S. alliance.



Nevertheless, the MDT is still ambiguous in terms of its 
details on whether or not the U.S. would come to the 

assistance of the Philippines in case of an armed clash with 
China in the South China Sea.



In the light of the U.S.-China 
strategic competition, the Trump 
Administration accommodated 
Secretary Lorenzana’s query 
regarding the applicability of the 
MDT in the South China Sea; while 
the Biden Administration has 
recently affirmed the applicability of 
the MDT to any crisis in the South 
China Sea as it offered military 
assistance to the Philippines during 
the recent Whitsun Reef Crisis. 



As the two allies commemorate the 70th

anniversary of the MDT, it is necessary 
for them to seek the Goldilocks 
Principle— Not to hot; not too cold-- in 
their security relationship; this 
translates into Washington addressing 
Manila’s valid concerns about the 
ambiguity of its security commitments; 
while encouraging its longest treaty ally 
to behave responsibly and to show 
reliability in the face of China’s coercion 
and maritime expansion in the South 
China Sea.




