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The Stratbase ADR Institute for Strategic and International Studies 
(ADRi) is an independent strategic research organization with the 
principal goal of addressing the issues affecting the Philippines and East 
Asia through:

1. Effecting national, regional, and international policy change or 
support
2. Fostering strategic ideas based on cooperation and innovative 
thinking
3. Providing a regional venue for collaboration and cooperation in 
dealing with critical issues in East Asia; and
4. Actively participating in regional debates and global conversations

With its international focus, ADRi believes that Philippine and 
regional security and development can be achieved through the 
cooperation of the public and private sectors.

ADRi traces its roots to the Stratbase Research Institute (SRI) 
established in 2004. SRI focused on providing strategic solutions to 
domestic governance, socio-economic, and other policy concerns. It 
aimed to contribute to Philippine development through research and 
responsive policy alternatives.

As SRI sought solutions, East Asia’s affairs frequently inserted 
themselves into the equation. There was and is a clear relation between 
domestic and regional affairs; movement in one reverberates in the 
other.
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ABSTRACT

The interconnectedness of states has led to a more unpredictable geopolitical 
environment, especially in the Indo-Pacific region. Under these circumstances 
and the current state of globalization, a renewed definition and understanding 
of cooperation among states to collectively solve these issues have become 
more significant. Against such a backdrop, this paper aims to provide a timely 
assessment of the current direction of Philippine foreign policy and to offer 
policy recommendations to the incoming administration. There is a need to 
develop a responsive and strategic foreign policy prioritizing the country’s 
national sovereignty, territorial integrity, and developmental interests.The paper 
discusses the international system in a fragmented global environment due to 
rising uncertainties brought about by political, economic and security issues. 
The reorientation of the world towards multipolarity has left states to identify 
where and whom to collaborate, cooperate, compete, and confront with. It also 
demonstrates how global developments and geopolitical shifts have shaped 
the contours of Philippine foreign policy under different administrations. 
Furthermore, the paper examines the significance of economic diplomacy as 
seen through the lens of various regional and global initiatives. The final section 
emphasizes the relevance of a values-based governance as multilateral initiatives 
arise in managing critical issues. It also highlights the interests of the Filipino 
people, a major factor to consider in the formulation of a foreign policy, and 
the impact of the 2022 national elections.The paper concludes that, under a 
new leadership, a future-oriented, responsive, and strategic Philippine foreign 
policy must entail the configuration of the country’s national interest vis-à-vis 
the uncertainties about the current international order and lessons learned from 
the Duterte administration. It must consider economic diplomacy as one of the 
means to harness the contribution of both state and non-state actors in national 
development and international diplomacy. The 2022 national elections provide an 
opportunity to re-evaluate the direction of Philippine foreign policy considering 
strategic alliances and partnerships, and its role in global and regional affairs.
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Changes in the international political economy, geopolitical shifts, rising 
inequality, and political instabilities continue to complicate global risks. 

As the international community attempts to fully recover from the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the increasing interconnectedness of states and the 
simultaneous existence of various traditional and non-traditional challenges 
have engineered a more multifaceted and unpredictable geopolitical backdrop, 
especially in the Indo-Pacific.

In the context of the Philippines, the results of the upcoming 2022 national 
elections will be instrumental in shaping the future of the country’s foreign policy 
in the next six years and beyond. An enduring concern, the West Philippine Sea 
predicament, and the issues it represents, will capture the attention of future 
governments. As the country officially enters the campaign period, candidates 
for the highest positions in the government are expected to give more details on 
their proposed plans, particularly in terms of foreign policy and regional affairs. 

In turn, Filipino voters should scrutinize the candidates’ campaign platforms 
as these will be crucial for the country’s regional standing and economy in the 
coming years. The Philippines is in dire need of a more definitive and clear foreign 
policy direction. Only through the power of voting can Filipinos push for leaders 
who can advance the country’s national interests and contribute to peace and 
stability in the region.

A RESPONSIVE AND STRATEGIC 
FOREIGN POLICY OUTLOOK  

IN AN INTERCONNECTED AND 
MULTIPOLAR WORLD

PROF. VICTOR ANDRES “DINDO” C. MANHIT 
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Considering this, the paper aims to provide an assessment of the current 
direction of the country’s foreign policy and offer policy recommendations to 
the incoming administration. This entails a thorough assessment of the Duterte 
administration’s foreign policy agenda and its impact throughout its six-year 
term. It also delves into the current situation the Philippines is in — both in 
terms of national interests within its borders and its regional and global position. 
More importantly, it advances a more strategic foreign policy that banks on the 
protection of the country’s national sovereignty and territorial integrity, an equal 
consideration to various factors affecting human security, and the continuing 
importance of defining alliances and strategic partnerships in navigating through 
the changing international order.

The first part of the paper focuses on the transition of the international 
system into an interconnected and multipolar world, along with its impact on 
the shifting balance of power and dynamics between states. The second part 
explores the opportunities and challenges brought by the interconnectedness of 
states as they face a new kind of globalization where values and interests shape 
competition, cooperation, and confrontation. The paper then focuses on how 
these international developments and shifts have shaped Philippine foreign policy 
under different administrations. In addition, it also examines the significance of 
economic diplomacy as seen in various regional and global initiatives. Lastly, 
the paper discusses the importance and continuing relevance of multilateralism 
and global governance in managing critical issues and offers key foreign policy 
recommendations for the next set of Filipino leaders.

The Deterioration of the Old World and the 
Shift to a Multipolar Order

During the Cold War years, states aligned their policies with the great powers, 
the United States and the Soviet Union, to address and manage the consequential 
challenges of bipolarity. The Cold War effectively divided states into a bipolar 
world, leading small states to bandwagon with a powerful state and balance 
against others for their strategic interests. When the Cold War ended, the United 
States (US) managed to expand its political influence and economic growth. It 
became the largest national economy based on gross domestic product and one 
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of the most prosperous in terms of average income. The prominence of the US in 
the international community allowed the effective promotion of a liberal, market-
based economic order.1 

Over the years, however, the global political structure has gradually shifted 
into a multipolar world where the strategic competition is not limited to only 
two states. A multipolar world meant a highly globalized structure wherein states 
are economically, geopolitically, and strategically interconnected. The following 
economic factors primarily indicate the rise of multipolarity:

1. Share of G7 in global GDP;
2. China’s rise;
3. Importance of whose monetary policy matters to the rest of the   

   world;
4. Share of developing and transitional countries (DTCs) in world   

   output; and
5. South-South trade2

Beyond this economic entangling is the growing importance of the East in 
global politics which ultimately challenges the influence of the Western major 
powers to smaller-to-middle powers’ own national interests. Putting into equation 
the highly interdependent economies, the reality of varying state development 
levels and often conflicting political-security stances, states must align and 
consider multilateral and inclusive cooperation to prevent the escalation of extant 
conflicts and pursue their national interests.

The emergence of various traditional and non-traditional challenges also 
led to a more complex and unpredictable geopolitical milieu, especially in the 
Indo-Pacific. The region’s growing strategic importance has caused major players, 
including the United States and the European Union (EU), to realign their foreign 
policies to develop mutually beneficial relationships. Global issues such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the US-China strategic competition, and climate change 
have also underscored the importance of multilateral cooperation in collectively 
managing risks and challenges. This has been highlighted in recent developments, 
including the fourth meeting of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) 
foreign ministers in Australia and the Summit for Democracy hosted by the 
United States. 
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The Networked International Society

The increase in the number of democracies since 1950 coincided with three other 
significant global developments. The first is economic interdependence among 
states because of the increase in economic openness measured on international 
trade as a proportion of states’ Gross Domestic Product (GDP). 

The second development is the growth of membership in intergovernmental 
organizations (IGOs), including both global and regional institutions.3 

The third is the fast-paced development of technology and innovation providing 
space for increased connectivity and interaction. With these developments, 
individual states have gradually come together to form an interconnected and 
networked international society.

While there are benefits to an interconnected world, it has also been associated 
with the complexity of global issues like the COVID-19 pandemic. This has further 
highlighted the need for global and regional problems to be resolved through 
collective action.  In confronting these challenges, states have investigated the 
formation of transnational institutions to foster long-term cooperation. It has 
also highlighted the significance of promoting a rules-based international order 
to effectively manage the relations among states, big and small alike. Aside from 
this, it has allowed the cross-border exchange of goods, services, information as 
well as the migration of people. Furthermore, economic interdependence has 
fostered cooperation among states, opening new opportunities for both national 
and international growth and development.4

Opportunities and challenges brought by the new age of globalization require 
more initiatives on cooperation among states. This will have an impact on 
developing countries, including the Philippines. In this context, the results of the 
upcoming 2022 national elections will be instrumental in shaping the direction 
of the country’s foreign policy. The next set of Filipino leaders is expected to face 
the domestic issues unresolved by the current and previous administrations. 
These include foreign indebtedness and the socioeconomic consequences of the 
ongoing global health crisis. Beyond these issues, the new government will also 
face formidable geopolitical challenges from the renewed tensions in the Indo-
Pacific region, brought by China’s long-term ambition to reshape the rules-based 
international order and destabilization or conflicts in other regions that may 
affect Philippine foreign policy. 
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An Independent and Values-Based Philippine Foreign Policy

To navigate this global order shaped by these new security challenges that have 
posed great uncertainties, past and present Philippine administrations have 
attempted to implement a foreign policy that would advance the country’s national 
interests. Significantly, the Aquino administration, which spanned from 2010 to 
2016, was in the midst of these geopolitical changes. Led by the late President 
Benigno Aquino III, the government prioritized territorial defense over domestic 
security by strengthening the country’s relations with the United States and other 
strategic partners such as Japan to challenge China’s expansive maritime claims in 
the South China Sea.5 This may be considered as one of the pivotal moments that 
signaled greater focus on the Asia-Pacific region.

Disturbances in the West Philippine Sea, such as the 2012 Scarborough 
Shoal or the Panatag Shoal stand-off, triggered a significant change in the 
country’s foreign policy. Under Aquino’s leadership, the Philippines signed the 
2014 Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) as part of efforts 
to manage the country’s external relations and effectively respond to external 
threats. In January 2013, his administration also brought the country’s case 
against China to the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) in The Hague. This 
eventually led to the country’s arbitral victory in 2016, invalidating China’s 
“nine-dash line” and historic rights over the South China Sea. The Tribunal 
also confirmed China’s violation of international law seen through its illegal 
activities, such as the development of artificial islands in the Spratlys, which 
caused severe harm to the country’s marine environment. Although China 
refused to acknowledge the ruling, the international community strongly 
supported the strategic decision.

Distancing himself from the direction taken by the previous administration, 
President Rodrigo Duterte changed the overall political and diplomatic stance of 
the country. On September 10, 2016, he announced his administration’s pursuit 
of an “independent foreign policy” founded on three core principles.6

1. Separation of Philippine foreign policy from the United States;
2. Improvement of relations with China; and
3. Improvement of relations with non-traditional partners such as   

   Russia, Japan, and India.
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President Duterte launched diplomatic initiatives to build new alliances 
and bring the Philippines closer to non-traditional partners such as China and 
Russia despite the public concerns and issues in the West Philippine Sea. His 
administration focused on the economic concessions and perceived benefits 
from China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and tried to negotiate with China for 
soft loans to fund various projects under his flagship infrastructure initiative, the 
“Build, Build, Build” (BBB) program. The Duterte administration also announced 
its separation from the United States, an unforeseen move that challenged the 
region’s strategic balance. President Duterte further pushed the war narrative 
where small states cannot respond to major powers such as China and confronting 
them would only lead to war. President Duterte’s expression of working with 
President Xi Jinping over various regional issues to ensure a partnership for 
greater peace, progress, and prosperity became an echo of the latter’s motto, “win-
win cooperation.”

While the Duterte administration sustained this pivot-to-China policy 
and worked on forging closer ties between Manila and Beijing, there were still 
concerns over its promised investments and its gray zone operations and military 
expansion in the West Philippine Sea.

1. In 2020, more than 200 Chinese maritime militia vessels were 
spotted along the Julian Felipe Reef (Whitsun Reef) escalating once 
again the tensions in the West Philippine Sea. Although the Philippine 
government tried to de-escalate the situation, China refused to cooperate 
and call for the withdrawal of its vessels. The Chinese Embassy in 
Manila even released a statement urging Filipino government officials 
to avoid making “unprofessional remarks” over the incident after being 
reprimanded by the Secretary of National Defense Delfin Lorenzana.

2. On November 16, 2021, Chinese Coast Guard vessels used water 
cannons to block two Philippine supply vessels in the Ayungin Shoal. 
Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro Locsin Jr. strongly condemned the 
incident and filed another diplomatic protest. Chinese Foreign Ministry 
spokesperson Zhao Lijian justified their actions by saying that the 
Philippine vessels trespassed on Chinese territory and that the Chinese 
Coast Guards are only upholding their duties.
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Ultimately, the foreign policy decisions of the Duterte administration did not 
put the country’s position and ability at a vantage point to contribute to regional 
stability and positively affect its alliances and strategic partnerships. 

In this regard, the new administration should re-evaluate its position towards 
China centering in the 2016 arbitral ruling and considering its previous hostile 
actions in the West Philippine Sea and the Indo-Pacific. It should also take into 
consideration the potential impact of the “Chinese Dream” or China’s strategy 
that seeks to shape the international order to be more advantageous to its 
authoritarian system and surpass the global influence of the United States and its 
allies and security partners in the Indo-Pacific.7

By doing this, the Philippines can develop and implement policies to further 
protect its national sovereignty while recuperating from the consequences of 
President Duterte’s so-called independent foreign policy. Given the remaining 
months of the current administration, the Philippine government should start 
prioritizing multilateral and inclusive cooperation with other like-minded states 
to uphold the rule of law and prevent any unilateral action that can undermine 
peace and stability in the Indo-Pacific. 

Strategizing Philippine Economic Diplomacy in 
the New Age of Globalization

Economic diplomacy serves as one of the three major pillars of Philippine foreign 
policy, along with the preservation and enhancement of national security and 
the protection of the rights and promotion of the welfare of overseas Filipinos. 
At the heart of an economic policy, the Philippine government is mandated to 
align national interests based on the realities it has within its borders and the 
environment that surrounds it.  

In a Pulse Asia survey conducted in January 2022, the most urgent national 
concerns for a presidential candidate focused mostly on socioeconomic issues 
which include controlling inflation (48%), the increase in pay of workers (38%), 
poverty reduction (33%) and the creation of jobs (29%).8 These figures show 
where Philippine economic interest should be focused on when building relations 
with other states. However, the new age of globalization demands a more defined 
engagement of markets and trades due to conflicting issues in other areas of state-
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to-state or even multilateral relations. This provides an opportunity for individual 
states to delineate areas of competition, cooperation, and confrontation.

In Southeast Asia, China has continued to maximize the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) to broaden its network of economic relations and extend 
its influence on small states, including the Philippines. The BRI is a global 
infrastructure development and investment program launched by China in 2013 
with the goal of increasing connectivity in the region and the rest of the world. 
Despite marketing an image of a “win-win” program, it has been heavily criticized 
by the international community due to issues, including the lack of transparency, 
disregard of democratic procedures, predatory financing, and onerous provisions.

In the Philippines, China committed to providing funding to implement 
several infrastructure projects under the Duterte administration’s BBB program. 
As previously mentioned, the administration pursued a foreign policy to harness 
potential economic benefits from global initiatives such as BRI. 

Unfortunately, none of these big-ticket projects funded by China, such as 
the New Centennial Water-Source Kaliwa Dam Project, the Chico River Pump 
Irrigation Project, and the Safe Philippines Project, have significantly advanced. 
Aside from having questionable bidding processes, most of these projects have 
faced bureaucratic bottlenecks, including lack of financing, corruption issues, 
environmental degradation, and opposition from civil society organizations. 
Controversies have also surrounded these projects due to the risks it had 
concerning national security, the rule of law, transparency, and accountability. 

The experience of the Philippines with BRI demonstrates the need to 
safeguard national interests vis-à-vis the capacity of powerful states in expanding 
their influence and shaping policies to their benefit. It also shows how economic 
partnerships can be used as a tool to challenge shared democratic norms and 
institutions in the region. Despite the challenges and non-fruition of these, the 
Duterte administration’s economic and development agenda still prioritized 
China’s economic largesse.

The next set of leaders must prioritize addressing these major concerns by 
strengthening economic diplomacy and trade with other states. According to 
Ambassador Albert Del Rosario, former Foreign Affairs Secretary, economic 
diplomacy entails efforts to attract foreign investments, spur economic growth 
as well as encourage development assistance for the Philippines.9 He added that 
prioritizing economic diplomacy will also help the country to generate jobs for 
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Filipinos and alleviate poverty and hunger. Multilateral cooperation also plays an 
important role in advancing economic diplomacy.

The Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA) reported in December 2021 that the 
United States is the country’s major trading partner in terms of exports, while 
China is the biggest supplier of imported goods. Exports to the United States 
amount to USD 1.01 billion, or a share of 16.1% of the total exports in December 
2021. Other major export trading partners include China, Hong Kong, Japan, and 
Singapore. On the other hand, China contributed the highest imported goods 
valued at USD 2.14 billion or 18.7% of the total imports in the same month. Other 
major import trading partners include the US, South Korea, Japan, and Indonesia.

Despite potential risks, economic diplomacy provides opportunities for 
the Philippines to address the concerns of the public in terms of the country’s 
economic growth and development. The new administration should harness 
existing economic partnerships and actively participate in regional economic and 
trade initiatives. Figures 1 and 2 below demonstrate the imports and exports of 
the Philippines by major partner country.10

In the broader regional context, the Philippines is at a strategic vantage point 
relative to the United States, China, and other major players due to its non-
threatening stance and its ability to move through the “hierarchical” nature 
of regional and global affairs.  It can further establish a key role in creating an 
environment for economic development and people-centered prosperity in the 
Indo-Pacific without undermining the participation of other states.11

Furthermore, the new administration should look into the country’s existing 
regulatory environment as well as its capacity to check and separate advantageous 
investments and economic partnerships from those that will put the country at 
risk. As the country continues its economic recovery, economic diplomacy is 
an area that needs to be prioritized and reinforced. The Philippine government 
should consider examining or incorporating best practices from global and 
regional economic initiatives, including the following:

1. Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) Agreement
The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) Agreement among 
Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam, 
Australia, China, Japan, and New Zealand was enforced on January 1, 2022. China 
pushed the RCEP in 2012 to counter the then United States-led Trans-Pacific 
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Figure 1 . Philippine Exports by Major Partner Country December 2021
(In USD Million)
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Figure 2 . Philippine Imports by Major Partner Country December 2021
(In USD Million)
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Partnership. The 16-member partnership is one of the largest free-trade blocs. 
Under the agreement, trade in goods among members will be subject to zero 
tariffs, strengthening the economic engagement among states and amplifying 
their participation in regional economic development.

For South Korea, the agreement commenced on February 1, 2022. As for the 
remaining five states, specifically India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, and the 
Philippines, the effectivity date of the agreement is still to be determined. For the 
Philippines, the RCEP trade agreement is expected to improve the country’s gross 
domestic product, foreign direct investments, and exports.

During the latest ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting held in Cambodia on 
February 16 to 17, 2022, Foreign Affairs Secretary Locsin said that the Philippine 
government would not accept the RCEP ratification instrument of military junta-
led Myanmar unless it stood in the way of a consensus in the ASEAN. The RCEP 
agreement will be enforced 60 days after other states have deposited their instrument 
of ratification, acceptance, or approval to the Secretary-General of ASEAN. For the 
Philippines, the Senate has yet to concur with the ratification of the agreement.

2. Build Back Better World (B3W)
The global infrastructure project Build Back Better World (B3W) was launched in 
June 2021 by G7 countries under the leadership of President Joseph Biden of the 
United States, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau of Canada, President Emmanuel 
Macron of France, former Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany, Prime Minister 
Mario Draghi of Italy, former Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga of Japan, and Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson of the United Kingdom. 

It is described as a “values-driven, high-standard, and transparent infrastructure 
partnership led by major democracies,” which aims to fund USD 40 trillion worth 
of global infrastructure needs in the developing world.12 The B3W will cover 
countries from Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa, and the Indo-Pacific and will 
focus on climate, health, digital technology, and gender equality. The G7 countries 
will have their respective geographic orientations allowing the project to cover low- 
and middle-income countries in different parts of the world. Investments from 
development finance institutions will support the global project.

As a tool for economic diplomacy, the B3W is part of the 2022 Indo-Pacific 
Strategy of the United States. Given the scale of the infrastructure project, the 
B3W is seen as an alternative to China’s BRI.
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3. Indo-Pacific Economic Framework
Aside from the B3W, the United States announced its intent to develop an Indo-
Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) in October 2021. This is the first major trade 
and economic initiative of the United States in the Indo-Pacific region after former 
US President Donald Trump’s withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership in 
2017. Because of this withdrawal, there are concerns that the United States lacks a 
strategy to counter China’s economic influence in the region.13

The IPEF will focus on trade facilitation, digital economy and technology, 
supply chain resiliency, decarbonization and clean energy, infrastructure, worker 
standards, and other areas of shared interest. In the latest Indo-Pacific Strategy 
document, the United States described the IPEF as a multilateral partnership in 
achieving its economic goals in the region. This includes the following:

• Develop new approaches to trade that meet high labor and 
environmental standards

• Govern our digital economies and cross-border data flows according 
to open principles through a new digital economy framework

• Advance resilient and secure supply chains that are diverse, open, 
and predictable

• Make shared investments in decarbonization and clean energy14

The United States had an initial engagement with some allies and partners, 
including Australia, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, 
and Vietnam. Projects include the proposed U.S.-Malaysia Memorandum 
of Cooperation on Supply Chains, a clean energy partnership between the 
government and private sector known as the Clean EDGE Initiative, and a 
proposed Coalition for an Open Internet, U.S.-India Trade Policy Forum, U.S.-
Korea free trade agreement (KORUS), and even an infrastructure coordination 
group within the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue to engage Southeast Asian 
countries.

4. European Global Gateway
On December 1, 2021, the Global Gateway was launched by the European 
Commission and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
that aims to fund EUR 300 billion in investments from 2021 to 2027. 
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The project aims “to boost smart, clean and secure links in digital, energy and 
transport sectors and to strengthen health, education and research systems across 
the world.”15  The Global Gateway project will invest in initiatives in the digital, 
climate, and energy, transport, health, as well as education, and research sectors.

The European Union launched the Global Gateway to complement the B3W 
initiative in meeting the “global infrastructure development needs.”16 It is also 
aligned with the UN’s Agenda 2030 and its Sustainable Development Goals, as 
well as the Paris Agreement. Like the B3W, the program is seen as an alternative 
to China’s BRI.

On February 10, 2022, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen 
announced a EUR 150-billion investment in Africa. The announcement was 
made in a joint statement with Senegal President Macky Sall, who is now the 
chair of the African Union. The investment in Africa is the first initiative under 
the Global Gateway scheme since its launch in December 2021.

Promoting Global Cooperation and Collective 
Problem Solving on Issues

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue and the AUKUS alliance between Australia, 
the United Kingdom, and the United States demonstrate the significance of engaging 
in multilateral and inclusive cooperation in advancing a regional mechanism 
to navigate an increasingly complex Indo-Pacific. These security dialogues or 
arrangements are also seen as vital to the peace and stability of the region.

On February 11, 2022, the most recent Quad Foreign Ministers’ Meeting 
took place in Australia. It was attended by Australian Foreign Minister Marise 
Payne, Indian Minister of External Affairs Dr. S. Jaishankar, Japanese Minister 
for Foreign Affairs Hayashi Yoshimasa, and United States Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken. The ministers discussed their “positive and ambitious agenda” 
to promote a secure and prosperous Indo-Pacific. They have also expressed their 
commitment to cooperate on various regional issues such as terrorism, maritime 
security, and global supply chain challenges.

On maritime security, the foreign ministers reiterated the importance of 
international law, such as the UNCLOS, and a rules-based international order 
in managing the issues. In a joint statement, the leaders also reaffirmed their 
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commitment to a free, open, and inclusive rules-based order. They emphasized the 
importance of addressing coercive economic policies and practices and upholding 
and strengthening the rules-based multilateral trading system. Moreover, the 
ministers discussed other key areas, including climate change, cybersecurity, 
infrastructure development, education, and critical and emerging technologies.17

On September 15, 2021, state leaders of Australia, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States announced an enhanced trilateral security partnership called 
“AUKUS,” which supports Australia’s acquisition of nuclear-powered submarines. 
This security partnership aims to facilitate the integration of security and defense-
related technology, industrial bases, and supply chains between the three countries 
to promote stability and their shared interests in the Indo-Pacific. According to 
Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison, the AUKUS alliance complements the 
QUAD and contributes to regional stability. The alliance will also allow Australia 
to enhance its presence in the Indo-Pacific through the ASEAN, the Quad, and 
the “Five Eyes” intelligence-sharing arrangement.18

The latest initiatives of the QUAD and AUKUS can provide countries like the 
Philippines with a viable tool to participate and contribute to collective problem 
solving, especially on important security and economic issues in the region. This 
can also enable the Philippines to foster its diplomatic linkages and economic 
programs with major players in the region to a level where it is able to have a role 
in its regional policies yet protect itself from disadvantageous external influence. 
In a world where “might is right,” the renewed commitment of the QUAD and the 
rise of AUKUS show that there is strength in numbers to grow and survive in a 
rapidly evolving Indo-Pacific region.19

Cooperative Security, Democratic Community and Rule of Law

At the Summit for Democracy held in December 2021, government leaders, civil 
society and private sector representatives, stressed the need for international 
cooperation among democratic states. The summit reflected the democratic 
community’s shared interests to combat corruption, address the rising tide of 
authoritarianism, and promote human rights. The present global competition is 
perceived not only in terms of military and economic aspects but also in terms 
of shared values of democracy. Having a values-based approach is crucial in 
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collectively managing foreign policy issues which includes the integration and 
respect for the rule of law.

In the case of the South China Sea, to manage state relations and territorial 
disputes, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has been 
negotiating with China to develop a Code of Conduct (COC). However, despite 
the desire to collectively solve the issue, Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro Locsin 
Jr. noted that the negotiations with China for a COC “went nowhere.” 20 With 
Cambodia as the current chair of the ASEAN, the final version of the COC is far 
from becoming a reality due to Cambodia’s refusal to use language that is critical 
of China. In the absence of a consensus among its members, the ASEAN must be 
able to find other areas of cooperation ensuring that integrity and sovereignty of 
affected ASEAN states are not severely impacted. 

During the ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting in February 2022, the ministers 
expressed, in a statement, their concerns about the South China Sea, including 
land reclamation activities and their damage to the marine environment. These 
acts have eroded trust and confidence, increased tensions, and undermined peace, 
security, and stability in the region. The statement also reiterated the association’s 
commitment to the peaceful resolution of disputes, without resorting to the threat 
or use of force, in accordance with the principles of international law, including 
the UNCLOS. At the same time, the ministers also affirmed the importance of 
an effective and substantive COC.21 This highlights the complexity of the South 
China Sea issue for ASEAN states.

ASEAN should recognize the 2016 arbitral ruling as a leverage in finalizing 
a COC for the ASEAN and China. This Ruling does not only recognize the 
Philippines’ right to exercise its sovereignty over these maritime zones, but it also 
highlights the need to engage in accordance with international law which also 
addresses tangent issues other claimant states have vis-à-vis China.

Further, to ensure peace and stability in the region, the organization should 
uphold its principle of centrality and independence to address issues and 
challenges affecting its member-states. Furthermore, the fulfillment of the ASEAN 
Outlook on the Indo-Pacific, jointly supported and signed by its members in June 
2019, should be given utmost priority.22 The unified vision and strategy seeks to:

1. Guide cooperation;
2. Promote peace, stability, and prosperity while addressing common    
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challenges, upholding the rules-based regional architecture and promoting 
closer economic cooperation, and thus strengthen confidence and trust;
3. Enhance the ASEAN community’s building process and strengthen
existing ASEAN-led mechanisms, such as the East Asia Summit; and
4. Implement existing ASEAN priority areas of cooperation, including 
joint maritime efforts, connectivity, economic progress, Sustainable 
Development Goals, and other areas of partnership.

With a new foreign policy in its early stages, the new set of leaders is presented 
with an opportunity to assert a firmer stance on shared democratic values 
and international law. Members of the ASEAN are also in the best position to 
support and rally behind the Philippines to reinforce the 2016 arbitral ruling and 
contribute to the maintenance of peace, freedom of aviation and navigation in 
the region as well as the peaceful settlement of disputes founded on the 1982 UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea.23 

Multilateralism and the Future of Global Governance

The future of the Indo-Pacific will largely depend on the development of multilateral 
and inclusive cooperation among like-minded states, including the United States, 
Australia, Japan, India, and members of the EU. In the new age of globalization, 
ongoing efforts in cooperation focus on global health and the pandemic, climate 
change, digitalization, cybersecurity, trade and investment, and terrorism. 

As more states introduce and realign their foreign policy, countries like 
the Philippines should use the opportunity to create additional channels for 
cooperation. Given the current international order, attempts to move toward 
a unilateral world would not benefit the region as it would only heighten risks 
and affect the dynamics between major players. On the other hand, fostering 
multilateral and inclusive cooperation would create a mechanism that will enable 
the region to manage power shifts and collectively address various challenges, 
including those that are transnational. Advancing this initiative would also 
be beneficial in protecting international law and promoting a rules-based 
international order. The Philippine government should learn and strategize 
through its existing alliances and partnerships to advance its strategic interests 
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and contribute to the global effort of promoting a Free and Open Indo-Pacific.
As part of an interconnected and networked international society, the 

Philippines must develop a more responsive and strategic foreign policy that will 
effectively contribute to the ongoing efforts to collectively manage global and 
regional issues. Fostering multilateral and strategic partnerships is imperative if 
the Philippines is to recover from the consequences of the current administration’s 
foreign policy decisions and be rightly aligned with the growing global alliance 
advancing a free and open Indo-Pacific.24

The new administration should consider the various Indo-Pacific strategies 
being pushed by the international community in formulating its own policy and 
engagement policy, such as the following:

1. United States Indo-Pacific Strategy
On February 11, 2022, the United States released its official Indo-Pacific strategy, 
which focuses on pursuing a free and open, connected, prosperous, secure, and 
resilient region. The strategy outlines the Biden administration’s vision to anchor 
the United States in the Indo-Pacific and strengthen the region in the process. 
The United States seeks to pursue five main objectives together with its allies 
and partners in the region, as well as with regional institutions. These objectives 
include the following:

• Advance A Free and Open Indo-Pacific;
• Build Connections Within and Beyond the Region;
• Drive Regional Prosperity;
• Bolster Indo-Pacific Security; and Build Regional Resilience to   

  Transnational Threats.

Among the challenges mentioned in the document, the strategic competition 
with China continues to be a primary security concern for the United States. 
It explains in detail how China has continued to use its economic, diplomatic, 
military, and technological capabilities to broaden its influence in the Indo-
Pacific to become the “world’s most influential power.” 

The document also reiterated the commitment of the United States to promote 
a rules-based international order and a free and open Indo-Pacific. Moreover, 
the strategy highlighted the role and importance of Washington’s alliances and 
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partnerships with the Philippines, Thailand, Australia, Japan, South Korea, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Vietnam.

The Indo-Pacific strategy serves as a direct response to China’s coercion and 
aggression against the allies of the United States. This includes its economic 
coercion of Australia, its territorial conflict with India, its ambition to “reclaim” 
Taiwan, and its gray zone activities in the disputed waters of the East and South 
China Seas. The US Indo-Pacific Strategy seeks to build a “balance of influence in 
a maximally favorable world” to the United States and its allies. Other challenges 
mentioned in the strategy are climate change and the global pandemic. It also 
stated that China is undermining human rights and international law, which 
includes freedom of navigation, a crucial element in maintaining the stability and 
prosperity of the Indo-Pacific region.25

2. Japan’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)
The vision of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) was first introduced by former 
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in August 2016. Due to China’s maritime 
expansion in the region and their territorial dispute in the Senkaku Islands, 
Japan pushed to develop and reinforce its Indo-Pacific strategy. Under the FOIP, 
Japan aims to promote peace, stability, and prosperity across the Indo-Pacific by 
ensuring a rules based international order including the rule of law, freedom of 
navigation and overflight, peaceful settlement of disputes, and promotion of free 
trade.26

Japan’s FOIP mentions three pillars:

• Promotion and establishment of the rule of law, freedom of navigation, 
free trade, etc.
• Pursuit of economic prosperity (improving connectivity and 
strengthening economic partnership including EPA/FTAs and investment 
treaties); and
• Commitment for peace and stability (capacity building on maritime law 
enforcement, HA/DR cooperation, etc.).

According to Prime Minister Fumio Kishida, Japan’s initiative to work together 
with like- minded states such as the United States, Australia, and India will allow 
deeper cooperation towards the goal of a free and open Indo-Pacific.27 In a recent 
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meeting with President Biden, Prime Minister Kishida renewed his commitment 
to working closely with the US and its allies and partners in the Indo-Pacific. 
The two leaders also reaffirmed their support for ASEAN centrality to strengthen 
cooperation in Southeast Asia. They also underscored the importance of the 
QUAD as a critical forum to promote FOIP and deliver important assistance in 
areas such as COVID-19 response, climate change, and infrastructure.28

Japan has continued to strategically promote efforts to achieve FOIP through 
its programs and initiatives.29 These initiatives include the following:

• Promoting public diplomacy on maritime order and sharing insights on 
the international law of the sea with the world;
• Rule-making to expand a free and fair economic order;
• Securing connectivity across the Indian Ocean and the Pacific;
• Enhancing governance through capacity building; and
• Ensuring maritime security and safety.

3. QUAD and the Indo-Pacific
The leaders of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, including the United States, 
Japan, Australia, and India, have emphasized the vital role of QUAD cooperation 
in the Indo- Pacific region. Cooperation among these states began after the Indian 
Ocean tsunami in 2004. Currently, the group has been engaging in multilateral 
cooperation in the areas of security, economic, and health issues.

In the fourth QUAD Foreign Ministers Meeting in Melbourne, Australia on 
February 11, 2022, the ministers reaffirmed their respective country’s support for 
the Indo- Pacific. The region is envisioned to be “inclusive and resilient, and in 
which states strive to protect the interests of their people, free from coercion.”30

Cooperation among QUAD members is reflected in their commitment to 
donate 1.3 billion vaccine doses globally. In their joint statement, the group 
announced that a total of 500 million vaccine doses had been distributed 
around the world. The QUAD also welcomed India’s pledge for safe and effective 
COVID-19 vaccines.  The groups’ vaccine production is in the Biological E Ltd 
facility in India. In addition to this, Australia also pledged USD 212 million in 
grant aid to purchase vaccines in the Indo-Pacific and another USD 219 million 
for vaccine rollouts and other COVID-19 vaccine initiatives.

Aside from efforts on the COVID-19 pandemic, the members are also 
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committed to establishing responsible and resilient clean-energy supply chains 
under the leadership of Australia. In their joint statement, the group announced 
that it would be organizing an Indo-Pacific Clean Energy Supply Chain Forum in 
July 2022. The said forum will provide an avenue for states to collectively identify 
challenges and provide solutions on clean energy supply chains in the Indo-
Pacific region.

These are some of the efforts initiated by the QUAD in their commitment to 
advance a free and open Indo-Pacific region. While the US and Japan have their 
respective Indo- Pacific strategies, Australia has emphasized the importance of the 
Indo-Pacific region in its 2020 Defence Strategic Update, while India has launched 
its Act/Look East Policy which also highlights its support for a free and open region.

4. European Union Strategy for Cooperation in the Indo-Pacific
The European Union took note of the vital role of the Indo-Pacific in terms 
of security and economic growth. Consequently, it acknowledges its role as 
a significant partner in the region. Released in April 2021, the EU Strategy for 
Cooperation in the Indo- Pacific aims to promote an open and rules-based 
regional security architecture. The seven priority areas in this strategy include 
sustainable and inclusive prosperity, green transition, ocean governance, digital 
governance and partnerships, connectivity, security and defense, and human 
security.31

Toward a free and open Indo-Pacific region, the European Union aims to 
build partnerships and maintain a rules-based international order. It will do 
so by conducting more joint exercises, and port calls with its partners in the 
region, including multilateral exercises, to address piracy and protect freedom of 
navigation. The EU also plans to conduct dialogues with its partners on security 
and defense, including areas such as counter-terrorism and cybersecurity. Under 
the strategy, the EU also expressed commitment to ensure maritime security.

In addition, a joint communication was released on September 16, 2021, that 
mentioned the EU’s intention to have a multifaceted engagement with China. The 
EU is open to working bilaterally with Beijing on issues of shared interests, and 
it also emphasized that its strategy is “one of cooperation, not confrontation.”32

5. ASEAN’s Indo-Pacific Outlook
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) launched ASEAN Outlook 



21MANHIT

on the Indo-Pacific during the 2019 ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting (SOM) 
held in Bangkok, Thailand. The document highlights the importance of the Asia-
Pacific and the Indian Ocean regions as among the “most dynamic in the world 
as well as centers of economic growth.”33 The ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific 
was negotiated after then US President Donald Trump introduced the Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) Strategy in 2017 during his Asia tour. The document 
recognizes the centrality of the ASEAN in the regional geopolitical shifts, which 
are a result of the competition between the United States and China. 

The ASEAN Outlook in the Indo-Pacific highlights the role of ASEAN-
led mechanisms such as the East Asia Summit as a platform for dialogue and 
cooperation among states. Priority areas of cooperation include maritime 
cooperation, connectivity, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
2030, economic development, and other possible areas of cooperation. Through 
this Indo-Pacific Outlook, the ASEAN reiterates its central role in navigating 
the complex regional architecture of Southeast Asia and the Indo-Pacific. The 
document also emphasizes the commitment of the ASEAN to a rules-based 
international order that hinges on “international law, openness, transparency, 
inclusivity, and commitment to advancing economic engagement in the region.”34

Toward A More Responsive and Strategic Philippine Foreign Policy

As various challenges continue to emerge from the current international order, 
the Philippines must reassess its position in the region and work towards the 
development of a more responsive and strategic foreign policy. This will involve 
the development and implementation of a long-term program that will focus on 
the re-evaluation of the country’s foreign policy direction, economic initiatives, 
and the establishment of new alliances and strategic partnerships. With the 
international community’s support, it is high time that the Philippine government 
moved on from the small-state narrative and worked its way up to become a more 
relevant player in the region.

Given the lessons from previous administrations, the new set of leaders 
can push for policies and initiatives that are consistent with the interests of the 
Filipino people. The results of the Social Weather Stations survey commissioned 
by Stratbase conducted last October 2021 provide significant insights regarding 



Table 1 . Social Weather Stations Survey
TEST STATEMENT: “�e next Philippine government should assert its right on the islands in 

the West Philippine Sea as stipulated in the 2016 decision of the Permanent Court of Arbitration.” Oct 2021

Source: Social Weather Stations (SWS)

Agree Undecided Disagree

Philippines
NCR
Balance of Luzon
Visayas
Mindanao

82%
87%
85%
77%
77%

14%
9%
12%
16%
20%

4%
5%
2%
7%
3%

Table 2 . Social Weather Stations Survey
TEST STATEMENT: “�e next Philippine president of the Philippines should form an alliance with other 

countries in defending the Philippines’ territorial and economic rights in the West Philippine Sea.” Oct 2021

Source: Social Weather Stations (SWS)

Agree Undecided Disagree

Philippines
NCR
Balance of Luzon
Visayas
Mindanao

85%
88%
88%
82%
78%

12%
8%
8%
13%
19%

3%
4%
4%
4%
2%
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the thoughts of Filipinos on several key security issues. According to 82% of 
Filipinos, “the next Philippine government should assert its right on the islands 
in the West Philippine Sea as stipulated in the 2016 decision of the Permanent 
Court of Arbitration” (Table 1). In addition, 85% agreed that “the next President 
of the Philippines should form an alliance with other countries in defending the 
Philippines’ territorial and economic rights in the West Philippine Sea” (WPS) 
(Table 2). In line with this, the Philippines should rely on countries that recognize 
and support the 2016 arbitral victory.

Moreover, the Philippine government should also prioritize partners that 
promote a rules-based international order. Regarding security alliances, it is only 
natural to cooperate with trusted countries to advocate for a rules-based regional 
order and to assert the Philippines’ sovereign rights in the West Philippine Sea. 
Thus, the same survey indicated that the Filipinos trust the United States of 
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America (75%), Australia (52%), the United Kingdom (52%), Japan (53%), the 
European Union (42%), and India (22%). Remarkably, China remains to be the 
least trusted country, with only 21% of Filipinos registering “Much Trust” while 
the majority (55%) responding with “Little Trust” (Figure 3).

On the question “What should the next president do on the WPS issue?” 
Filipinos want a president who will “Strengthen the military capability of the 
Philippines” (80%), “Conduct joint military patrols and military exercises with 
allied countries” (65%), and “Fully implement the terms of the Visiting Forces 
Agreement or VFA and the Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement or EDCA” 
(58%) (Table 3). These are followed by the “Finalization of the ASEAN Code of 
Conduct in the South China Sea” (45%), and “Bring the    issue to     the     United     
Nations     General     Assembly” (40%). Furthermore, 79 % said that the “building 
of infrastructures on the vacant islands in the West Philippine Sea to assert our 
rights to these islands” is “Important” (Table 4).

The 2022 elections provide an opportunity for the Filipino people to elect 
leaders who will prioritize the country’s strategic interests and actively pursue 
multilateral and inclusive cooperation with like-minded states, including the 



Table 3 . E�ective Measures that the Next President 
Should Do on the West Philippine Sea Issue (Overall)

(Philippine, October 2021)

Source: Social Weather Stations (SWS)

Strengthen military capability of the Philippines, especially the Navy and Coast Guard  

Conduct joint maritime patrols and military exercises with allied countries  65%

Fully implement the terms of the Visiting Forces Agreement of VFA and the 
Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement or EDCA    58%

Finalization of the ASEAN Code of Conduct or an agreement on how countries would 
act within the South China Sea      45%
Bring this issue to the United Nations General Assembly    40%

80%

Table 4 . Perceived Importance of the Philippine Government Building 
Infrastructures on the Vacant Islands in the West Philippine Sea 

to Assert Our Rights to these Islands
(Philippine, October 2021)

Source: Social Weather Stations (SWS)

Important   79%

Undecided   13%
Not Important    8%
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United States, Japan, Australia, India, and the EU. Filipinos deserve a leader 
who will not only protect their welfare but also push for shared democratic 
values and contribute to the maintenance of peace and stability in the Indo-
Pacific.

In a nutshell, a more responsive and strategic foreign policy in the next six 
years and beyond should therefore be cognizant and considerate of the following 

conditions and factors: the configuration of Philippine national interest with 
the evolving interconnectedness and multipolarity, economic diplomacy as the 
primary means of showing the contribution of both state and non-state actors 
in national development and international diplomacy, equal consideration to 
various factors affecting human security, the continuing importance of alliances 
and strategic partnerships  in navigating the changing international order and 
the public perception on how government should act on international issues and 
developments.

In line with this, this paper suggests that the next administration consider the 
following policy recommendations:
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1. Implement a clear, cohesive, and consistent foreign policy direction. The 
implementation of the current administration’s independent foreign policy, along 
with the absence of clear guidelines and its opaqueness and inconsistency, has 
affected the regional standing and position of the Philippines. The decision of 
President Duterte to move the country away from its allies and foster alliance 
with non-traditional partners ultimately changed the foreign policy direction 
of the country and heightened more risks. The narrative that small states have 
no place in regional affairs have also affected the country’s ability to advance its 
national interests. Moving forward, the new administration should provide and 
implement a clear, cohesive, and consistent foreign policy that prioritizes the 
country’s national interests. Given the support of the international community, 
the Philippine government should chart a new foreign policy direction and 
develop long-term partnerships with like-minded states in order to create more 
opportunities for the country to participate and strategically position itself in 
regional and global affairs.

2.  Develop the country’s comprehensive power according to its military, economic, 
scientific, and cultural capabilities.  The complexity of foreign policy issues is 
relative to the inherent level of power of a state. In the case of the Philippines, it 
must be able to allocate its resources, in line with its policy prioritization agenda, 
current to long-term plan for infrastructural, institutional and human capacity, 
and overall national development and security strategy.

3. Uphold national sovereignty and territorial integrity in the West Philippine 
Sea. The paper has emphasized how renewed tensions in the disputed waters 
have become a major foreign policy concern for the Philippines. Aside from their 
impact on national sovereignty and territorial integrity, gray zone operations and 
the militarization of the West Philippine Sea have affected the country’s marine 
resources and the livelihood of its fishermen. Against this regional situation, the 
new administration should re-evaluate its position on China or any state that could 
compromise peace and stability in the West Philippine Sea. Although diplomacy 
and the peaceful settlement of disputes are important, the Philippine government 
must not allow any state to circumvent international law and threaten the country’s 
national security. The new administration should prioritize the development of 
policies that will allow the country to step up and strategically work with allies 
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and partners to ensure that international laws, treaties, and agreements in the 
preservation of a rules-based international order are being strictly followed. The 
Philippine government must also uphold its national sovereignty and territorial 
integrity through the 2016 arbitral victory and collective action with the 
international community.

4. Foster multilateral and inclusive cooperation through alliances and strategic 
partnerships. Given the increasing interconnectedness of states and the potential 
risks brought by various traditional, and non-traditional challenges, the relevance 
of multilateral cooperation in collectively finding solutions have become more 
important than ever. Leveraging on alliances and strategic partnerships will be 
beneficial not only in terms of diplomacy and security but also in other areas 
including economic development. In the case of the Philippines, strengthening 
its relations with like-minded states such as the United States, Australia, Japan, 
India, and the EU will allow the country to effectively respond to and navigate 
the complex geopolitical backdrop of the Indo-Pacific region. Engaging in 
multilateral and inclusive cooperation will also enable the Philippines to 
contribute to the global effort of promoting shared democratic values and a rules-
based international order.  

5. Prioritize Economic Cooperation and Participation in Regional and Global 
Economic Initiatives. Economic diplomacy plays an important role in advancing 
the national interests of the Philippines. As the country continues its economic 
recovery, the new administration should prioritize and reinforce this core 
element in developing its foreign policy to attract foreign investments, generate 
new jobs, and spur economic growth. By maximizing the opportunities brought 
by existing economic partnerships and actively participating in regional and 
global economic initiatives, the Philippine government can efficiently address 
the concerns of the public in terms of long- term economic growth and 
development. It is also important for the new administration to clearly draw 
a line between security and the economy. By opening the country’s channels 
to potential economic partners including states that are involved in territorial 
dispute in the West Philippine Sea, the Philippines can continue its pursuit of 
shared development and prosperity for its people. It is important, however, 
to assess and evaluate the country’s existing regulatory environment and 
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its capacity to check and separate advantageous investments and economic 
partnerships from those that would put the country at risk.
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