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Toward an Extremist and Adventurist South China Sea Policy

Observations on Three Years of the Marcos Administration

Since taking office in July 2022, Marcos Jr. has been in office at Malacanang
Palace for more than three years. To carry on the glory of his family’s previous
generation, to revitalize and to rebuild his family power, Marcos Jr. has deeply
impressed the international community, especially his own region. The foreign policy
of the Marcos administration showed a style, distinguished from the pragmatism of
the Duterte administration, with a strong sense of “political elitism” and
“interest-group politics”. Over the past three years, domestic food and energy price
crises, inflation, and high unemployment rates have been unbearable for ordinary
Filipinos, the political struggle initiated by the Marcos administration against the
Duterte family has been even more unexpected.

The Philippines is a key party to the South China Sea disputes, claiming
jurisdiction over waters within 200 nautical miles of its coast, while also asserting
sovereignty over Scarborough Shoal in the Zhongsha Islands and certain features in
the Spratly Islands. Since the 1960s, the Philippines’ policy actions concerning the
South China Sea disputes can be summarized as “ one main thread and three
measures”: focusing on the goal of maritime expansion; illegally occupying certain
islands and reefs through military and gray-zone tactics; strengthening its claims
through domestic legislation and by resorting to third-party mechanisms; and seeking
U.S. support to consolidate and expand its maritime claims. In June 2024, the
Philippines unilaterally submitted a delimitation application to the United Nations
Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf for areas in the South China Sea

beyond 200 nautical miles. The area covered is much larger than its exclusive



economic zone, marking yet another attempt by the Philippines at maritime
expansion.

Shortly after Marcos took office, in addition to maintaining its conventional
policy approaches, the Philippine government ’ s stance on the South China Sea
disputes began to show signs of “radicalization.” Some measures have even violated
the basic norms of modern international relations, while others have departed entirely
from the traditional trajectory of Philippine foreign policy —reflecting a shift from
being “driven by national interests” to being “driven by emotional impulses.” The
Philippines’ tendency toward “radicalization” reflects the complex struggles among
political families, bureaucratic circles, and elite groups, while also being closely

linked to the strong influence of the United States.



I. Deception and Domestication: The Philippines Headed for Division

1. A Deceptive and Controversial Marcos Administration

Halfway through his term in office, Marcos Jr.’s foreign policy, achievements,
and methods of winning votes are all controversial.

Controversy 1: The Philippines' foreign policy undergoing its biggest swing has
deceived the international community, including China

Since independence in 1946, the core of the Philippines’ foreign policy has been
the 1951 U.S. -Philippines Mutual Defense Treaty, a fact that has remained
unchanged. The Philippines’ bilateral relations with China and other countries,
however, have been diverging according to the preferences of successive
administrations. Throughout the history of China-Philippines relations, managing
differences between states while intensifying bilateral economic and trade cooperation
has been the underlying tone. This feature has been even clearer following the
reactionary impact of the Aquino III administration on bilateral relations as the
Duterte administration promptly reversed the continuous decline by shifting his focus
towards establishing dialogue and cooperation. As The New York Times reported in
May 2023, “Marcos Jr. has undergone a major shift in his foreign policy.”

In January 2023, Marcos Jr. paid a historic visit to China. At a time when the
world was predicting that China-Philippines relations would continue to warm up
along the original track, the new Philippine government began to push it towards the
edge of conflict and controversy. Even though the right and the far left claimed that
the adjustment is “right” and that the “pro-U.S.” orientation of the Marcos
administration is exactly what the U.S. and its allies want, the majority of the
Filipinos, Southeast Asian countries and the international community were taken

aback by the sudden “New Deal” in the foreign policy. Most surprisingly, the foreign



policy shift has accelerated, said local Filipino scholar Aries Arugay. Disregarding
historical grievances, the Biden administration and the Marcos administration has
drawn those Filipinos fearing a return to dictatorship to a disturbing and
overwhelming atmosphere.

In an article published in The Manila Times on October 31, 2025, Rigoberto D.
Tiglao, former Presidential Spokesperson for President Arroyo and now a columnist
for The Manila Times, angrily stated: "He has pursued a foreign policy that is totally
based on lies, hostile to China, the economic and military superpower in our part of
the world that we should be wooing instead. Marcos has proven to be a total U.S.
puppet, in this declining superpower’s aim to alienate us and Southeast Asia from
China."

Controversy 2: The unsatisfactory performance of the Marcos administration
has deceived the Filipino voters

According to the World Bank, the Philippines is one of the fastest-growing
economies in East Asia and the Pacific, with an average annual growth rate expected
to reach 6% between 2024 and 2026. Far from the 6%-6.5% growth rate set by the
government, nonetheless, the Philippines is in fact expected to experience only a
growth rate of 5.6% in 2024. In the first quarter of 2025, the economic growth rate of
the Philippines was only 5.4%, lower than the 5.9% recorded in the same period of
2024. The Asian Development Bank also lowered its GDP growth target for the
Philippines in 2025.

Despite maintaining a growth rate higher than other ASEAN countries, the
Philippines is beset with crises in people's livelihood. The country's inflation rate rose
from 5.8% in 2022, a 14-year high, to around 6% in 2023. Though it dropped to 3.9%

in 2024, prices of electricity, fuel, food and other essentials remain high. During his



presidential campaign, Marcos Jr. promised to lower the price of rice to 20 pesos per
kilogram. By February 2025, however, the average price of rice in the country was
over 40 pesos per kilogram, and exceeded 50 pesos per kilogram in some areas,
forcing him to declare a national food security emergency. According to a survey
released by the Philippine polling agency Social Weather Stations in March 2025,
63% of respondents said they were living in poverty in December 2024, the highest in
two decades. Among them, 33% of the approximately 2 million rice farmers were the
poorest. Since 90% of the country's crude oil is imported, taxes and logistics costs
have kept domestic fuel prices high, with gasoline prices once exceeding 100 pesos
per liter in 2022. Since 2023, gasoline prices in the Philippines have remained within
the range of 65-85 pesos per litre, nearly 33% higher than those in Vietnam and 20%
higher than those in Thailand. The price of industrial natural gas in the Philippines is
slightly lower than that in Japan but much higher than that in other Southeast Asian
countries at around $0.20 per cubic meter. Electricity prices in the Philippines have
continued to rise due to persistently high energy prices, remaining at 8-9 pesos per
kilowatt-hour from 2017 to 2019, peaking at 12-13 pesos per kilowatt-hour in 2022,
and dropping by about 1 peso per kilowatt-hour from the peak in 2023 to 2024, with
an average price increase of over 20% compared to pre-pandemic levels. In addition,
the unemployment rate in the Philippines has declined since 2024 but remains at a
high level and has rebounded since January 2025, with the number of unemployed
people increasing by 530,000 month-on-month to 2.16 million and the unemployment
rate reaching 4.3%. Although the Marcos administration has tried to promote
employment, the unemployment rate has not improved much compared with the
beginning of his term.

Controversy 3: Marcos Jr. rebuilds the political bloc centered around him



through deception and betrayal from his political alliance

Since 2022, the political landscape in the Philippines has witnessed a dramatic
scene where the once-powerful Duterte family has rapidly declined and even faced the
risk of being kicked out, while the political bloc led by Marcos Jr. has risen rapidly.
Controversies have been revolving around the Marcos family, and to this day, the
Philippine Presidential Commission on Good Government is still conducting
inventories and recovering the assets of the Marcos family. The negative impact
brought by Marcos Sr. has been hovering around Marcos Jr. as he seeks to restore his
family power on behalf of the Marcos family. In spite of this, Duterte chose Marcos Jr.
as a political ally and supported him in the 2022 general election at the cost of
persuading his daughter Sarah Duterte to withdraw. At that time, Sarah Duterte
obtained 61.53% of the votes as the vice-presidential candidate, while Marcos Jr.
obtained only 58.8% even with Duterte’s support. Shortly after taking office, however,
Marcos Jr. began to shake off the influence of Duterte by imposing pressure over
former President Duterte and Vice President Sara Duterte. With the midterm elections
approaching, the conflict between the two families erupted completely. Since
February 2025, not only has the Marcos administration allowed the International
Criminal Court (ICC) to arrest Duterte, but the Philippine House of Representatives
has also initiated an impeachment process against Sarah Duterte. Rapid execution of
the ICC arrest warrant over the former president was supported by the Marcos
administration, while the impeachment from the House of Representatives was clearly
linked to the Marcos Jr. The Speaker of the House, Martin Romualdez, is the cousin
of the incumbent president, which is widely known in the Philippines. Similarly,
governmental agencies such as the National Bureau of Investigation and the National

Police, as well as the Philippine Office of the Solicitor General, have launched a



series of “political witch-hunts” against Sara Duterte through subpoenas and
investigations since November 2024.

According to a survey conducted by Social Weather Stations in April, Filipino
voters’ concerns mostly focused on people’s livelihood. Right-wing forces
deliberately exaggerated the South China Sea issue, claiming that 75% of respondents
support candidates who take a tough stance on the South China Sea, suggesting that
the South China Sea policy of the Marcos administration is “in line with public
opinion”. However, more than 90% of Filipinos prioritize candidates who are
committed to “increasing jobs” and “developing agriculture and ensuring food
security”, followed by those who fight illegal drugs and other livelihood issues. Even
though pollsters deliberately included diplomacy and the South China Sea in their
survey topics, they were clearly a secondary concern in comparison.

The poll results above may be baised, but nearly all surveys conducted since
January 2025 have shown that livelihood issues are the topics that Filipino voters
truly care about. In spite of the overwhelming advantage vis-a-vis the opposing
parties, especially in terms of agenda setting and the ability to mobilize government
resources, the Marcos administration ended up with merely five votes in the Senate,
which provides clear evidence that its performance in improving people’s livelihood
are unsatisfactory.

2. Politics in the Philippines Stays Divided

The domestic politics of the Philippines consists of at least three organizational
structures: family power, political elite groups, and the invisible camp supported by
the US and its allies. These three forces operate according to their own logic and
interweave to form a unique political landscape, all of which show signs of division.

Division Structure I: Family political strife intensifies, the Marcos return is



bound to be a bumpy road

Family politics is the undertone of the Philippines’ domestic political landscape.
Marcos Jr. has been committed to restoring family glory and rebuilding family power,
but he clearly underestimated the complexity of the country’s political landscape,
which has undergone several rounds of reshuffling. The Marcos family remains firmly
in control of Ilocos Norte, where Cecilia Araneta Marcos, the wife of Marcos’ cousin,
is elected governor and the son of his sister Imee continues to serve as deputy
governor, while his son Sandro is a member of the House of Representatives for the
first district. In addition, Marcos’ cousin Romualdez still serves as the speaker of the
House, and Imee, nominally Marcos’ elder sister, is the elected senator. The Marcos
family stands out in the family political structure of the Philippines. But the Duterte
family still firmly controls Davao City, a major city in the southern Philippines, with
Duterte himself elected mayor, his youngest son Sebastian elected vice mayor, and his
eldest son Paolo re-elected as a member of the House of Representatives. At the same
time, a considerable number of independent candidates remain outside the
competition between the Marcos and the Duterte families. For instance, Bam Aquino
from the Aquino family was elected senator as an independent candidate and ranked
second in the vote. Another independent candidate, former Senate Majority Leader
Pangilinan, ranked fifth.

Marcos Jr. is trying to take advantage of his presidency to dominate the country’s
political situation, but he has to face checks and balances from other families
entrenched in major local cities and both houses of Congress. The Marcos family’s
relentless pursuit of the Duterte family has raised concerns among other families that
the balance of power has been disrupted, and the escalating political struggle has

bored the general public in the Philippines. The combined effect of these two factors



has led to the emergence of other family powers, thus posing a risk of further division.

Division Structure IlI: The open and covert struggles between the House of
Representatives and the Senate, together with the one between the ruling and
opposing parties have intensified

Subsequent to the mid-term election, a clear division appeared in the Philippines
Senate, with at least 10 pro-Marcos members and 6 pro-Duterte. To support the
impeachment of Sara Duterte, at least 16 votes are required under the Philippine
domestic law. At least one of the remaining 8 people whose positions are unclear,
however, is explicitly opposed to the impeachment case, including Imee. Meanwhile,
senators will have to take voters’ opinions into full consideration when reviewing the
impeachment case. This impeachment case is just one of many contradictions. The
Senate’s caution stands in sharp contrast to the boldness, impulsiveness, and
eagerness of the House of Representatives controlled by the Marcos Jr.. It is expected
that the contradictions between them will gradually emerge. Simultaneously, the
“Partido Federal ng Pilipinas” led by Marcos Jr. has gained an overwhelming majority
in both congressional and local elections, which in fact has disrupted the balance of
power and interests among the already fragile political elite groups within the
Philippines. Unlike the U.S. and its allies, the Philippines has a large number of
political parties intertwined with complex relationships, but competition among the
parties is inevitably as an external form of family struggle for political power.
Therefore, facing the dominant policies of the Marcos administration, the opposition
party led by the Duterte family and others will instinctively counterbalance the ruling
party.

Division Structure II1: The US infiltration and control over the Philippines are

increasing



The U.S. wrote the history of the Philippines after 1898. Even after its
independence in 1946, the Philippines still could not break free from the U.S. control.
The infiltration of the U.S. into the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP), the
Philippines Coast Guard (PCQG), legal sector, media, and government agencies is not
only driven by economic interests but also stems from an accumulation of over a
century. The AFP can claim to stay “neutral” in domestic political struggles, but they
cannot do without the influence of the U.S. As a result, beyond families and political
elites, an invisible force led by the U.S. operates within the Philippines with diverse
and sustained economic aid, ideological indoctrination, behind-the-scenes
manipulation, and other means, through which the U.S. has built an oligarchic elite
group. This particular group of elites, though unable to influence the political process
in public, can exert influence on the Philippine governmental decisions over domestic
and foreign affairs in their respective industries, fields, and institutions.

The U.S., for fear of having a “second” Duterte, is bound to intervene in
domestic politics in order to KEEP the Philippines as a handy tool to contain China
and tighten the First Island Chain, against the backdrop of the Marcos Jr.’s governing
base. By leveraging the power of infiltration and control, the U.S. supports the
pro-American political elite group led by Marcos Jr. and consolidates the
pro-American camp within the Philippines. Nonetheless, the Philippines is not short
of “anti-U.S.” groups, and the infiltration and control of the U.S. will undoubtedly
further tear apart social perceptions within the country.

There is an inevitable tension between the “invisible government” controlled by
the U.S. and the Philippines own government that emphasizes independence. On the
one hand, there is a huge gap between the limited and conditional support of the

Trump administration based on unilateralism and the “wishful thinking” as well as the
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“urgent needs” of the Philippines government. Contradictions arising therefrom are
inevitable. On the other hand, the U.S.” increasingly unscrupulous and blatant
infiltration of the AFP, PCG, and other governmental departments, as well as the
construction of military base clusters and deployment of medium-range missile
systems in the Philippines, will to a certain extent activate the painful memories of the

colonial period, thus evoking another round of “anti-U.S.” sentiment.
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II. An Extremist and Adventurist Policy Line in the South China Sea

The South China Sea policy of the Marcos administration has exhibited a
pronounced tendency toward ‘“radicalization.” The term “radicalization” is not a
rigorous academic concept, nor is it merely a rhetorical label or a product of political
packaging. Rather, it is a phenomenon derived from long-term observation of the
Philippines’ policy on the South China Sea. The so-called “radicalization” tendency
refers to the Philippine government’s departure from the basic norms and principles of
modern international relations in handling the South China Sea disputes—abandoning
established consensus, breaking conventional arrangements, and acting in an
impulsive, bold, reckless, and irrational manner. Its specific manifestations can be
seen in several aspects:

1. Openly Interfering in the Internal Affairs of Other Countries through
Gray-Zone Tactics and Deliberately Stirring up Tensions among other Claimant
States

In December 1965, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the
Declaration on the Inadmissibility of Intervention in the Domestic Affairs of States
and the Protection of Their Independence and Sovereignty, “No State has the right to
intervene, directly or indirectly, for any reason whatever, in the internal or external
affairs of any State.” “No State shall organize, assist, foment, finance, incite or
tolerate subversive, terrorist, or armed activities directed towards the violent
overthrow of the regime of another State, or interfere in civil strife in another State.”

The Marcos administration, however, has acquiesced to—and it cannot be ruled
out that it deliberately manipulating—its own media outlets to interfere in the internal
affairs of other claimant states through gray-zone tactics. On August 29, 2024, the
Philippine English-language media outlet The Philippine Daily Inquirer openly
published the full text of a diplomatic note between China and Malaysia concerning
their South China Sea disputes, and afterwards falsely claimed that the document had
been provided by a Malaysian journalist.

On the one hand, the Philippine government adopted an acquiescent attitude

toward The Philippine Daily Inquirer’s deliberate disclosure of the note. Although the
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outlet belongs to the private sector, the Philippine government has established a strict
system of media and internet information control, under which every media
organization is required to have a “fact-checking officer.” Since 2024, under the
leadership of the Presidential Communications Office, the Philippine government has
intensified its crackdown on so-called “misinformation and disinformation.” Yet in
this incident, the Marcos administration chose to remain silent throughout. On the
other hand, the complex ties between this media outlet and the Marcos family suggest
that the “note disclosure incident” is shrouded in indications of orchestration by the
current administration. The media outlet’s Chief Executive Officer, Sandy Prieto
Romualdez, is the wife of Philip Romualdez, a cousin of President Marcos. In
September 2023, it was revealed that House Speaker Martin Romualdez had donated
$1 million to Harvard University to establish a new Tagalog language program.
Shortly after, The Philippine Daily Inquirer deleted its related coverage within hours.
In contrast, during the “note disclosure incident,” the outlet ignored the diplomatic
protests lodged by both China and Malaysia. This stark inconsistency in editorial
behavior is telling and strongly suggests behind-the-scenes political maneuvering by
the Philippine government.

The Philippines’ actions align with a logic of “stoking the fire,” as escalating
tensions between China and Malaysia over South China Sea issues could create an
opportunity for the Philippines to draw Malaysia into a shared position on maritime
disputes. However, the Philippines is not content with merely playing the role of a
disruptor in the South China Sea—it also seeks to interfere in the internal affairs of
other countries through illegitimate means, deliberately provoke discord among other
claimant states, and intentionally create maritime tensions. According to the norms of
modern diplomacy, diplomatic exchanges between China and Malaysia fall within the
scope of their respective sovereign affairs and are not matters of international public
discourse. The actions of the Philippine media have already interfered with the
decision-making processes of both the Chinese and Malaysian governments, and can
be understood, to some extent, as an attempt to pressure the Malaysian government

into adopting a more hardline stance on the South China Sea issue.
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2. Adopting a Strategy of Deception

Since the late 1990s, the Philippines has repeatedly broken its promises on the
South China Sea issue, adopting deception as a strategy to advance its maritime
claims. It once pledged to tow away the grounded vessel at Second Thomas Shoal in
the Spratly Islands, a promise that bought it time and space to assert effective control
through prolonged presence. This laid the groundwork for subsequent actions in
which the Philippines, under the guise of “humanitarian resupply,” sought to establish
a more permanent presence—ultimately aiming to reinforce and even inhabit the
feature as a key step toward consolidating its claims.

The Marcos administration has flatly denied the existence of previously agreed
and implemented “temporary special arrangements” between China and the
Philippines. Even regarding the “three-point consensus” reached by both sides as
recently as July 2024, the administration has reneged on it. On the South China Sea
issue, the Marcos administration has not only deceived China but also disseminated a
significant amount of fabricated misinformation to the international community.
These falsehoods have been exposed in the aftermath of subsequent disputes, yet the
Philippines has already used such tactics to secure diplomatic support from the United
States and other extra-regional powers, as well as backing from the international
community. Deception and the dissemination of false information are not uncommon
in modern international relations. However, the Philippines’ strategy of deception on
the South China Sea issue is particularly unusual. Unlike the more covert approaches
employed by the United States and some other countries, the Philippines’ falsehoods
are often easily exposed by facts or are executed with notably clumsy methods.
Moreover, it is rare to see a country lie as frequently as the Philippines does in this
context. The Marcos administration appears to show little regard for the credibility of
the Philippines in the international arena.

3. Easily Resorting to the “Adventurism” Path

In contrast to the relatively steady and conservative approach of the Duterte
administration, the Marcos administration has pursued an adventurist policy in the

South China Sea. From 2016 to 2022, the Philippines adopted a pragmatic policy
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approach and course of action. Although it was labeled “pro-China” by the United
States and segments of international opinion, this did not alter the Philippines’
position on key issues such as its territorial sovereignty and maritime jurisdiction
claims, the South China Sea arbitration case, and its continued presence at Second
Thomas Shoal, Scarborough Shoal, and other features. The Duterte administration
maintained a dynamic balance between China and the United States. On one hand, it
sought to ease maritime tensions with China in order to gain support in areas such as
investment, trade, and aid. On the other hand, it kept a measured distance from the
U.S. Indo-Pacific Strategy, which was eager to confront China, while still preserving
the U.S.—Philippines military alliance.

Since 2023, the Philippines has abandoned its previous policy framework and
shifted toward an adventurist path. In terms of diplomacy, the Marcos administration
has fully aligned itself with the United States in implementing the Indo-Pacific
Strategy in the South China Sea, readily responding to U.S. proposals for military and
security cooperation—such as establishing additional military bases and the
resumption of joint patrols in the South China Sea. At sea, the Philippines has
frequently engaged in dangerous maneuvers, including deliberate close-in approaches
and unprofessional navigation. According to incomplete statistics, since 2023, the
PCG has deliberately created at least seven maritime friction or collision incidents at
Second Thomas Shoal, Scarborough Shoal, and Sabina Shoal (see Table 1). In an
effort to break through Chinese interception, Philippine coast guard vessels,
government-chartered supply ships, and official vessels from the Bureau of Fisheries
and Aquatic Resources (BFAR) have frequently adopted the tactic of cutting across
Chinese vessels from the port side during crossing encounters—at times deliberately
making dangerous close approaches or even intentional collisions. They even engage
in deliberate close approaches and intentional collisions. On August 31, 2024, in the
lagoon of Sabina Shoal in the Spratly Islands, Philippine Coast Guard vessel 9701
forcibly cut in front from the port side of the China Coast Guard vessel 5205 while it
was underway, ultimately resulting in a collision between the two ships. According to

Rule 13 of the Convention on the International Regulations for Preventing Collisions
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at Sea (COLREGs), 1972: “Overtaking vessel should keep out of the way of the
vessel being overtaken.” Video footage from the scene shows that the Philippine
Coast Guard vessel was positioned almost directly across the bow of the China Coast
Guard vessel. The Philippine Coast Guard vessel 9701 has a full-load displacement of
approximately 2,600 tons, while the China Coast Guard vessel 5205 is around 2,000
tons. A reckless collision by the Philippine side under such conditions poses a high
risk of causing a serious accident—especially if it results in casualties, which would

undoubtedly add further strain to already-tense China—Philippines relations.

Table 1. Incomplete Statistics of China—Philippines Vessel Collision Incidents in

the South China Sea (January 2023 — August 2024)

Number | Time Location China Philippines | Accident Appraisal

Crossing encounter: the Chinese vessel

was positioned to the starboard side of

In waters 25 the Philippine vessel, yet the Philippine

nautical miles | CCG Unaiza May | side failed to take collision-avoidance
1 2023/10/22 )

from  Second | 5203 2 measures as required under Rule 15 of

Thomas Shoal the Convention on the International

Regulations for Preventing Collisions

at Sea (COLREGS).

Crossing encounter: the Chinese vessel
was on the starboard side of the

Philippine vessel, but the Philippine
Adjacent waters

2 2023/12/10 | near Second
Thomas Shoal

CCG Unaiza May | side failed to take collision-avoidance
21556 1 actions in accordance with Rule 15 of
the International Regulations for
Preventing  Collisions  at  Sea

(COLREGsS).

Crossing situation: the Chinese vessel
was on the starboard side of the

Philippine vessel, but the Philippine

Adjacent waters cCG side failed to take the required

3 2024/3/5 near Second PCG 4407 collision-avoidance =~ measures  in
Thomas Shoal 21553 accordance with Rule 15 of the

International Regulations for

Preventing  Collisions at Sea

(COLREGS).
Adjacent waters | CCG BFAR Head-on encounter: the Philippine
4 2024/4/30 ) '
near 3305 vessel 3004. | vessel attempted to forcibly intrude
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Scarborough into Scarborough Shoal and
Shoal deliberately engaged in a direct
collision course with the Chinese
vessel.
The operation was organized by the
ML Philippine Navy for the first time and
Relevant waters
CCG Lapulapu involved the transport of weapons and
5 2024/6/17 of Second
21551 supply equipment. Philippine vessels
Thomas Shoal
vessel repeatedly approached Chinese ships at
close range.
Crossing situation: the Chinese vessel
was on the starboard side of the
Philippine vessel, but the Philippine
side failed to take the required
Adjacent waters | CCG collision-avoidance =~ measures  in
6 2024/8/19 PCG 4410
of Sabina Reef | 21551 accordance with Rule 15 of the
International Regulations for
Preventing  Collisions at Sea
(COLREGsS), and instead deliberately
collided with the Chinese vessel.
Crossing situation combined with
overtaking: the Philippine vessel cut in
from the forward port side of the
Chinese vessel, failing to take
Lagoon of | CCG
7 2024/8/30 PCG 9701 collision-avoidance actions in
Sabina Reef 5205
accordance with Rules 13 and 15 of the
International Regulations for
Preventing  Collisions at Sea
(COLREGS).
Adjacent waters Crossing situation combined with
near CCG overtaking: The Philippine vessel cut
8 2024/12/4 PCG 3003
Scarborough 3302 in from the left front of the Chinese
Shoal vessel.
) The Philippine vessel directly rammed
Adjacent waters
into the Chinese vessel from its left
near CCG
9 2025/9/16 PCG 3014 front. The Chinese vessel had
Scarborough 2901 ] ]
previously used warning  water
Shoal
cannons.
Crossing situation combined with
Adjacent waters | CCG21 overtaking: The Chinese vessel was on
10 2025/10/12 PCG 3003
near Sandy Cay | 559 the left port side of the Philippine
vessel.

The Philippines’ adventurist South China Sea policy displays clear subjectivity
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and extremism. China has consistently expressed, through both bilateral and public
channels, its sincere willingness to continue addressing maritime differences through
the original track. In responding to the Philippines’ incursions and collisions at
Scarborough Shoal, Second Thomas Shoal, and Sabina Shoal, China has exercised
restraint in order to leave room for the resumption of dialogue and negotiation.
Communication channels between China and the Philippines have not been severed,
and the Marcos administration is fully capable of continuing the South China Sea
policy of its predecessor.

4. Aligned with the United States, Unilaterally Challenging the Strategic
Balance in the South China Sea

The Philippines has not only opened four additional military bases to the United
States but has also allowed the deployment of the “Typhon” intermediate-range
missile system on its territory. The military base on Balabac Island, which the
Philippines has opened to U.S. access, sits at the strategic chokepoint of the Balabac
Strait. Meanwhile, the three military bases located in the northern part of Luzon
Island are situated near the Bashi Channel. The U.S. construction of a network of
military bases and deployment of intermediate-range missile systems in the
Philippines has disrupted the geopolitical landscape established after the Cold War,
increasing the risk of the region sliding into a “new Cold War.”

Table 2. Incomplete Statistics of Philippines—U.S. Maritime Cooperative

Activities in the South China Sea

Numbe
Time Participants Content
r
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): two
FA-50PH fighter jets; an A-29B“Super toucan”
To further enhance the
attack aircraft; BRP Conrado Yap; BRP Jose Rizal; .
capabilities and
BRP Gregorio del Pilar »
interoperability of the
1 2023/11/21/23 | 2. United States Indo-Pacific Command )
) Philippine and militaries in
(USINDOPACOM)/US 7th Fleet: USS Gabrielle B
the field of maritime
Giffords (LCS10); P-8A Poseidon maritime Patrol )
security.
and reconnaissance aircraft of Patrol Squadron
8(“Fighting Tigers”)
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP To further demonstrating its
2 2024/1/3-4
Gregorio Del Pilar (PS-15); BRP Ramon maritime presence and
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Alcara(PS-16); a AW 109 helicopter
2. USINDOPACOM: Carrier Strike Group-1 led by
USS Carl Vinson (CVN-70)

strategic deterrence in the

region.

1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP):
BRP Gregorio Del Pilar(PS-15); AW109 helicopter

Exercise includes

communication exercise,

2024/2/9 carrying helicopter no. NH434 photo exercise, and division
2. USINDOPACOM: USS Gabrielle Giffords tactics or Officer of the
(LCS10); MH-60S Seahawk helicopter Watch Maneuver.
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP
Gregorio Del Pilar (PS-15) with its AW109
helicopter; BRP Antonio Luna (FF-151) with its
AW159 Wildcat helicopter; BRP Valentin Diaz Exercise includes
(PS-177) communication exercise,
2024/4/7 2. USINDOPACOM: USS Mobile Littoral Combat | division tactics or Officer of

Ship and a P-8A Poseidon maritime patrol aircraft
3. Australian Defence Force (ADF): HMAS
Warramunga and a Royal Australian Air Force
P-8A Poseidon maritime patrol aircraft

4. Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF): JS Akebono

the Watch maneuver, and a

photo exercise.

2024/6/16-17

1. United States: USS Ralph Johnson (DDG-114)
2. Japan: JS Kirisame (DD-104)

3. Canada: Halifax-class frigate HMCS Montreal
(FFH-336)

4. Philippines: BRP Andres Bonifacio (PS-17)

Exercise includes: A series
of maritime activities and
drills designed to assess and
enhance the interoperability
of our armed forces in
terms of doctrine, tactics,

techniques, and procedures.

1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP
Ramon Antolin Alcaraz (PS-16)

Exercise includes: a
communications check

exercise, division tactics,

2024/7/31 o ) officer of the watch
2. U.S. Navy: USS Mobile Littoral Combat Ship )
maneuver exercise,
(LCS-26) . .
photographic exercise, and
cross deck exercise.
1. Australia: P-8A“Poseidon” maritime patrol Exercise includes: pre-sail
aircraft briefing, communication
2. Canada: the frigate Montreal (HMCS Montreal, exercise (COMMEX),
FFH-336) and its carrying CH-148“Cyclone” division tactics/officer of
helicopter the watch (Divtacs/OOW)
2024/8/7-8 3. Philippines: BRP Jose Rizal (FF-150) and its maneuver, photographic

AW159 anti-submarine helicopter, and the patrol
ship BRP Ramon Alcaraz (PS-16)

4. United States: USS Lake Erie guided missile
cruiser (CG-70) and a MH-60R*“Sea eagle”

multi-mission helicopter

exercise (PHOTOEX),
cross deck landing
operations, anti-submarine
warfare exercise (ASW EXx),

and contact
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reporting/maritime domain

awareness (MDA).

1. Australia: HMAS Sydney (D-48), a P-8 Poseidon
aircraft, and one helicopter

2. Japan: JS Sazanami (DD-113)

3. New Zealand: HMNZS Aotearoa (A-11)

4. Philippines: BRP Antonio Luna (FF-151), BRP

Exercise includes: pre-sail
briefings, communication
exercises (COMMEX),
cross-deck exercises,
division tactics/officer of

the watch (Divtacs/OOW)

8 2024/9/28 . ) ) drills, photographic
Emilio Jacinto (PS-35), one AW109 helicopter, and
o ) exercises (PHOTOEX),
Philippine Air Force Search and Rescue (SAR)
replenishment at sea (RAS)
assets
) approaches, maritime
5. United States: USS Howard (DDG-83) and two
) domain awareness (MDA)
helicopters
exercises, and contact
reporting
1. Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF): JS | Exercise includes: a
Samidare (DD-106) communications check, a
2. U.S. Navy: P-8A Poseidon from Patrol Squadron | Subject Matter Expert
9 2024/12/6
47 Exchange (SMEE), pre-sail
3. Philippine Navy: BRP Andres Bonifacio (PS-17) | conference, and photo and
and a C-90 aircraft division tactics exercises
Exercise includes: a
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP
Communications Check
Antonio Luna (FF-151), BRP Andres Bonifacio
) o Exercise (COMMEX)),
(PS-17), two FASO0 fighter aircraft, and Philippine
) Division Tactics / Officer of
Air Force Search and Rescue (SAR) assets.
the Watch
10 2025/1/17-18 | 2. USINDOPACOM: USS CARL VINSON Carrier
) ) (DIVTACS/OOW)
Strike Group (VIN CSG), USS Princeton (CG-59), )
maneuver, a Photo Exercise
USS Sterett (DDG-104), an MH-60 Seahawk
) ) (PHOTOEX), and a
helicopter, a V-22 Osprey helicopter, and two F-18
Dissimilar Aircraft Combat
Hornet aircraft
Training (DACT)
Exercise includes
Communication Check
1. Philippine: BRP Jose Rizal (FF-150) and Exercises (COMMEX),
Philippine Air Force Search and Rescue (SAR) Maritime Domain
assets Awareness and Contact
2. Australia: HMAS Hobart (DDG-39) and P-8A Reporting, Division Tactics
11 2025/2/5
Poseidon and Officer of the Watch
3. Japan: JS Akizuki (DD-115) Maneuver
4. United States: USS Benfold (DDG-65) and P-8A | (DIVTACS/OOW), Photo
Poseidon Exercise (PHOTOEX), and
Anti-Submarine Warfare
(ASW) Exercises.
12 2025/2/12 1. Philippines: BRP Andres Bonifacio (PS-17), Exercise includes
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Beechcraft King Air C90 aircraft, and Philippine
Air Force Search and Rescue (SAR) assets

2. Canada: HMCS Ottawa (FFH-341)

3. United States: planning and pre-sail conference,

as well as monitoring the activity

Communication Check
Exercises (COMMEX),
Division Tactics
(DIVTACS), Photo
Exercise (PHOTOEX), and
Expandable Mobile
Anti-Submarine Training
Target Exercise

(EMATTEX).

1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP
Jose Rizal (FF-150), AW 109 helicopter, C90
aircraft, and PAF Search and Rescue (SAR) assets

Exercise includes
Communications Check
Exercise, Rotary Flight

Operations, Maritime

) ) » Domain Awareness (MDA)
13 2025/3/28 2. Japan: JS Noshiro (FFM-3) with a maritime )
) / Contact Reporting,
helicopter SH-60K
) Division Tactics
3. United States: DDG Shoup (DDG-86), and
o ) ) (DIVTACS), Personnel
maritime patrol aircraft P-8 A Poseidon
Exchange and Photo
Exercises (PHOTOEX)
Exercise includes: a
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP Communications Check
Antonio Luna (FF151), AW159 anti-submarine Exercise (COMMEX),
helicopter, three FA-50PH fighter jets, and rotary flight
Philippine Air Force Search and Rescue (SAR) operations/vertical
14 2025/4/30 assets replenishment, Division
2. Australian Defence Force (ADF): HMAS Tactics (DIVTACS), a
Sydney Photo Exercise
3. USINDOPACOM: F-16 and F-18 fighter aircraft | (PHOTOEX), air patrols
as well as long-range bomber aircraft and an anti-submarine
warfare (ASW) exercise
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP Exercise includes
Ramon Alcaraz (PS-16), BRP Domingo Deluana Communications Check
(PG-905), an AW-109 naval helicopter, the Exercise (COMMEX),
Philippine Air Force’s 'Super Tucano' and 'Sokol' Search and Rescue Exercise
s 2005/5/21 helicopters, and the Philippine Coast Guard’s BRP (SAREX), Division Tactics
Melchora Aquino (MRRV-9702) and BRP and Officer of the Watch
Malapascua (MRRV-4403) Maneuver
2. USINDOPACOM: U.S. Coast Guard Cutter (DIVTACS/O0OW), Photo
Stratton (WMSL-752) and a U.S. Navy P-8A Exercise (PHOTOEX), and
"Poseidon" maritime patrol aircraft Finish Exercise (FINEX)
1. United States: a U.S. Navy P-8A Poseidon Exercise includes
maritime patrol and reconnaissance aircraft, the Communications Check
16 2025/6/5

U.S. Marine Corps’ 3d Marine Littoral Regiment
(MLR), Navy Marine Corps Expeditionary Ship

Exercises (COMMEX),

Division Tactics and
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Interdiction Systems (NMESIS)

2. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP
Miguel Malvar (FFGO06), one Philippine Air Force
W-3A Sokol helicopter, and Philippine Coast Guard
vessel BRP Cabra (MRRYV 4409)

Officer of the Watch
Maneuvers
(DIVTACS/OOW), Photo
Exercises (PHOTOEX),
and a Final Exercise

(FINEX)

1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP
Miguel Malvar (FFG-06), an AW109 helicopter, a
C-208B aircraft, a PAF Search and Rescue aircraft.
BRP Cabra (MRRV-4409) and BRP Suluan

Exercise includes
Communications Exercise
(COMMEX) to test
coordination protocols,
followed by Maritime
Domain Awareness (MDA)

17 2025/7/16 and Contact Reporting. The
(MRRV-4406)
o Philippine Coast Guard also
2. USINDOPACOM: USS Curtis Wilbur
) o conducted a Visit, Board,
(DDG-54) and a P-8A Poseidon maritime patrol
) Search, and Seizure (VBSS)
aircraft
operation to demonstrate
law enforcement
interoperability at sea
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP Exercise includes a Photo
Jose Rizal (FF150), supported by an AW159 Exercise (PhotoEx), a
helicopter, a SAR Sokol aircraft, and a C-208B Vertical Replenishment
surveillance platform (VERTREP), a Personnel
2. Royal Australian Navy (RAN): HMAS Brisbane Exchange conducted via
18 2025/9/2-3 ) o )
(DDG41) and P-8A Poseidon maritime patrol RHIB, a Coordinated
aircraft Anti-Submarine Warfare
3. Royal Canadian Navy (RCN): HMCS Ville de Exercise (CASEX C2
Quebéc (FFH332), and CH-148 Cyclone Reverse), and a Passing
4. USINDOPACOM: P-8A Poseidon Exercise (PASSEX)
Exercise includes a
Communications Check
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP Exercise to Ensure
Jose Rizal (FF-150), supported by an AW159 Effective Coordination;
helicopter, a SAR Sokol aircraft, and a C-208B Maritime Domain
19 2025/9/11-13 surveillance platform Awareness Activities; an
2. USINDOPACOM: USS John Finn (DDG-113), Anti-Submarine Warfare
P-8A Poseidon, 2 MH-60R Seahawks Exercise; a Cross-Deck
3. Japan (JMSDF): JS Osumi (LST-4001) Landing Exercise; and
Naval Surface Interdiction
and Clearance
1. Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP): BRP Exercise includes Rehearse
Antonio Luna (FF 151), BRP Ramon Alcaraz (PS Sea Replenishment
20 2025/10/6-17

16), BRP Valentin Diaz (PS 177), BRP Lolinato
To-Ong (PG 902)

Approaches, Air Defense,

Anti-Submarine Warfare,
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2. US Navy: USS Cincinnati (LCS-20) Screening and other
3. Royal Canadian Navy (RCN): HMCS Max Defense Tactics
Bernays (AOPV-432)

4. Japan (JMSDF): JS Onami (DD 111)

In addition, the Philippines’ plan to acquire land-based intermediate-range
strategic capabilities will also deliver a significant shock to the strategic balance in the
South China Sea. Intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) have a range of 500
to 5,500 kilometers and are classified as theater missiles. At present, there are no
intermediate-range missiles deployed in Southeast Asia; some ASEAN member states
possess only a limited number of short-range land- or sea-based missiles with ranges
below 500 kilometers. For example, the BrahMos (PJ-10) cruise missile purchased by
the Philippines from India has a maximum range of 290 kilometers; Indonesia's Khan
cruise missile, imported from Turkey, has a range of 280 kilometers; and Vietnam
possesses only the sea-based Kalibr/Klub-S 3M-14E missile provided by Russia, with
a maximum range of 300 kilometers. In late August 2024, the Armed Forces of the
Philippines Chief of Staff Romeo Brawner publicly stated that the Philippines hopes
to acquire intermediate-range capabilities by procuring the U.S.-made “Typhon”
intermediate-range missile system. The Typhon missile launch system is capable of
carrying the SM-6 Extended Range Active Missile (ERAM) with a maximum range
of 600 kilometers, as well as the Tomahawk cruise missile (BGM-109) with a
maximum range of 2,400 kilometers. This means that once the Philippines acquires
the Typhon missile launch system, it will become the first country in Southeast Asia
to possess intermediate-range capabilities—gaining the ability to conduct land-based
strikes against any ASEAN member state. In April 2024, the Philippines allowed the
United States to deploy the Typhon missile system on Luzon Island, a move that has
already raised concerns among other countries in the region. Once actual deployment
begins, the United States will be able to leverage the Philippines’ land-based
intermediate-range missile system to counterbalance China’s strategic capabilities.
Southeast Asia will effectively become the front line of U.S.—China military rivalry,
disrupting the existing military balance among ASEAN member states and potentially

triggering a wave of imitation by countries with sufficient economic means—such as
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Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, and others.

5. Launching a “People’s War”

In recent years, the primary actors in the Philippines’ cognitive warfare over the
South China Sea have clearly shifted away from government institutions, scholars,
and mainstream media. Instead, it is increasingly evolving into a nationwide
mobilization—what can be described as a “People’s War.” Driven by the patriotic
sentiment amplified by government agencies, politicians, media, and scholars, the
general public has gradually become a key force in the cognitive warfare over the
South China Sea. Since 2023, the Philippine civil organization Atin Ito Coalition
(meaning “This is Ours”) has repeatedly organized activities at Second Thomas Shoal
and Scarborough Shoal, such as so-called “Christmas missions” and “resupply
operations for fishermen.” From May 26 to 30, 2025, the organization also held a
so-called “Peace and Solidarity Concert” in the waters near Thitu Island in the Spratly
Islands. In addition to participants from the Philippines, artists from Japan, South
Korea, Indonesia, and Malaysia also took part in the event. In August, under the
banner of “defending maritime rights,” the Atin Ito Coalition launched a month-long
cultural and artistic competition. Under the political propaganda of government
agencies, the media, and politicians, cognitive warfare over the South China Sea in
the Philippines has already evolved into a “war of nationwide participation,” with a
key unifying narrative being the rejection of China’s claims and rights in the South
China Sea. Fishermen, artists, and other ordinary citizens from various sectors of
society have also become instruments for the Philippine government to disseminate
carefully edited and orchestrated information, narratives, and values.

As the cognitive warfare over the South China Sea escalates from an information
war and public opinion war to a battle over values and perceptions, the Philippine
government’s political propaganda on the South China Sea is increasingly becoming a
form of national memory deeply imprinted in the consciousness of the younger
generation—difficult to erase or alter. The Marcos administration has already
launched a systematic “South China Sea education” project. In early July this year,

the so-called “West Philippine Sea” bloc in the House of Representatives introduced
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the so-called “West Philippine Sea Mandatory Education Act of 2025 (House Bill
1625), which proposes incorporating the Philippines’ historical and legal claims over
the “West Philippine Sea” into compulsory curricula in all public and private primary
and secondary schools. At the same time, agencies including the National Security
Council, the Department of Education, and the Coast Guard jointly planned South
China Sea—themed comic books, distributing them free of charge in large numbers to
students and the general public—making political indoctrination on the South China
Sea pervasive.

The Philippine government’s “people’s war” strategy fuels nationalist sentiment
and acts as a natural catalyst for extremist ideologies. It will rewrite the long-standing
history of cultural exchange in the South China Sea region, exert a lasting negative
impact on the ability of claimant governments to properly manage maritime tensions
and resolve disputes, and undermine the atmosphere of friendly cooperation between
China and the Philippines in trade, tourism, investment, and other fields.

6. Imagining a Special Link Between the Taiwan Strait and the South China
Sea

The Taiwan Strait issue falls within China’s internal affairs, and the complexity
of the East China Sea and Diaoyu Dao (Senkaku Islands) disputes is not comparable
to that of the South China Sea. However, from the East China Sea and the Taiwan
Strait to the South China Sea, these East Asian maritime disputes serve as leverage for
the United States to contain China.

The Duterte administration’s stance and policy on the Taiwan question were
relatively steady, taking a cautious approach to involvement in U.S. policy toward
Taiwan. In August 2022, when U.S. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi made a provocative
visit to Taiwan, nerves tightened across the Philippines’ political spectrum. The
Philippine Department of Foreign Affairs, the National Security Adviser, the Senate,
and various civil society groups all voiced support for the “One China” policy and
emphasized that related international relations issues should be handled with caution.
However, after the Marcos administration took office, although it publicly reaffirmed

adherence to the One China policy, its policy arrangements and actions have indicated
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signs of adjustment in the Philippines’ approach to the Taiwan issue. In August 2023,
the Philippines released its National Security Policy 2023-2028, stating that “Any
military conflict in the Taiwan Strait would inevitably affect the Philippines given the
geographic proximity of Taiwan to the Philippine archipelago and the presence of
over 150,000 Filipinos in Taiwan.” This was a rare instance of the Philippine
government articulating a detailed position on the Taiwan Strait situation, with
underlying implications that closely mirror the stances of Japan and the United States
on the issue. Earlier, in May 2023, Marcos Jr. publicly stated that the 2014
U.S.—Philippines Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) had taken on a
new dimension due to the Taiwan Strait situation, noting that if Taiwan were attacked,
U.S. military bases in the Philippines could play a defensive role. This statement
clearly demonstrates that the Marcos administration’s Taiwan Strait policy has fully
shifted to align with that of the United States, effectively treating involvement in the
Taiwan Strait situation as a policy option. In addition, in January 2024, Philippine
President Marcos Jr. posted on the social media platform X: “On behalf of the
Filipino people, I congratulate President-elect Lai Ching-te on his election as
Taiwan's next President,” adding, “We look forward to close collaboration,
strengthening mutual interests, fostering peace, and ensuring prosperity for our
peoples in the years ahead.” This further underscored the growing clarity of the
Philippines’ policy shift on the Taiwan Strait issue. In August 2025, during a visit to
India, Marcos Jr. stated that the Philippines would inevitably be drawn into any war
over Taiwan due to its proximity to the island.

The Philippines and the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) in Taiwan have
engaged in targeted cooperation encompassing military, security, and diplomatic
domains. General Romeo Brawner publicly claimed that the country maintains no
military contacts with Taiwan and does not expect such engagement in the future. Yet,
in July 2025, The Washington Post disclosed that Manila had quietly intensified its
military interactions and security collaboration with Taiwan, including intelligence
sharing, joint patrols, and even forms of quasi-paramilitary cooperation. That same

month, Taiwan’s Coast Guard and the Philippine Coast Guard conducted a so-called
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“joint patrol” in the Bashi Channel. By late August, the head of Taiwan’s foreign
affairs authority made a clandestine visit to the Philippines, coinciding with the
activation of a “forward operating base” on the Batanes Islands—roughly 180
kilometers from Taiwan proper—thereby underscoring an unmistakable intent to align
with U.S. forces and reshape the security architecture of the Taiwan Strait. It is
noteworthy that the Batanes Islands constitute a traditional fishing ground for Chinese
fishermen and were not included within the territorial scope of The Treaty of Peace
between the United States of America and the Kingdom of Spain (Treaty of Paris of
1898).

Likewise, since 2023, interactions and policy coordination between the
Philippines and Japan over maritime disputes in East Asia have intensified. The two
countries affirmed that “any unilateral attempt to alter the status quo by force in the
South China Sea or the East China Sea is unacceptable.” Manila also agreed to sign a
Reciprocal Access Agreement (RAA) with Tokyo, thereby facilitating the entry of
Japanese Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) personnel and equipment onto Philippine
territory, while Japan pledged to provide the Philippines with radars, patrol vessels,
and other forms of assistance.

These statements and policy initiatives suggest that the Marcos administration
does not oppose U.S. efforts to forge a coalition stretching from the East China Sea
and the Taiwan Strait down to the South China Sea. Leveraging its unique geographic
position, the Philippines has sought diplomatic, military, and economic benefits by
aligning itself with Japan’s proposals and Washington’s broader design of creating
“integrated theaters” of operation. By equating the Taiwan Strait issue with the South
China Sea dispute and imagining a special linkage between the two, Manila risks
inflicting severe damage on China-Philippine relations. Such a course of action
amounts to “fetching chestnuts from the fire”—a perilous gamble that is unlikely to

yield commensurate returns.
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III. Decision-Making Logic: Political Factional Interests Superseding
National Interests

The Philippines operates under an American-style democratic framework
characterized by the separation of powers among the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches. Yet entrenched political dynasties have emerged as an invisible
force outside this institutional architecture, exerting decisive influence over both
domestic and foreign policy. The interplay between family-based politics and modern
political institutions has ultimately shaped the Philippine decision-making system and
its underlying logic—namely, that the interests of political factions take precedence
over the national interest. The abrupt shift in the Philippines’ South China Sea
policy—from the relative caution of the Duterte administration to a more “radicalized”
trajectory—has been driven by the interplay of three domestic political forces:
entrenched political dynasties, bureaucratic circles, and elite factions, all operating
under the powerful influence of the United States.

1. The Interests of Political Dynasties

Political dynasties constitute a defining feature of the Philippines’ domestic
political landscape, with origins traceable to the period of Spanish and subsequently
American colonial rule beginning in the mid-sixteenth century. Following successive
cycles of rise and decline, more than 260 political families remain active in the
contemporary Philippine political arena. The evolution of dynastic politics in the
Philippines can be broadly divided into two phases. During the Spanish colonial era,
the authorities relied on indigenous elites to exercise indirect rule. Local families
endowed with vast holdings of land, wealth, and slaves gradually consolidated
enduring political influence. At the end of the nineteenth century, the United States
supplanted Spain as the new colonial power. Although Washington introduced
democratic institutions, the entrenched Spanish and native aristocracy—augmented by
wealthy migrants from China and other countries, along with emerging business elites
—coalesced into a new class of political dynasties. As oligarchic elites, these families
extended their influence across politics, commerce, culture, and other spheres of

society, forming a pyramid-like structure of power from the local to the national level.
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At the apex, policymaking has largely been the product of rivalry among a handful of
dominant dynasties that control the levers of government, Congress, the military, and
other key institutions. The ruling family, by virtue of greater access to legally
sanctioned political resources, typically wields a comparatively larger share of
influence within this system.

The Marcos family exemplifies the emergence of a new political elite class
following the United States' assumption of colonial rule in the Philippines. The
family’s political ascendancy began with Ferdinand Marcos Jr.’s great-grandfather,
who established local influence in the northern province of Ilocos Norte and had
previously served as the Spanish colonial governor of Batac—a district within the
province. His grandfather, Mariano Marcos, entered the national political arena as a
member of Congress. Ferdinand Emmanuel Edralin Marcos, father of the current
president, rose to become Senate President and later assumed the presidency itself,
dominating Philippine politics for two decades. Under his rule, the Marcos family
reached the zenith of its political power. Following their exile to the United States in
1986 after the collapse of the Marcos regime, the family temporarily faded from the
political stage. However, in 1991, they began a calculated return. Leveraging their
entrenched support base in Ilocos Norte, Imelda Marcos (the former First Lady), her
daughter Imee Marcos, and Ferdinand Marcos Jr. himself gradually reestablished the
family’s presence in the national political landscape.

In 2022, Ferdinand Marcos Jr. won the presidential election, marking the
political resurgence of the Marcos dynasty at the apex of national power. As both heir
to his family’s entrenched ambitions and a leader intent on revitalizing its legacy, he
sought to leverage his six-year tenure to consolidate dynastic authority. Achieving this
objective necessitated not only the cultivation of broad-based domestic support, but
also the strategic endorsement of the United States.

On the one hand, President Marcos sought to shape the South China Sea issue
into a growth point for “political achievements.” While his approval rating hovered
near 80% at the outset of his presidency, it began a marked descent in September

2023, falling from 80% in June to 65% that month. By July 2024, polling data
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indicated a further erosion of his standing, with approval and trust ratings slipping to
53% and 52%, respectively—down two and five points from March. In contrast, Vice
President Sara Duterte, despite experiencing her own decline in popularity,
consistently outpaced Marcos in both metrics; the same July survey recorded her
approval at 69% and trust at 71%, with a modest two-point gain in approval from
March. The most recent figures, from March 2025, show a precipitous decline in
public confidence: only 25% of respondents expressed satisfaction with Marcos’s
performance, a dramatic 17-point drop from 42% in February, while 53% reported
dissatisfaction. Comparative midterm data from Pulse Asia— a leading Philippine
pollster — rank Marcos as having the lowest approval and trust ratings of any
post-transition Philippine president at this point in their term, and it continued to
decline after the anti-corruption protests in September. Although methodological
variations exist across polling institutions, a broad consensus has emerged: Marcos’s
public support is in sustained decline and now trails significantly behind that of Sara.
This trend is largely attributable to persistent inflationary pressures, particularly
surging prices in staple commodities such as rice, fuel, and other essentials, which
have stoked public discontent. The administration’s inability to secure a dominant
majority in the 2025 midterm Senate elections—winning only six of the twelve
contested seats—serves as a further barometer of waning political capital.
Paradoxically, the deliberately constructed South China Sea issue has emerged as
a rare source of domestic political capital for the Marcos administration. According to
a June survey by OCTA Research, another prominent Philippine polling agency, 76%
of respondents—out of a nationally representative sample of 1,200—identified China
as the country’s ‘“greatest threat,” while 61% expressed support for the
administration’s new South China Sea policy. Complementary findings from the Pew
Research Center in September 2022 revealed that over 80% of Filipinos were either
highly or somewhat concerned about the possibility of military conflict involving
China. Marcos’s assertive posturing on the South China Sea also stems from his
enduring reverence for his father’s legacy. During his father’s presidency, the

Philippines adopted an aggressively expansionist stance in the region, forcibly
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occupying eight maritime features in the Spratly Islands claimed by China. This
formative experience appears to shape Marcos’s self-conception as a decisive and
patriotic leader, eager to emulate his father’s perceived geopolitical resolve. Given his
own fragile political foundations and persistent rivalry with Vice President Sara
Duterte, Marcos has relied heavily on the South China Sea issue to fortify his
nationalist credentials and rally domestic support. Amid declining approval ratings
and a competitive political environment, hardline policies in the maritime domain
have become a strategic instrument through which the Marcos camp seeks to
recalibrate its standing in the eyes of the public.

On the other hand, President Marcos has sought to leverage the South China Sea
dispute as a bargaining chip to secure continued support from the United States. As
Washington’s principal treaty ally in Southeast Asia, the Philippines has consistently
occupied a pivotal position in U.S. regional strategy, from the Obama administration’s
“Rebalance to Asia” to the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” under both the Trump and Biden
administrations. Geographically, the Philippines is central to fortifying the first island
chain; diplomatically, its maritime disputes with China endow it with strategic utility
in U.S. efforts to counterbalance Beijing’s influence in the South China Sea. During
the Duterte administration, however, the U.S.-Philippines security cooperation stalled.
Washington’s vocal criticism of Duterte’s human rights record, combined with
Manila’s reluctance to jeopardize the economic and diplomatic dividends of its
warming ties with Beijing, led to only partial alignment with U.S. policy—limited to
routine joint military exercises, while progress on U.S. base access and infrastructure
remained largely frozen.

In contrast, Marcos is far less insulated from U.S. pressure than his predecessor.
In 2012, the Philippine Supreme Court ruled on the Marcos family’s illicit wealth case,
mandating restitution and compensation from both him and his mother. More than a
decade later, the Presidential Commission on Good Government (PCGG) continues
its global pursuit of the family’s ill-gotten assets. Investigations estimate the Marcos
fortune at over $10 billion, much of it held in the United States in the form of real

estate and offshore accounts that still constitute a major source of the family’s wealth.
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Although Philippine authorities tried to trace the origins and distribution of these
holdings, the bulk of evidentiary records remain under the U.S. jurisdiction. Marcos
thus finds himself in urgent need of U.S. assurances to shield his family’s overseas
assets from seizure and repatriation. Moreover, United States influence is deeply
entrenched in the Philippine military, police, and security apparatus—institutions that
play a decisive role in sustaining Marcos’s political legitimacy and in shielding him
from pressure exerted by the rival Duterte bloc.

2. Bureaucratic Interests

Similar to the institutional structure of policy formulation in the United States,
the development of both domestic and foreign policy in the Philippines is significantly
shaped by the interests of bureaucratic groups. The country’s decision-making process
concerning the South China Sea exhibits a cascading structure in which the president
retains ultimate authority. Established in March 2016, the National Task Force for the
West Philippine Sea (NTF-WPS) is responsible for coordinating policies and
objectives across relevant departments. The NTF-WPS is headed by the National
Security Adviser and composed of representatives from the Department of Foreign
Affairs, Department of National Defense, Department of Justice, Department of the
Interior and Local Government, Department of Environment and Natural Resources,
Department of Energy, Department of Agriculture, Department of Trade and Industry,
Department of Transportation and Communications, Department of Finance, National
Economic and Development Authority, National Coast Watch System, Armed Forces
of the Philippines, Philippine National Police, Philippine Coast Guard, and the Bureau
of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources. Each agency designates one undersecretary-level
official to serve as its permanent representative. The primary function of the
NTF-WPS is to coordinate interagency policies and objectives to ensure consistency;
however, decision-making authority over specific measures and maritime operational
plans remains dispersed among various institutions. As a result, the Department of
Foreign Affairs, the Armed Forces of the Philippines, the Philippine Coast Guard, the
Department of Energy, the Department of Justice, and the Department of Agriculture

play leading roles in matters such as maritime resupply, control over features, oil and

32



gas development, and the initiation of arbitration proceedings.

In particular, the Armed Forces of the Philippines and the Philippine Coast
Guard have served as the primary command and execution bodies for the country’s
unilateral operations in critical maritime areas, such as Second Thomas Shoal, Sabina
Shoal, and Scarborough Shoal since 2023. These two institutions also constitute the
core decision-making forces behind the Philippines’ military and security strategy
concerning the South China Sea. Although the Philippine Coast Guard is
administratively subordinate to the Department of Transportation, it operates under
the direct guidance of the President, the National Security Adviser, the Presidential
Assistant on Maritime Concerns, and the Department of National Defense. As a result,
the Coast Guard enjoys a considerable degree of autonomy in making maritime
operational decisions. Both the National Security Adviser Eduardo Afio and the
Presidential Assistant on Maritime Concerns Andres Centino, appointed by President
Marcos, are retired senior generals with extensive military backgrounds. Moreover,
the Coast Guard itself originated from the Philippine Navy and maintains deep
institutional linkages with the Armed Forces of the Philippines.

The Armed Forces of the Philippines and the Philippine Coast Guard have long
depended on the United States for economic assistance, training, equipment, and
various other forms of support. U.S. influence over the Philippine military and
security apparatus originated during the colonial period and has been sustained since
the country’s independence through mechanisms such as military aid and joint
training programs. Since the inauguration of the Biden administration, Washington
has significantly expanded its efforts to strengthen ties with the Philippine military
through the Foreign Military Financing (FMF) program, which promotes officer-level
exchanges and supports the modernization of the Philippine armed forces. According
to incomplete statistics, the Biden administration has proposed assistance packages
valued at more than $700 million, encompassing a wide range of funding and military
hardware. These include laser-guided systems, F-16 fighter jets, AIM-120 advanced
medium-range air-to-air missiles, Cessna 172 aircraft, Robinson R44 helicopters,

C-130 transport planes, patrol vessels, and precision-guided munition kits. In terms of
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external defense related to the South China Sea, the United States has pledged to
provide the Philippines with radars, unmanned aerial systems, military transport
aircraft, as well as coastal and air defense systems.

At the same time, the United States has strengthened its cooperation with the
Philippines in the area of joint operational command and control. Since 2023, the
United States has conducted over 500 bilateral engagements with the Philippine
military annually, including expert exchanges and large-scale joint exercises, aimed at
developing integrated command and control capabilities. It has also assisted the
Philippine Coast Guard in enhancing its law enforcement patrols and military
presence in disputed waters such as those surrounding Scarborough Shoal. Under the
pretext of counterterrorism cooperation, the United States has further supported the
Philippine military in developing joint operational capabilities.

In addition, the United States used the presence of U.S. military veterans residing
in the Philippines to exert policy influence over the Marcos administration. The Biden
administration signed the Veterans Health Care and Benefits Act and launched a
Tagalog-language version of the bill’s informational website. Relying on the
outpatient clinic and regional benefits office located in Manila, the only such U.S.
facility outside of the country, the United States has provided care and educational
assistance to American veterans in the Philippines, as well as to Filipino veterans and
their families. Through agencies such as the U.S. International Development Finance
Corporation and the U.S. Trade and Development Agency, the United States has also
engaged young Filipino entrepreneurs in exchanges on political and economic issues.
It has restarted and expanded several people-to-people initiatives, including the
Young Southeast Asian Leaders Initiative (YSEALI), the International Visitor
Leadership Program (IVLP), and the Fulbright Visiting Scholar Program. Over the
next decade, the United States plans to invest $70 million to support a new generation
of U.S.-educated, pro-American Filipinos. It also intends to enhance the education
and training of Philippine military officers through institutions such as the U.S.
Military Academy at West Point, the U.S. Naval Academy, and programs such as the

International Military Education and Training (IMET) initiative.
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United States assistance and support to the Philippines are not free of charge.
Washington seeks to enhance the Philippines’ maritime operational capabilities in
order to raise the costs of China’s actions in the South China Sea. As the primary
beneficiaries of U.S. military and security assistance, the Armed Forces of the
Philippines and the Philippine Coast Guard seek to preserve and extend such support.
In doing so, these institutions have adopted a hardened posture in the South China Sea,
aiming to discredit China in public discourse, wear down China’s capabilities through
sustained operations, and constrain China diplomatically. Through this approach, they
seek to consume Chinese resources and strategic attention while aligning themselves
with the broader objectives of the U.S. Indo-Pacific strategy and supporting U.S.
efforts to counterbalance China. Beyond institutional interests, senior commanders in
the Philippine military, coast guard, and security agencies also see the South China
Sea issue as an avenue to demonstrate their “loyalty” to the United States, with the
expectation of receiving financial and other forms of assistance for themselves and
their families in return.

According to the Philippine Constitution, the Armed Forces of the Philippines
and the Philippine Coast Guard are subordinate to the president. However, support
from the military and security services is critical to the consolidation of power for any
sitting administration. Since gaining independence, the Philippines has experienced
dozens of military coups or signs thereof (as shown in Table 3). In February 1986, it
was with the backing of the military that Corazon Aquino was able to oust the Marcos
government and assume the presidency. In January 2001, Gloria Macapagal Arroyo
likewise secured power by forcing then-President Joseph Estrada to step down with
strong military support. Public statements from the Armed Forces of the Philippines
Chief of Staff General Romeo Brawner suggest that signs of potential military unrest
emerged following the inauguration of President Marcos. It is thus evident that the
military and police hold exceptional influence in Philippine politics and are
indispensable to the stability of any administration. This dynamic has created the
conditions for military and police institutions to exert significant influence over the

Marcos administration’s South China Sea policy. The Armed Forces of the
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Philippines, the Philippine Coast Guard, and other military and security agencies have
actively capitalized on both President Marcos’s desire to court the United States and
Washington’s strategic interest in using the South China Sea as a pressure point
against China. In doing so, they have sought to maximize their institutional leverage
in the national decision-making process related to the South China Sea, replacing the
Duterte administration’s pragmatism with adventurism, and aligning more closely

with U.S. strategic imperatives in the Indo-Pacific region.

Table 3. Incomplete List of Military Coups and Coup Attempts in the Philippines Since the

1980s
Time Event Result
Senior military officials, including Defense Minister Juan Ponce
February | Enrile and AFP Vice Chief of Staff Fidel Ramos, joined the People Successful
1986 Power Movement to oppose President Marcos’s authoritarian rule.
The coup successfully overthrew the Marcos dictatorship.
1986-199 Led by Colonel Gregorio Honasan and the Reform the Armed Forces
) Movement (RAM), a series of seven coup attempts were launched Failed
during the Aquino administration. All failed.
With backing from the military and the Catholic Church, Vice
er:)li)alry President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo and the political opposition Successful
pressured President Joseph Estrada to resign.
Approximately 300 members of the Armed Forces of the Philippines
and the Philippine National Police, led by Army Captain Gerardo .
July 2003 ) ) ) Failed
Gambala and Navy Lieutenant Antonio Trillanes IV, launched the
Oakwood Mutiny against the Arroyo administration.
Over 5,000 people demonstrated under the banner of an
February | anti-government coalition in an effort to overthrow the Arroyo Failed
2006 administration. Twenty-five military officers and dozens of armed
dissidents participated.
Former Vice President Teofisto Guingona, along with senior AFP
November ] ) ) ] )
2007 officers and soldiers, seized the Manila Peninsula Hotel and called for Failed
President Arroyo’s removal.
AFP Chief of Staff Romeo Brawner issued a coup alert, stating that
November , ) .. . , ,
2003 certain actors were attempting to mobilize military personnel in a plot Failed
to overthrow the Marcos administration.

3. The Interests of the Elite Bloc
The formulation of the South China Sea policy under the Marcos administration
and the military and police apparatus is inseparable from the support and assistance of

elite groups. These include members of the Senate and House of Representatives, as
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well as influential figures within the legal profession, the media, and the intellectual
community. The two chambers of Congress determine the budgets and domestic
legislation relevant to the government and the military and police institutions, while
other elite groups can assist the Philippine government in disseminating its South
China Sea policy both domestically and internationally, helping to garner public
opinion and international support. In contrast to former President Duterte, who
positioned himself as a “populist outsider” leader and emphasized breaking away
from traditional institutions, policy arrangements, and class divisions, President
Marcos comes from a prominent political family, has shown clear resistance to social
reform and has steered the country in a markedly rightward direction. Since the
second half of 2022, traditional “right-wing” forces have resurged with remarkable
speed, bringing with them a potent blend of pro-Americanism, nationalism, and
elitism that now dominates the Philippine political discourse. In foreign policy, this
ideological shift has manifested in a strong rhetorical and strategic alignment with the
U.S.-Philippines military alliance. In security affairs, it has led to the amplification of
perceived geopolitical threats in both the South China Sea and the Taiwan Strait.
Despite continued economic growth, the country faces widening income inequality
and persistently high unemployment. This rightward ideological wave has permeated
Congress, the media, the judiciary, and the academic sphere, giving rise to fervent
nationalism, pro-American sentiment, and even extremist rhetoric in debates over the
South China Sea. On one hand, these developments constrain the Marcos
administration’s policymaking autonomy; on the other, they provide a domestic
tailwind for recalibrating the country’s South China Sea policy.

A. “Right-Wing” Elites in the Philippine Congress

Among the various elite groups, the rightward orientation of the Philippine
House of Representatives is the most pronounced. The House alone holds the
authority to draft and approve articles of impeachment by majority vote, as well as to
initiate fiscal budgets and all franchise-related bills. The 2022 House elections
coincided with the presidential election, and the results granted the Lakas—Christian

Muslim Democrats (Lakas—CMD), the Party Coalition Foundation Inc. (PCFI), the
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National Unity Party (NUP), the Nacionalista Party, and the Nationalist People’s
Coalition (NPC) 100, 42, 38, and 38 seats respectively. These parties collectively
secured 68.9 percent of the total 316 seats in the House. With the exception of the
PCFI, all other major parties lean toward the political right. Moreover, Speaker of the
House Ferdinand Martin Gomez Romualdez is a cousin of President Marcos, and
Minority Leader Marcelino Libanan has openly declared his alignment with the
president. In November 2023, the removal of Gloria Macapagal Arroyo and Isidro
Tom Ungab—both political allies of the Duterte family—from their deputy speaker
posts, along with the defection of several “left-wing” members of the Partido
Demokratiko Pilipino (PDP) to other parties, resulted in the complete consolidation of
right-wing control over the House of Representatives.

The “right-wing” forces that dominate the House of Representatives have
projected both nationalist and pro-American sentiments onto the South China Sea
issue. For instance, in April 2024, former President Rodrigo Duterte publicly
acknowledged that he had reached an informal “gentleman’s agreement” with China
regarding Second Thomas Shoal. In response, Speaker Ferdinand Martin Romualdez
and House Majority Leader Manuel Jose Dalipe announced that the legitimacy of this
agreement would be subject to investigation. In late May, the House Committee on
National Defense and Security, along with the Special Committee on the West
Philippine Sea, formally launched an investigative process based on House Bill No.
1684, which was proposed by several “right-wing” legislators, including Jefferson
Khonghun and Ramon Rodrigo Gutierrez. President Marcos has characterized the
so-called “gentleman’s agreement” between China and the Philippines as a “secret
deal” and has sought to leverage his familial ties with Speaker Romualdez to advance
legislative and investigative actions that could help eliminate the remaining political
influence of the Duterte camp. In essence, if the House were to conclude that
Duterte’s actions constituted “treason” and proceeded with impeachment, it would
likely spell political ruin for the Duterte family. In addition, in December 2023, the
House passed Resolution No. 1494, condemning China’s disruptive actions against

the Philippines in the South China Sea and calling on the government to increase
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investment in maritime domain awareness and strengthen the capacity of the
Philippine Coast Guard.

The spread of “right-wing” ideology is not confined to the House of
Representatives; the Senate has likewise been affected. In August 2023, the Philippine
Senate adopted a resolution urging the government to leverage international forums to
garner multilateral support for the enforcement of the arbitral “award.” It called for
engaging with like-minded countries across various international organizations,
meetings, and other platforms, and for submitting a resolution to the United Nations
General Assembly demanding a halt to all harassment of Philippine vessels and
violations of the Philippines’ established rights in the so-called “West Philippine Sea.”
In early April 2024, prior to former President Duterte’s acknowledgment of the
existence of a gentlemen’s agreement concerning Second Thomas Shoal between
China and the Philippines, Senator Risa Hontiveros introduced a resolution alleging
that such an agreement constituted an act of treason, calling for an investigation, and
accusing Duterte of “repeatedly kowtowing to Beijing and placing his relationship
with China above the national interest.”

For “right-wing” legislators in both chambers of Congress, adopting a hardline
stance on the South China Sea issue serves not only to uphold their party’s policy
agenda and political influence, but also to secure political returns from the Marcos
administration and the ruling family. On one hand, Marcos and the military-police
apparatus are compelled to respond to congressional demands and recommendations
through formal legal procedures. These include reaffirming the arbitral award, seeking
international support, increasing investment in the Coast Guard, and submitting
resolutions to the United Nations General Assembly. On the other hand, the
administration may capitalize on the support of “right-wing” forces in Congress to
justify policy moves that cater to the United States at the expense of
China-Philippines relations. At the same time, the Marcos family can leverage the
South China Sea issue as a bargaining chip to further weaken the political influence of
the Duterte family.

B. Legal Elites
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The reason why the South China Sea arbitration case has become an
unquestionable form of “political correctness” within the Philippines is closely tied to
the interpretations offered by legal professionals, scholars, and think tanks, as well as
the overwhelming coverage by the media. Legal figures, represented by Supreme
Court Justice Antonio Tirol Carpio, played a key behind-the-scenes role in the
arbitration case and have constituted a central force in promoting the award
internationally. The Carpio family holds considerable prestige within the Philippine
legal community. Justice Carpio’s cousin, Conchita Carpio-Morales, was appointed to
the Supreme Court by five consecutive presidents, and Carpio himself previously
served as legal adviser to Presidents Ramos and Arroyo. In 2015, Carpio, with
sponsorship from the Department of Foreign Affairs, delivered lectures across 30
cities in 17 countries and regions, advocating for the Philippines’ historical and legal
position on the South China Sea issue. He later published a book denying China’s
claims of historic rights over resource development in the region.

Although Carpio and Duterte are distantly related, Carpio’s extreme positions on
the South China Sea diverged sharply from the policy orientation of the Duterte
administration. As a result, his voice remained marginal in domestic discourse from
2016 to 2022. However, the Marcos administration now seeks to draw on Carpio’s
legal authority to legitimize its policy positions on the South China Sea. Carpio’s
legal opinions have emboldened the Philippine Coast Guard, Navy, and public service
vessels to undertake assertive actions near Second Thomas Shoal, Sabina Shoal, and
Scarborough Shoal. In particular, Carpio’s claim that these features lie within the
Philippines’ 200-nautical-mile Exclusive Economic Zone has been cited as the
operational justification for these actions. Carpio has argued that the Philippine
government should initiate a new arbitration case against China concerning
interference with supply missions and fishing activities at Second Thomas Shoal and
Scarborough Shoal. Other legal professionals in the Philippines also contend that the
Marcos administration should pursue new litigation or submit a resolution to the
United Nations General Assembly regarding China’s interference and ecological

damage in the South China Sea. The legal community’s expert opinions resonate with
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the Coast Guard’s use of “deceptive” strategies and narratives about Chinese
environmental destruction in the region, and such opinions carry greater persuasive
force.

The legal sector’s attention to and amplification of the South China Sea issue is
largely driven by a desire among certain lawyers to secure government funding and
enhance personal reputations. However, the dissemination of legal discourse would
not be possible without the support of media outlets and think tanks. These
institutions have amplified the issue not only to expand their influence domestically
and internationally, but also to seek sponsorship from the government and from
Western partners, particularly the United States and its allies.

C. Media Elites

The influence of the Marcos family has deeply penetrated the Philippine media
sector. President Marcos’s cousin, Philip Romualdez, serves as president and chief
executive officer of The Manila Standard Today, while his wife, Sandy Prieto
Romualdez, is the chief executive officer of the Philippine Daily Inquirer. The
Philippine Daily Inquirer and The Manila Standard Today rank first and fourth,
respectively, in national circulation, giving them considerable weight in the country’s
media landscape. In addition, with the backing of Rappler—an online media outlet
under the influence of U.S. capital and intelligence agencies—the Marcos
administration enjoys far greater control over the Philippine media than its
predecessors, thereby laying the foundation for the adoption of extreme policies on
the South China Sea. Notably, on August 31, 2024, the Philippine Daily Inquirer
deliberately leaked a diplomatic note sent by the Chinese government to the
Malaysian Embassy in Beijing, which triggered a major diplomatic dispute between
China and Malaysia. In reality, the Philippine Daily Inquirer acted to shield the
Philippine government’s attempt to exploit this opportunity to provoke maritime
tensions between China and Malaysia. It was precisely the familial ties between the
Romualdez and Marcos clans that enabled Marcos’s radical strategies to succeed.
From the perspective of the media sector, leveraging the South China Sea issue,

particularly through the disclosure of sensitive information, serves to expand the
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audience reach and strengthen influence. By aligning with Marcos’s policy agenda on
the South China Sea, media institutions also secure government protection, thereby
reducing or even avoiding regulatory intervention. At the same time, the South China
Sea issue can be used as a means for certain media outlets to attract financial support
from the United States and other Western partners.

D. Philippine Think Tanks

Think tanks in the Philippines remain relatively underdeveloped, and those
dedicated specifically to the South China Sea research are exceedingly rare. Most
Philippine scholars engaged in legal, political, and historical studies of the South
China Sea are dispersed across universities and various research institutes. While
these intellectuals are keen to provide support for government decision-making, they
clearly lack coordination. Since 2022, however, a new generation of think tanks has
emerged, such as “We Protect Our Seas,” which has begun to focus more intensively
on the South China Sea issues. These organizations have also expanded cooperation
with Western counterparts, jointly advising the Marcos administration on matters
concerning the South China Sea. By partnering with media outlets, these think tanks
exert influence over both domestic and international opinions while introducing new
concepts, proposals, and agendas that feed directly into the policymaking process.
Some of these ideas have served as the intellectual and practical basis for the
Philippines’ policy shift on the South China Sea.

After 2024, the Philippine Coast Guard began using the phrase “assertive
transparency” as a policy framework to characterize its maritime operations. Yet this
concept originated with Ray Powell, the founder of Stanford University’s “Project
Myoushu.” Following the escalation of the Second Thomas Shoal standoff between
China and the Philippines in February 2023, Powell summarized Manila’s practice of
releasing real-time footage of China Coast Guard activities and Philippine maritime
operations as a “transparency strategy” or “assertive transparency.” He argued that
such measures could serve as an effective counter to China’s so-called ‘“gray-zone
tactics.” Nevertheless, Powell’s recommendations were not immediately adopted by

the Philippine government. Instead, they gained traction through the influence of the
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Philippine think tank Stratbase ADR Institute, which successfully transmitted these
ideas into the government’s policy agenda. By the end of 2023, Stratbase ADR
funded Powell and U.S. Air Force Captain Benjamin Goirigolzarri to produce a report
entitled Game Changer: The Philippines’ Assertive Transparency Campaign Against
China (How the Philippines Rewrote the Counter Gray Zone Playbook). This report
urged the Philippine government to adopt “assertive transparency” as a national
policy, arguing that concentrated and proactive information dissemination would
garner multilateral and international support while imposing reputational costs on
China.

In 2023, Stratbase ADR also released another report titled The West Philippine
Sea and the Convergence of Offensive Cyber and Disinformation Activities. This
study catalogued what it described as China’s “false narratives” on the South China
Sea and recommended that Manila pursue a “counter-narrative” strategy. It proposed
framing China’s actions through nontraditional lenses such as the blue economy,
environmental protection, fishermen’s livelihoods, and maritime security. The
Philippines’ subsequent use of environmental issues as a cover for its “deception
strategy” around features such as Scarborough Shoal, Sabina Shoal, and Iroquois Reef
closely mirrored the report’s design.

Stratbase ADR Institute is one of the few Philippines think tanks that places the
South China Sea at the center of its research agenda. Its founder, Albert del Rosario,
is the former foreign minister who initiated the Philippines’ arbitration case on the
South China Sea. The institute’s board of directors includes Benjamin Philip
Romualdez, the brother of the Speaker of the House of Representatives, as well as
prominent business elites with close ties to the government such as Manuel V.
Pangilinan, Edgardo G. Lacson, and Ernest Z. Bower. As the initiator of the
arbitration case, del Rosario represents the traditional “right wing” within the
Philippines’ South China Sea policy community, and Stratbase ADR reflects this
orientation with its nationalist, pro-American, and hardline ideological stance.
Leveraging its extensive connections with the Marcos administration, the institute

continually submits research findings and policy recommendations on the South
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China Sea to decision-making bodies, thereby serving as the intellectual engine

driving the increasingly extreme tendencies of Philippine policy.
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IV. Trends and Challenges: The Future of the Philippines’ New Course on
the South China Sea

Although a change of administration may bring some shifts in the preferences
underpinning the Philippines’ South China Sea policy, the persistent reverberations of
the arbitral award, the proliferation of domestic legislation, and the consolidation of
political power structures have created a form of path dependence in this increasingly
“radicalized” trajectory. This path dependence represents a “window of opportunity”
for the Marcos administration and any future government that seeks to perpetuate his
policy line on the South China Sea. Yet, there is no doubt that, compared with the
Duterte administration’s pragmatism, flexibility, and adaptability, this “radicalized”
tendency heightens the risks of “rigidity” and “vulnerability” in Manila’s approach to
the South China Sea.

1. Path Dependence: The Structural Influence of Three Forces

The Marcos administration and its successors face an internal and external
environment of far greater complexity. The comprehensive diffusion of the arbitral
award, Washington’s renewed emphasis on alliances and partnerships, and the
entrenched strength of domestic “right-wing” forces on the South China Sea issues
together reinforce a path-dependent trajectory of “radicalization.” This means that the
strategic orientation of Philippine policy is unlikely to shift fundamentally with mere
changes in political leadership.

A. The Diffusion and Penetration Effects of the Arbitral Award

Since the arbitral award was issued on July 12, 2016, its influence within the
Philippines has unfolded in three distinct phases. The first phase (2016-2022) was
characterized by the diplomatic and public-opinion mobilization. Although the
Duterte administration was reluctant to let the South China Sea issue undermine
bilateral relations with China, it nevertheless devoted considerable effort to
highlighting and publicizing the award. Through diplomatic statements as well as the
efforts of domestic media outlets, politicians, and academic institutions, the Philippine
government consistently underscored and disseminated the award, attempting to

familiarize both domestic and international audiences with its content. The second
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phase (2023-2024) involved the “concretization” of the award through systematic
unilateral maritime actions. The Marcos administration began to invoke the award
openly as justification for unilateral operations at Second Thomas Shoal, Sabina Shoal,
Scarborough Shoal, Iroquois Reef, and other contested features. The third phase
(2024—present) has seen the award become embedded in the Philippine legislation and
the national South China Sea policy. Manila has advanced this process through
measures such as producing educational materials, submitting resolutions to the
United Nations General Assembly, institutionalizing unilateral mechanisms, and
initiating new arbitration cases. In this manner, the award has been internalized across
multiple domains—including cognitive warfare, diplomacy, frontline operations, and
legal contests—and elevated into a basic principle guiding all Philippine
decision-making on the South China Sea.

Horizontally, therefore, the arbitral award has expanded from diplomacy into
other domains such as maritime operations and information warfare. Vertically, it has
penetrated into virtually every dimension of subsequent China-Philippine interactions
over South China Sea disputes. Each Philippine decision and action on the issue now
takes the award as a normative baseline. The award has thus been internalized not
merely as a matter of national diplomacy but as a component of Philippine political
life across different social strata. Decision-makers and elites treat it as a fundamental
principle, and ordinary citizens regard it as self-evident. In July 2024, the independent
polling organization Pulse Asia released survey results indicating that, among 1,200
respondents, 33 percent supported submitting a resolution to the United Nations
General Assembly to secure majority backing and compel China to comply with the
2016 arbitral award. This means that more than one-third of the Philippine public
upholds the award. Such “political correctness” narrows the government’s room for
maneuver on the South China Sea policy. Whether in power or in opposition, whether
among elites or the general public, actors across the political spectrum must uphold
the validity of the arbitral award or risk criticism and attacks from their rivals.

B. Consolidating the Framework of the Philippine South China Sea Policy

through Domestic Legislation
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If the arbitral award provides the Philippine Department of Foreign Affairs with
a legal basis for unilateral diplomatic claims over contested maritime zones, then the
actions of the coast guard, navy, Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources, and
fishing vessels around Scarborough Shoal and the Spratly Islands require domestic
law as their foundation. For this reason, members of both the House of
Representatives and the Senate began introducing the Philippine Maritime Zones Act
during the Duterte administration. The objective was to internalize the arbitral award
into Philippine domestic legislation by clarifying the geographic scope of
jurisdictional claims and the boundaries of national rights in areas including the South
China Sea. Before Marcos took office, the bill passed multiple times in the House but
repeatedly stalled in the Senate. Since 2023, however, both chambers have accelerated
the legislative process. As of September 2024, the bill has been deliberated upon and
passed by both houses of Congress.

According to official data, the Philippine Maritime Zones Act explicitly
delineates the scope of Manila’s claims in the South China Sea, including
Scarborough Shoal and the so-called “Kalayaan Island Group.” It further seeks to
designate all artificial installations within the Philippines claimed exclusive economic
zone as Philippine territory. Once in force, the act will require the coast guard, navy,
and other government vessels to patrol, enforce law, and undertake operations in
disputed waters, regardless of how the international community interprets the arbitral
award or whether Western states continue to support Manila’s position. In other
words, the Maritime Zones Act not only incorporates the arbitral award into the
domestic legal system but also codifies obligations, responsibilities, and rights for
future Philippine governments in their maritime operations.

C. The Entrenchment of “Right-Wing” Forces on South China Sea Issues

Changes in the presidency or in congressional composition may alter the
preferences of the political leadership, yet the Philippines has already developed
relatively stable “right-wing” clusters of think tanks and media institutions. At the
same time, the armed forces, coast guard, and judicial community are backed by

powerful opposition families as well as the dual support of the United States and its
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Western partners. This “rightward” inclination among the elite is further reinforced by
the majority of ordinary citizens. Surveys conducted at various intervals by the
independent polling agency OCTA Research indicate that more than 60 percent of
respondents hope the Marcos administration will increase naval patrols and troop
deployments in the South China Sea, thereby asserting Philippine territorial rights
through military measures. A July 2024 survey revealed that 54 percent of Filipino
adults supported strengthening and expanding the U.S.—Philippine military
relationship as a means of addressing territorial disputes in the West Philippine Sea,
while only 11 percent expressed opposition. Among the three major “right-wing”
political groupings, the family-based political clans may fluctuate, but right-oriented
bureaucratic and elite factions have already secured their place in the Philippine
political arena. With public opinion favoring tougher measures and Western support
firmly behind them, their influence will remain entrenched for the long term.

By contrast, “left-wing” forces on South China Sea issues remain fragmented,
confined to certain political families and limited social groups. Because the South
China Sea has become a “politically correct” issue, “left-wing” voices of moderation
are treated as pariahs. For instance, the Arroyo administration once promoted trilateral
seismic surveys at Reed Bank involving China, the Philippines, and Vietnam, but the
initiative was abandoned under threat of impeachment from the opposition. Duterte,
both during his presidency and after leaving office, similarly became the target of
relentless attacks from political rivals.

As a result, the “right-wing” holds a decisive advantage while “left-wing”
statements of moderation remain faint or silenced. This configuration of domestic
political forces compels any administration seeking to consolidate its power to adopt a
“right-wing” orientation on South China Sea policy. If the president and his
policymaking team can maintain some balance, the trajectory of “radicalization” may
be moderated. However, if another “right-wing” presidential team emerges, the
Philippines’ tilt toward “radicalization” in its South China Sea policy is likely to
deepen further.

2. Challenges: The Combined Effect of Rigidity and Fragility
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A. Geopolitical Risks to China—Philippines Economic Cooperation

China occupies a significant—though not dominant—position in the Philippines’
external relations, serving for many years as its largest trading partner. The two
countries share geographical proximity and deep historical and cultural ties. Although
China—Philippines relations have experienced ups and downs, bilateral trade has
consistently expanded: from merely 72.2 million USD at the establishment of
diplomatic relations in 1975 to 71.9 billion USD in recent years. Since 2017, China
has overtaken Japan to remain the Philippines’ top trading partner for seven
consecutive years. China is also a key source of foreign direct investment. According
to incomplete statistics, from 2016 to 2023, Chinese cumulative contracted investment
in the Philippines reached 16.47 billion USD—accounting for 10 percent of the
country’s total FDI inflows during the same period—covering critical sectors such as
energy, agriculture, infrastructure, and cultural and people-to-people projects. In
addition, there are approximately 1.5 million overseas Chinese residing in the
Philippines, who hold a crucial position in the country’s economic landscape.

Nevertheless, China-Philippines cooperation in trade, investment, and
people-to-people exchanges—particularly tourism—is highly susceptible to disruption
by the South China Sea disputes. Although the overall upward trend in bilateral trade
has not been reversed by the escalation of maritime frictions, political factors have
undeniably created shocks to the growth of imports and exports between the two
countries. The geopolitical risks facing the China-Philippines economic cooperation
are not merely hypothetical but have already been substantiated in practice. A report
released in August 2024 by the Global Research Institute at the College of William &
Mary, based on comparative sampling analysis, found that domestic debates in the
Philippines are often inflamed by the South China Sea disputes, with calls emerging
to cancel cooperative projects involving Chinese enterprises. For example, in 2023,
the Philippine government terminated the Manila Bay reclamation project undertaken
by China Harbour Engineering Company on the grounds of environmental violations
and the alleged employment of Chinese labor. In reality, however, this decision

coincided with an escalating standoff between China and the Philippines at Second
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Thomas Shoal in the Spratly Islands, while the company had also been placed on the
U.S. Entity List. Such waves of opposition tend to surge especially in the wake of
high-profile maritime incidents, creating political pressure on the Philippine
government and catering to the demands of certain anti-China factions involved in
policymaking.

As shown in Figure 1, the average growth rate of China-Philippines trade fell
into troughs of around 9.2 percent (2012-2015) and 2.7 percent (2023), compared
with 25.6 percent (2010-2011) and 10.7 percent (2016-2022). In 2020, bilateral trade
even plummeted to 0.6 percent due to the external shock of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The appearance of the two troughs overlapped with the escalation of South China Sea
tensions, demonstrating a factual correlation between the two. For instance, while the
Philippines serves as the primary source of China’s banana imports, rising maritime
tensions undermined market confidence, leading to a 33 percent year-on-year decline
in Philippine banana exports to China in the first quarter of 2024. Similar adverse
effects have been observed in Philippine exports of tomatoes, seafood, coconut oil,
alcoholic beverages, and other agricultural products. Chinese direct investment in the
Philippines has also been disrupted. In 2023, China’s outward investment in Asia
grew by 37 percent, with Indonesia emerging as the largest beneficiary, whereas
Chinese direct investment in the Philippines recorded only a modest 2 percent
increase. The Philippine government further unilaterally terminated the Subic—Clark
railway (North Railway Project) as well as 22 Manila Bay reclamation projects, even
as it continued to endorse the Belt and Road Initiative.

Figure 1. Growth Rate of China-Philippines Bilateral Trade
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Although the Philippines has attempted to seek alternative sources of investment
and trade markets from the United States, Japan, India, South Korea, and other
potential partners, the results have been limited. The Philippines’ foreign direct
investment (FDI) sources are indeed diversified, with Japan, the United States,
Sweden, Singapore, and China ranking among the major contributors. Chinese
investment projects in the Philippines are primarily concentrated in infrastructure
sectors critical to people’s livelihoods, including energy, transportation, water
conservancy, healthcare, and telecommunications. While Japan and some other
countries are also willing to invest in livelihood-related projects, these often come
with longer implementation periods and more stringent conditions. For instance, the
Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) has long delayed the Davao—Samal
Island bridge project on the grounds of environmental protection, whereas China
reached a cooperation agreement with the Philippines on the same project in 2020.
After unilaterally terminating the Subic—Clark railway project, Manila began to look
for support from other international partners. Despite its diplomatic efforts, it was not
until the trilateral leaders’ summit in April 2024 that the United States and Japan
agreed, together with Sweden, to launch a project feasibility study, with the Asian
Development Bank providing $6 million in funding. Compared with these alternatives,
China’s advantages in the infrastructure and livelihood sectors—including its
experience, technology, workforce, and financing capacity—remain difficult for other
countries to match. While the Philippines can attempt to leverage competition among
multiple partners, it will continue to face pressures in terms of project timelines and
construction costs. In the trade sector, the Philippines also finds it difficult to identify
substitutes for the Chinese market. The immense size of the Chinese consumer market,
combined with tariff preferences brought by the China—ASEAN Free Trade Area,
gives China a structural advantage. The Philippines, a leading global source of nickel
reserves, has already seen this resource transformed into industrial capacity, with
companies such as China’s BYD and other high-tech firms establishing new-energy

battery production facilities in the country. By contrast, the United States and other
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members of the Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) have attempted to build a
“critical minerals alliance” and to assist the Philippines in developing a
semiconductor industry. However, losing access to the Chinese export market would
create a major bottleneck for Philippine industrial development. This is not only
because China is currently the Philippines’ largest export destination for nickel ore,
but also because Manila would face semiconductor export restrictions similar to those
imposed on Japan, South Korea, and the Netherlands.

A public opinion survey conducted in July 2025 further underscores the
challenges facing bilateral relations: 85 percent of Filipinos expressed distrust toward
China, with only 15 percent considering it trustworthy; 74 percent of respondents
identified China as the Philippines’ greatest threat, with the South China Sea disputes
cited as the primary contributing factor.

B. The Unpredictability of U.S. Commitments to South China Sea Security

The “radicalization” of the Philippines’ South China Sea policy is inseparable
from both the incentives and pressures exerted by the United States and Manila’s own
efforts to secure U.S. protection and political-military support. Throughout its history,
the Philippines has repeatedly urged Washington to clarify that the South China Sea
falls under the scope of the Mutual Defense Treaty Between the United States and the
Republic of the Philippines. Yet it was not until March 2019 that the United States,
for the first time, issued a formal statement through the Secretary of State declaring
that “ 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 would trigger mutual defense
obligations under Article IV of our Mutual Defense Treaty.”

Even so, Washington has never specified the precise conditions under which the
treaty would be invoked, nor has it defined what constitutes an “armed attack.” On
March 5, 2024, a clash occurred between the Chinese and Philippine forces near
Second Thomas Shoal, resulting in four Philippine casualties. On June 17, the
Philippine Navy organized a mission in which vessels attempted to resupply the
grounded ship at the shoal with seven rifles, provoking close encounters with Chinese

forces. China Coast Guard personnel boarded, inspected, and seized the weapons and
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personnel involved, punctured an inflatable boat, and escalated tensions further. On
August 19 and 30, Chinese and Philippine coast guard ships collided at the entrance to,
and later within, Sabina Shoal’s lagoon, inflicting significant damage on Philippine
vessels. These incidents sparked intense debate within the international community
and the United States over whether the treaty should be activated. The Biden
administration, however, refrained from making a definitive response, instead
maintaining strategic ambiguity. Former Indo-Pacific Command chief John C.
Aquilino remarked during congressional testimony that “the Philippines, if a sailor or
soldier or one of their members were killed, could invoke Article V of the Mutual
Defense Treaty. And that would put our policy decision-makers in a place that would
require really tough choices.” Although Washington has expressed rhetorical support
for Philippine security in the South China Sea and has provided intelligence, arms,
and other indirect assistance, it has stopped short of committing to direct involvement
in an armed conflict with China. The Marcos administration is deeply eager for
substantive U.S. backing, yet it has had no choice but to tolerate and even
accommodate Washington’s ambiguity. Four days after the June 17 incident,
Philippine Navy Executive Secretary and National Maritime Council Chair Lucas
Bersamin publicly described the clash as a possible “misunderstanding or accident,”
adding that Manila was not considering invoking the defense treaty, in an apparent
attempt to defuse controversy and ease pressure on the United States.

Securing a stronger U.S. security commitment in the South China Sea is
therefore one of the primary drivers behind Manila’s “radicalized” policy trajectory
and provides the political confidence for its more assertive actions. Yet America’s
ambiguous interpretation of the conditions for invoking Articles IV and V of the
treaty leaves Philippine policy vulnerable to the dual risks of falling short of
expectations and provoking China. Domestic opposition to the Marcos
administration’s deepening alignment with the United States has not been absent.
Criticism of expanded U.S. access to Philippine military bases has grown steadily.
Should American political, security, and military support fail to meet the expectations

of both elites and the broader public, the government would be forced to face
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intensified scrutiny from opposition parties. In that case, Marcos’s calculation that the
South China Sea issue could bolster his public approval could collapse and even
backfire under the weight of anti-American sentiment.

C. The Widening Divergence between the Philippines and Other ASEAN
Members

The “radicalization” of the Philippines’ South China Sea policy has produced
three major regional effects. First, since February 2023, China-Philippine maritime
disputes have entered a spiral of escalation, significantly increasing the risk of
accidents and unintended incidents. Second, Manila’s alignment has facilitated the
expansion of U.S. forward military presence in Southeast Asia, including the
deployment of medium-range strategic capabilities. Third, the United States has
leveraged the Philippine position to promote multiple “minilateral” coalitions,
gradually fragmenting the geopolitical order in the South China Sea. In particular, the
Philippines’ U.S.-oriented military and security strategy has weakened the coherence
of ASEAN’s collective security strategies, thereby exacerbating intra-regional
divisions.

These regional effects run counter to the broader objectives of other ASEAN
members. With the aim of fostering a peaceful and stable environment for regional
development, ASEAN has consistently treated maritime stability as the lowest
common denominator of regional consensus. Although some claimant states such as
Vietnam have sought to maximize unilateral gains, they nevertheless attach great
importance to maintaining peace and stability. Non-claimant states including Thailand
and Indonesia have been especially eager to establish rules that constrain unilateral
actions and facilitate peaceful dispute resolution. As a result, the expansion of U.S.
military deployments in the South China Sea—particularly medium-range
capabilities—has provoked deep anxiety among regional states. Equally troubling for
ASEAN members is the emergence of U.S.-led minilateral security initiatives that
challenge the existing regional security architecture. While ASEAN countries feel a
sense of insecurity and discomfort in response to China’s growing influence, they also

worry that assertive U.S. intervention could intensify tensions, forcing them into
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invidious choices between the two powers. Moreover, major ASEAN states such as
Malaysia, Indonesia, and Vietnam harbor concerns about the political, diplomatic, and
security risks of U.S. predominance in Southeast Asia.

Although the Marcos administration has pledged to uphold ASEAN centrality,
its U.S.-oriented policies on the South China Sea pose profound challenges to regional
peace, stability, and the integrity of ASEAN’s security architecture. The widening
divergence between Manila and other ASEAN members over the South China Sea
and military-security strategy will not only strain the Philippines’ standing within

ASEAN but also expose it to mounting pressure from its fellow member states.
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Conclusion

The Marcos administration has abandoned the policy orientation of former
President Duterte and adopted a markedly radicalized policy framework. This
radicalization manifests in four key dimensions: publicly interfering in the internal
affairs of other countries and provoking tensions among other claimant states through
grey-zone tactics; employing strategies of deception; resorting to adventurist maritime
operations with little hesitation; and unilaterally challenging the strategic balance in
the South China Sea. This policy shift is driven, on the one hand, by Marcos’s desire
to consolidate and restore the political standing of the Marcos family, and on the other
hand, by the growing influence of pro-American forces within the Philippine domestic
political landscape. Regardless of the domestic motivations, the United States remains
the primary external factor shaping the Philippines’ new approach to the South China
Sea issues. The shift in Manila’s South China Sea policy reflects a high degree of
internal consistency, shaped by several reinforcing factors: the increasing influence of
domestic “right-wing” forces on maritime issues; the expanding reach and
entrenchment of the arbitral ruling’s effects; and the accomplishment of Marcos
administration’s use of domestic legislation to create faits. At the same time, the
Philippines’ increasingly radical approach must contend with several structural
constraints, including potential disruptions to China—Philippines economic and trade
cooperation, the United States’ reluctance to become directly involved in a military

conflict with China, and opposition or pressure from other ASEAN member states.
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About Huayang

The Huayang Center for Maritime Cooperation and Ocean Governance
(Huayang Center) is a comprehensive maritime policy research institution dedicated
to promoting the peaceful use and sustainable development of the oceans. It engages
in interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral research on maritime issues. Huayang Center is
chaired by Wu Shicun, Founding President of the National Institute for South China
Sea Studies (NISCSS) and Chairman of the Academic Committee of NISCSS.
Headquartered in Sanya, Huayang Center also operates an office in Jiangdong New
District in Haikou, with a branch — Huayang Center for Yellow Sea Studies — in
Yancheng City, Jiangsu Province.

The Huayang Center is commited to the mission of advancing global ocean
governance and sustainable development, contributing to China’s goal of becoming a
maritime power, and supporting Hainan’s ‘“ocean-oriented development” strategy.
Focusing on the implementation of national maritime strategies, marine conservation
and sustainable use, the maintenance of peace and stability in the South China Sea,
and the promotion of international maritime cooperation and public diplomacy,
Huayang Center is committed to the long-term goal of building a world-class think
tank. It undertakes interdisciplinary research, policy advisory, professional training,
international exchanges, and provides consulting services to maritime-related
institutions and enterprises.

The Huayang Center’s research team brings together leading experts and
scholars from both China and abroad in the fields of international relations,
international law, regional security, marine science, environmental protection, marine
biology, and energy & resources. Led by Chairman and Chief Expert Dr. Wu Shicun,
the Huayang Center’s research team is distinguished by its youthfulness, international
outlook, multidisciplinary expertise, and cross-sectoral approach.

The Huayang Center upholds the core values of “talent aggregation,
results-oriented and innovation-driven development.” Guided by the founding mission
of building a “small team, big network—rooted in Hainan, serving the nation,

engaging the world,” the Huayang Center adheres to the philosophy of “attracting
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talent through meaningful work, advancing development through research, and
overcoming challenges through focused efforts.” Since its establishment, the Huayang
Center has launched a series of signature initiatives—including the Huayang
Exhibition, Huayang Briefing, Huayang Talk, Huayang Report, Huayang Team, and
Huayang Culture—that have earned widespread recognition and acclaim from

relevant decision-making bodies and peers in the field.
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