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Summary 

As the year 2022 came to an end the Marcos administration released the “Philippine Development Plan 

2023-2028” (PDP), which called for cooperation and transformation to achieve a better Philippines. More 

specifically, it stated the need for “a whole-of-government and whole-of-society approach” and “deep and 

fundamental transformations” in all sectors of society. This overarching plan is, by the admission of the 

government, affected by geopolitical issues in the region.  

 

Three months into the year and the Philippines has faced several challenges as it endeavored to bolster its 

international image and its sovereignty defense.  
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As the year 2022 came to an end the Marcos administration released the “Philippine Development Plan 

2023-2028” (PDP), which called for cooperation and transformation to achieve a better Philippines. More 

specifically, it stated the need for “a whole-of-government and whole-of-society approach” and “deep 

and fundamental transformations” in all sectors of society. This overarching plan is, by the admission of 

the government, affected by geopolitical issues in the region.  

 

Three months into the year and the Philippines has faced several challenges as it endeavored to bolster 

its international image and its sovereignty defense.  

 

Hot Air with China 

 

Early into January, President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. traveled to China, the first leader China welcomed for 

the year and the president’s first state visit to a major power. President Marcos reportedly secured a 

promise to find an amicable solution to the problems in the WPS. The visit also garnered 14 bilateral deals, 

one of which is the establishment of a communication mechanism on maritime issues between the 

Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Philippine Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA). The official 

joint statement revealed a candid exchange of views took place and that further cooperation in the 

maritime domain was agreed upon. Later on, Chinese Ambassador to the Philippines Huang Xilian 
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https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/opinion/article/3205329/philippines-marcos-heads-beijing-trade-investment-and-maritime-issues-his-mind
https://ops.gov.ph/news_releases/pbbm-brings-plight-of-filipino-fishermen-in-wps-to-pres-xi-gets-promise-to-find-compromise-solution/
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proclaimed that, so long as China and the Philippines continue their cooperative relationship, the South 

China Sea can become “a sea of peace, friendship and cooperation”. 

 

However, incidents on the ground undermined the public display of cooperation. Chinese vessels have 

repeatedly been reported within Philippine territory. These sightings have steadily increased throughout 

the years. In early February, a Chinese Coast Guard (CCG) vessel directed a green military-grade laser light 

towards the Philippine Coast Guard (PCG) near Ayungin Shoal (Second Thomas Shoal), the second such 

incident since June 2022. The Chinese ambassador was summoned over the incident and the 75th 

diplomatic protest was lodged by the Marcos administration. 

 

Earlier still in the last days of December 2022, an object resembling a Chinese spy blimp was detected 

above Pangasinan province. Analysis of pictures taken of the object show that the object has incredible 

similarities to the number of airships under development by Chinese companies. There is no concrete 

proof that this was a Chinese asset, but the object resembled those on display at a recent Zhuhai airshow. 

China is known to use spy balloons for maritime surveillance. The incident bears similarities to what later 

occurred in the United States when objects were sighted throughout the country’s airspace and were 

confirmed to be Chinese spy balloons.  

 

There is more tangible proof of Chinese incursions in Philippine waters. US think tank Asia Maritime 

Transparency Initiative (AMTI) revealed that China patrolled various Philippine-claimed territory for most 

of 2022 (Scarborough/Panatag Shoal was patrolled for 344 days). The US recently provided an analysis of 

photos of Chinese installations in the South China Sea taken in October. This buildup has not ceased. The 

AMTI information revelation coincided with the proposed theory that China could be trying to co opt key 

officials in the Philippine security sector. 

 

Extra-sized Diplomacy Courtesy of America (EDCA) 

 

A clearer sense of cooperation was seen throughout January when it came to Philippine relations with the 

United States (US). A Pulse Asia survey revealed that 84% prefer assistance from the US in addressing WPS 

issues (as opposed to 20% for China). US Ambassador to the Philippines MaryKay Carlson reaffirmed US 

commitment and expressed optimism for bilateral relations. On January 19 to 20, the two countries held 

the 10th Bilateral Strategic Dialogue. In this forum, the development of Subic Bay was listed as a priority. 

Days later Philippine Ambassador to the US Jose Manuel Romualdez revealed that discussions were taking 

place on joint patrols in the WPS. This was further discussed by Senator Francis Tolentino, who said that 

joint patrols could take place in the South China Sea with the US or other ASEAN states. In early March, it 

was announced that a 2+2 Meeting (Defense and Foreign) would take place in April. 

 

In early February, the US and the Philippines agreed to “accelerate” EDCA’s implementation. This included 

the allocation of $82 million for upgrades at five sites and to expand to four new sites.  

 

The implications of the expansion of EDCA sites generated heated debate about US activities in the 

country. Some have remarked that the Philippines is venturing into a minefield of geopolitics, with the 

https://www.cnnphilippines.com/news/2023/2/22/Chinese-vessels-West-Philippine-Sea-Ayungin-Sabina-Shoal.html
https://www.cnnphilippines.com/news/2023/2/14/maritime-expert-sees-increase-Chinese-activities-against-PH.html
https://mb.com.ph/2023/02/14/pcg-reveals-laser-pointing-by-chinese-vessel-already-the-second-time/
https://mb.com.ph/2023/02/14/marcos-summons-chinese-envoy-over-chinas-aggressive-acts-vs-pcg-filipino-fishermen/
https://www.esquiremag.ph/politics/news/ufo-pangasinan-2022-a00203-20221219
https://www.thedrive.com/the-war-zone/was-a-high-altitude-airship-spotted-recently-near-the-south-china-sea
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3204389/mystery-airship-spotted-over-philippines-near-south-china-sea
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3204389/mystery-airship-spotted-over-philippines-near-south-china-sea
https://maritime-executive.com/editorials/china-has-tested-spy-balloons-for-maritime-surveillance
https://mb.com.ph/2023/01/31/china-coast-guard-sustains-near-daily-patrols-in-wps-us-think-tank/
https://mb.com.ph/2023/01/31/china-coast-guard-sustains-near-daily-patrols-in-wps-us-think-tank/
https://www.businessinsider.com/photos-show-details-of-chinese-south-china-sea-military-bases-2022-12
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/east-asia/china-accused-of-building-on-unoccupied-reefs-in-south-china-sea
https://mb.com.ph/2023/01/31/china-coast-guard-sustains-near-daily-patrols-in-wps-us-think-tank/
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1712775/most-filipinos-want-marcos-to-work-with-us-japan-to-defend-west-ph-sea-survey
https://opinion.inquirer.net/160214/stronger-momentum-in-us-ph-ties-in-2023
https://ph.usembassy.gov/philippines-united-states-commit-to-further-elevate-alliance-and-partnership-to-bring-peace-and-prosperity-at-the-10th-bilateral-strategic-dialogue/
https://ph.usembassy.gov/philippines-united-states-commit-to-further-elevate-alliance-and-partnership-to-bring-peace-and-prosperity-at-the-10th-bilateral-strategic-dialogue/
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https://globalnation.inquirer.net/209898/us-ph-dialogue-tags-subic-bay-as-priority-infrastructure-site
https://www.cnnphilippines.com/news/2023/1/24/Philippines-US-joint-maritime-patrols-West-Philippine-Sea.html
https://globalnation.inquirer.net/210024/ph-may-conduct-joint-patrols-in-south-china-sea-with-us-asean-says-tolentino
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1196971
https://apnews.com/article/politics-district-of-columbia-lloyd-austin-philippines-china-5a7e51e66e71566ce93e0849b94efc26
https://www.manilatimes.net/2023/03/20/opinion/columns/is-ph-sleepwalking-into-economic-and-geopolitical-minefield/1883485
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greatest concern for the Balikatan exercises scheduled for mid-April. The exercises were previously set to 

take place in Ilocos Norte province but were moved to Zambales province. The biggest critic was the 

Chinese Embassy in the Philippines, which claimed that the US wanted to drag the Philippines into the 

conflict with Taiwan to counter China (consistent with Chinese anti-US propaganda). Within the 

Philippines, Senator Imee Marcos argued that possible EDCA site expansions in the north would escalate 

tensions in the Taiwan Strait rather than advancing the Filipino interest.   

 

The Philippines as a Regional Actor 

 

The Philippines is attempting to improve itself in various aspects of security and economics while trying 

to uplift its standing in the international stage. But a key factor for Philippine development is linked to its 

proximity to Taiwan. The Philippines is a key factor for any potential Western strategy, particularly for the 

US. Because of this, China has a vested interest in ensuring a strong relationship with the Philippines, 

especially in preparation for a potential escalation in tensions. Members of the DND and the Armed Forces 

of the Philippines (AFP) should be aware of this; especially in light of recent internal turbulence and 

political challenges. 

 

As such, it is incumbent upon the Philippines to be cognizant of its position in the region, the mechanisms 

at its disposal, and the way it can progress forward.  

 

Diplomacy by other means 

 

It is standard for Philippine policy to employ both dialogue and taking a firm stand as possible the defense 

of its sovereignty. In the waning days of 2022, the Department of National Defense (DND) reaffirmed this 

when speaking on Chinese ships swarming contested territory. Increased coverage of Chinese activities in 

the area – such as construction activities in the Spratly Islands – prompted the DND to increase military 

presence in the West Philippine Sea (WPS). Then-National Security Adviser Clarita Carlos suggested the 

creation of a regional fishing agreement with China to address WPS issues. The DFA reported that from 

the period of 2020 to December 2022, China responded to 71% of notes verbale protesting Chinese 

activities.  

 

Growing pushback for Chinese activities has prompted greater acceptance of working alongside other 

countries aside from the US for maritime security. In the spirit emphasized in the new PDP, the Philippines 

reaffirmed and called for deeper relations with neighbors such as Japan (discussions about a trilateral pact 

with the US are set to take place in April) and Indonesia and Malaysia in mid-December, and with Australia 

(an Air Force facility donated in mid-March).  

 

But cooperation with China remains essential. The Philippines and other ASEAN states are scheduled to 

conduct an exercise in incident management with China later in the year.  

 

Lessons from around the world 

 

https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1743272/no-more-major-balikatan-drills-in-ilocos-norte-say-execs
https://globalnation.inquirer.net/211865/us-dragging-ph-into-china-taiwan-dispute-chinese-embassy-questions-edca-locations
https://english.news.cn/20230220/1b9a2c2bcfb742ad872c58ddda549374/c.html
https://www.gmanetwork.com/news/topstories/nation/862491/imee-marcos-confronts-galvez-on-reported-edca-sites-near-taiwan-strait/story/
https://www.economist.com/asia/2023/02/21/the-philippines-proximity-to-taiwan-makes-it-central-to-western-strategy?frsc=dg%7Ce
https://geopoliticalfutures.com/china-and-the-philippines/
https://www.manilatimes.net/2023/01/22/opinion/columns/making-sense-of-recent-developments-in-the-afp/1875296
https://www.dnd.gov.ph/Postings/Post/Statement%20of%20the%20OIC%2c%20DND%20on%20the%20monitored%20presence%20of%20foreign%20vessels
https://www.philstar.com/headlines/2022/12/21/2232369/philippines-concerned-over-report-chinas-construction-activities-spratlys
https://mb.com.ph/2022/12/22/dnd-orders-increased-military-presence-in-wps/
https://www.gmanetwork.com/news/topstories/nation/855284/nsa-carlos-recommends-regional-fishing-agreement-with-china-amid-west-philippine-sea-issue/story/
https://globalnation.inquirer.net/210122/fwd-china-responded-to-71-of-ph-protests-dfa
https://www.philstar.com/opinion/2023/02/19/2245952/filipino-patience-running-out-over-chinas-latest-incursion
https://www.dnd.gov.ph/Postings/Post/Philippines%2c%20Japan%20sustain%20defense%20partnership/
https://www.philstar.com/headlines/2023/03/29/2255380/japan-says-trilateral-security-pact-us-philippines-still-discussion
https://www.dnd.gov.ph/Postings/Post/DND%20deepens%20trilateral%20security%20cooperation%20with%20neighboring%20countries/
https://globalnation.inquirer.net/211942/ph-receives-aircraft-facility-from-australia
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/International-relations/South-China-Sea/ASEAN-and-China-aim-for-South-China-Sea-hotline-trial-in-2023
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The role of the Philippines as a regional actor cannot be understated. The Russo-Ukraine War, now more 

than a year into the conflict, has provided many lessons for the Philippines and its neighbors in the region. 

These lessons have spurred states such as India and South Korea, stepping up as a defense supplier and 

aspiring to become a Global Pivotal State, respectively. Both with the goal of strengthening regional ties 

and preserving the rules-based international order. 

 

Given the recognized effect of cybersecurity on maritime affairs, it is necessary for the Philippines to 

improve its overall cybersecurity. A “credible” cyber defense posture requires a unified strategic vision 

and adopting best practices from allies and partners. One example that the Philippines can emulate would 

be the Japanese amendments to its law to acquire an “active cyber defense”.  

 

All this is done, primarily, in the light of Cross-Straits tensions. ASEAN as a whole is unprepared for an 

armed conflict and is seeking to rectify this. Singapore’s Foreign Minister remarked that the “peace 

dividend” of the post-Second World War era was over. This can be seen primarily in arms spending, which 

increased significantly in the region, with a notable eye for maritime assets such as submarines. The 

world’s eyes remain focused on Taiwan. In an unclassified simulation, a Chinese invasion would fail 

provided certain conditions are met. One condition is that Taiwan is fully armed before an invasion begins. 

However, it is possible that China will continue gray-zone operations until it seizes key outer islands. 

Taiwan has raised its defense spending to 2.4% of its GDP and has organized civilian training for 

volunteers. Due to proximity, the Philippines, specifically the Northern Luzon region, is at risk of getting 

involved in any cross-strait incident, and should consider joining its neighbors in providing a united front 

of deterrence. Any and all factors that can raise the cost of an invasion should be considered.  

 

In the South China Sea, the rivalry between the US and China has dominated regional attention. China has 

accused the US of increasing tensions through additional military deployment. The latest point of 

contention was over the USS Milius near the Paracel Islands. Both powers have been criticized for its 

“ambivalence” towards UNCLOS – the resentment by China and the lack of formal acceptance by the US 

– and is seen as fueling tensions.  

 

How the PDP can be implemented 

 

Recent events have emphasized the need for the Philippines to have a united response whilst ensuring its 

own development. 

 

Likewise, the PDP has emphasized the role of cooperation between the whole-of-government and whole-

of-society. The Philippines must understand the role of fisheries in its maritime security. South Korea can 

be emulated in its use of drones to protect fisheries.  

 

Overall, the Philippines must strengthen existing relationships and establish new cooperatives with 

specific goals in mind. It can emulate how the trilateral AUKUS seeks to increase regional security while 

focusing on Australia’s asset acquisition. It can explore a collaboration with other ASEAN maritime states 

in the same manner that Nordic countries have combined their fleet to deter Russia. 

https://www.rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/idss/ip23008-the-russia-ukraine-war-lessons-for-southeast-asia/#.Y8Fa548RWf1
https://www.factsasia.org/blog/indias-role-in-the-defence-industry-of-southeast-asia
https://overseas.mofa.go.kr/eng/brd/m_5676/view.do?seq=322133
https://www.imo.org/en/OurWork/Security/Pages/Cyber-security.aspx
https://thegeopolitics.com/building-a-credible-cyber-defense-posture-opportunities-in-the-philippines/
https://therecord.media/japan-to-amend-laws-to-allow-for-offensive-cyber-operations-against-foreign-hackers/
https://www.thejakartapost.com/world/2023/03/11/asean-unprepared-for-open-conflict-in-indo-pacific.html
https://news.yahoo.com/singapore-top-diplomat-says-peace-022357124.html
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/submarine-invincible-singapore-navy-asian-china-defence-3186236
https://www.crisisgroup.org/global/10-conflicts-watch-2023
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/230109_Cancian_FirstBattle_NextWar.pdf?WdEUwJYWIySMPIr3ivhFolxC_gZQuSOQ
https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/230109_Cancian_FirstBattle_NextWar.pdf?WdEUwJYWIySMPIr3ivhFolxC_gZQuSOQ
https://www.skynews.com.au/australia-news/the-us-and-its-allies-could-defeat-a-chinese-invasion-of-taiwan-but-only-at-a-high-cost-a-wargame-simulation-has-found/news-story/c71ddd3ab04c8f52d4c81acd07243070
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/taiwan-strait-crises-island-seizure-contingencies-0
https://newsinfo.inquirer.net/1717038/taiwanese-civilians-brace-for-china-invasion-too
https://warontherocks.com/2023/01/deterrence-through-doctrine-the-case-for-a-joint-counter-landing-doctrine/
https://news.abs-cbn.com/news/03/23/23/china-warns-vs-increased-us-military-deployment
https://www.rappler.com/world/asia-pacific/china-united-states-navy-row-guided-missile-destroyer-south-china-sea/
https://www.manilatimes.net/2023/03/07/opinion/columns/china-us-ambivalence-toward-unclos-fuels-south-china-sea-tensions/1881612
https://www.rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/idss/ip23004-the-maritime-security-roles-of-the-fishing-industry-in-southeast-asia/?doing_wp_cron=1673248040.6140289306640625000000#.Y7u9KXYRVD8
https://maritime-executive.com/article/south-korea-expands-use-of-drones-to-stop-illegal-chinese-fishing
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/03/13/joint-leaders-statement-on-aukus-2/
https://www.businessinsider.com/norway-sweden-finland-denmark-fighter-jets-one-fleet-2023-3

