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The Philippines is a current hot ticket in international affairs. Such a condition is a manifest
destiny founded by geography and sharpened by politics and security. Being an archipelago
of its own, it has the challenging situation of being at the side of the South China Sea (S5CS), a
maritime hotspot due to overlapping territorial claims of nearby states.! Due to China's claim
of the whole SCS via its nine-dash line, it took the legal pathway through a case in the
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Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA), which it won.2 This contextualizes its role in the great-
power competition between China and the United States in the region, in which it has a
military alliance with the latter since 1951.3* Moreover, it is clouded by the various strategic
concerns of its neighbors coming from as wide as the whole Indo-Pacific. The assumption that
a lot of states have the Philippines in their radar, whatever their interests may be, is within the
ballpark.

However, the contrary is the reality with its immediate neighbors in Southeast Asia. Being a
part of the region, ASEAN should be its theoretical and primary avenue for multilateral
connections with other member-states. However, the organization is notable for its non-
interference in domestic matters and its consensus-based decisions. On the surface, its
cooperation is not as cohesive as the likes of the EU, nor does it follow the conventional logic
of liberalism. This is the case for ASEAN especially in terms of security issues. Their national
security interests are not aligned with one another, with various countries occupied with their
own issues. It is not even clear whether SCS is a top and urgent priority for all states. Thailand
is occupied by its borders with Myanmar.> At the same time, the likes of Malaysia, Indonesia,
and Singapore prefer to hedge between the US and China. ¢7#

It is in this complex situation that the Philippines will take the ASEAN chairmanship for next
year. Therefore, it is important to ask three general questions with respect to the Philippine
perspective: (1) What is it the security interest of the Philippines in relation to the SCS?; (2)
Should the Philippines utilize its ASEAN chairmanship as an avenue for its security interests
in the SCS?; and (3) What should be the possible responses of ASEAN for any SCS-related
action the Philippines through its chairmanship may take?

The Point from Manila
To start, what is the Philippines' interest in the SCS? For itself, the Philippines relays the

message of wanting to uphold the rules-based order as it received the decision coming from
PCA regarding its disputed islands with China.® It named its waters up to the extent of its EEZ
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in the conventionally-known SCS as the West Philippine Sea (WPS).1° The WPS is important
to be take note of as the Philippines' maritime security concern mainly focuses on this part.
All of these occurred while implementing its Self-Reliant Defense Posture and partnering with
like-minded states.!!

Aside from maritime security, the economic benefits of the WPS are also in line with the
Philippine economy. As an archipelagic state, the said maritime space is fishing grounds for
fisher folks in coastal provinces that provide food security.!? It is also rich and energy and
mineral resources that can be harnessed for the country’s industrial sector.!®> From here, it can
be inferred that more than ideals, the Philippines also have tangible considerations for its
position in the WPS.

Moreover, all sectors of the state are being galvanized to consolidate the mindset of its citizens
in support of the state's interest in SCS. One example to push such initiative are programs
such as the Balangay Forum.! This is a platform in which representatives from the fishing,
environment, education, women, and other sectors gather with foreign dignitaries, military
officers, academics, and politicians to present perspectives and ideas regarding SCS,
particularly WPS.

The interest of the Philippines in the SCS may be multidimensional, involving security
measures and emphasis on international law, but two interrelated points remain consistent in
scope: it is defending its own territorial integrity within the WPS and calling for a rules-based
order in the whole SCS.

A Children's Party Hat
With this, will the Philippines utilize the 2026 ASEAN chairmanship for its concerns in the

SCS? It will do so but in a cooperating stance.!® President Marcos already mentioned months
ago and in the ASEAN Summit in Kuala Lumpur that he will push for a binding Code of
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Conduct (COC) regarding the SCS, which is already believed to be a futile future attempt.1¢”
A partial reason for anticipating its failure lies in the very nature of ASEAN. Any organization
with a loose sense of functionality will also have a loose sense of leadership. An example of
this would be the association itself, which implements a chairmanship on a rotation basis for
all member-states annually. Article 32 of its charter lacks nuances, but essentially points out
that the chairman must advocate for the ASEAN interest through cooperation and
coordination, as well as a swift response to emergencies and crises.!® The Philippines is
expected to uphold the given points by next year.

The task of chairmanship is attainable if an issue at hand can be considered as low politics or
economic in nature. However, a different story unfolds regarding a highly political and
contentious issue like territorial disputes in the SCS. Other ASEAN member-states have
different logics or understandings about the SCS. They also have varying approaches with
China, the state in which they want to iron out a COC in the SCS with.!? As already mentioned,
other ASEAN member-states are occupied with other pressing security issues reiterated
during the latest summit, such as the situation in Myanmar.2Therefore, as the SCS and WPS
are a a priority for the Philippines, its chairmanship would, unfortunately, be an equivalent
of wearing the biggest children's party hat for its own birthday. It may mean something, but
it is essentially ceremonial and only for the time being. Therefore, the Philippines shouldn't
galvanize its chairmanship to emphasize its agenda about the SCS and WPS.

Still in the Talking Stage

On the other hand, the ASEAN member-states, through the association, would declare their
"hope for a stable and peaceful SCS" and talk about it. No more, no less. This reflects the
ASEAN attitude amongst themselves that as long as it does not bother their domestic and
economic interests, then they would not interfere at all. As pragmatic as it sounds, this should
be the recommended stance of the organization, as it is a reliable method, whatever happens
in the SCS. The maritime body matters for every member-state, with different understandings
about it as the only caveat.
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Communication would still be the most realistic and practical instrument of ASEAN even in
the worst-case scenario. Hypothetically speaking, if an official armed conflict resulting from
territorial disputes in the SCS that involves the Philippines occurs, it will force every member-
state through ASEAN to respond. It will occur through diplomatic means that may include
mediation or negotiation.

Overall, regardless of whether the uncertainty in SCS remains static or becomes heightened,
the communication functions of ASEAN shall bring every member-state to the table. It is the
rational thing to do for each of them, especially in a hypothetical armed conflict, for free trade
will be affected across the Indo-Pacific. The credibility of the organization as a multilateral
avenue would be upheld in this way.

At the end, the Philippines is expected to look for other multilateral and even minilateral
avenues to pursue its interests in the SCS and WPS. A notable minilateral group will be the
SQUAD, which focuses on military partnerships and exercises that include Japan, the USA,
and Australia.?! On the other hand, ASEAN member-states may be involved in a bilateral or
minilateral manner with the Philippines. One example is Vietnam, which also has vested
territorial interests in the islands it claims in the SCS. 22

For ASEAN, the conundrum that the SCS and WPS from the Philippines provide is met with
a lukewarm reception. The upcoming Philippine chairmanship will not push the ASEAN
member-states to entertain the former's interests in its territorial disputes and maritime
security. In spite of this, ASEAN would always be there for diplomacy, and the Philippines
must at least utilize this as a pathway for understanding in a tumultuous region.
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