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Over the almost two years since its historic announcement, the AUKUS agreement has
elicited a broad range of regional responses. While some countries have welcomed the
strategic alignment that AUKUS brings, others share concerns over increased regional
instability, the emergence of antagonistic security blocs, and nuclear proliferation.

To guarantee the security that the pact promises, Australia and its fellow AUKUS partners
will need to understand the region’s perspectives.

This series is designed to provide insight into regional responses to AUKUS, two years on.
It will delve into the concerns, qualms, and avenues for opportunity in seven Indo-Pacific
countries, through the eyes of regional authors.
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KEY MESSAGES:

/1 The Philippines is the only ASEAN member to have openly backed AUKUS - it already has deep

security cooperation with the US and Australia

71 The country has a distinct sense of vulnerability due to its proximity to both the South China
Sea and Taiwan — the two main theaters of US-China rivalry

/1 The Philippines sees expanded cooperation with AUKUS member countries — including an
AUKUS +1 — as a primary means of ensuring Indo-Pacific stability into the future

AUKUS supporter in Southeast Asia

No Southeast Asian nation is as close to Australia
in terms of geopolitical outlook and liberal
democratic values as the Philippines. Not only are
both countries US treaty allies, but they also have
a Status of Visiting Forces Agreement (SoVFA),
which allows Australian troops to conduct
high-stakes operations and joint wargames on
Philippines soil.

So it is no surprise that the Philippines
is the only ASEAN member to

have openly backed AUKUS. The
Philippine Department of Foreign Affairs
praised the AUKUS deal as “essential

to our national development', as well
as critical to “keepl[ing] the balance [of
power]” in the Indo-Pacific?

Three interrelated factors shape the Philippines’
uniquely supportive position on AUKUS:

I. A distinct sense of vulnerability due to its
proximity to both the South China Sea and
Taiwan, the two main theatres of growing Sino-
American rivalry;

Il. President Marcos Jr.'s pivot away from China
and towards traditional allies; and

lll. Strategic alignment and expanding networks
of cooperation with the AUKUS powers.

AUKUS helps address some of
Philippines’ security concerns

AUKUS is crucial for the Philippines — the
Southeast Asian nation feels particularly
vulnerable as a small country, within
close proximity to China and with limited
deterrence capability.

Once boasting one of the region’s most capable
armed forces, half-a-century of domestic
insurgencies and institutionalised corruption has
heavily undermined the Armed Forces of the
Philippines’ (AFP) external defence capabilities.

In fact, more than a decade into its second
military modernisation program, the Southeast
Asian nation is yet to acquire full-fledged fourth-
generation fighter jets or even a single submarine.

Geographically, the Philippines also feels
threatened by China on three fronts:

1. The South China Sea, where it has territorial
disputes;

2. In nearby Taiwan, which is just over hundred

nautical miles from a number of Philippine

military bases;

The Philippine Sea, which has seen growing

Chinese naval and submarine presence in the

past decade.
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FIGURE T:
Philippines’ vulnerable geography
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It's this profound strategic vulnerability which In 2021, then Philippine Foreign Secretary Teodoro
explains why the Philippines has, across two Locsin Jr. praised the deal for its “enhancement
very different administrations, categorically of a near-abroad ally’s [Australia] ability to
supported AUKUS, while defence ties with the US project power’.” More recently, in his current role
and Australia have remained intact despite wild as Ambassador to the UK, Locsin has rejected
swings in the Southeast Asian nation’s overall other ASEAN states’ accusation that AUKUS
foreign policy orientation in the past decade®. is destabilising and provokes China. Instead,

he has spoken openly of the need to restore
balance in the region — a thinly-veiled criticism of
China’s expanding naval footprint across the so-
called “First” and “Second” Island Chains which
sandwich the Philippine archipelago® (the first
chain covers the East and South China Seas and
Taiwan Straits, the second covers the Philippine
Sea and western Pacific).

Philippines’ support for AUKUS has been clear
and consistent since the AUKUS deal was

first announced in 2021. In stark contrast to
the critical stance of neighboring Malaysia
and Indonesia* or the strategic silence of
Vietham® and Singapore®, the Philippines
backed the AUKUS submarine deal
announcement as a crucial element of Indo-
Pacific regional cooperation.
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Pivot away from China

Philippines’ support for AUKUS is also occurring
in the context of new President Ferdinand
Marcos Jr.'s pivot away from the pro-China
policy of the Duterte era.

Marcos Jr's cooling on China wasn’t a guarantee.
As a presidential candidate, he publicly
defended Duterte’s strategic subservience
towards Beijing as “the right way to go. Because
whatever we do, we can't go to war®.” Not long
after winning the presidency in mid-2022,
Marcos Jr. described China as his country’s
“strongest partner'®” and spoke with then
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi of a “new
golden era” of bilateral relations’.

But Marcos’ first state visit to China in early
2023 failed to elicit any concessions from

the Chinese on his top two priorities — South
China Sea, and infrastructure. So he's taken an
increasingly uncompromising stance on South
China Sea disputes™. And he’s suspended
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several big-ticket (and unfulfilled) Chinese
infrastructure projects due to lack of financing
and ‘debt trap’ concerns®.

Meanwhile, Washington wasted no time trying
to win over Duterte’s successor. US President
Joseph Biden was the first foreign leader to
congratulate Marcos following his election
victory' and the US granted him immunity'
against pending cases'’® in American courts
against his family on charges of corruption and
human rights violations during the dictatorship
years. Marcos Jr. has subsequently met Biden on
several occasions”. And top US officials Antony
Blinken, Vice President Kamala Harris, and US
Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin all visited Manila
in relatively quick succession.

As a result, barely a month after his
unsuccessful state visit to China, Marcos Jr.
greenlighted an expanded Enhanced Defense
Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) with the US,
as well as deepened defence cooperation
with Australia.
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Strengthening networks with allies

It's important to understand that for
the Philippines, AUKUS neatly fits into
a growing constellation of defence
agreements and collaborations that
it sees as indispensable for its own
national security.

And all three AUKUS nations are in the midst of
upgrading their bilateral defence cooperation
with the Philippines.

Between the US and Philippines, the 2023
expanded Enhanced Defense Cooperation
Agreement provides rotational deployment of
troops, prepositioning of advanced weapons

FIGURE 2:

‘“

systems, three US military facilities in the
northernmost provinces of Isabela and Cagayan,
as well as two strategically-located bases

near the Scarborough Shoal (Basa Airbase in
Pampanga province) and Spratly islands (Bautista
Airbase in Palawan province) (see Figure 2).

The two allies have also concluded a new Bilateral
Defense Guideline™ to expedite Philippine military
modernisation and help with joint deterrence
against emerging threats, including China’s
‘greyzone’ tactics — namely, the use of non-lethal
or semi-lethal coercive means, including the
deployment of paramilitary forces, to intimidate
rivals and smaller neighbors, including in the
maritime domain.

Philippines military bases available to US forces under the Enhanced Defense

Cooperation Agreement

Lai-lo Airport
Lai-lo, Cagayan

Basa Air Base
Floridablanca, Pampanga

Antonio Bautista Air Base .
Palawan .

Balabac Island
Palawan

Source: ABS CBN News

*

d Santa Ana, Cagayan

Naval Base Camilo Osias

Camp Melchor Dela Cruz
Gamu, Isabela

Fort Magsaysay
Nueva Ecija

Mactan-Benito
« -Ebuen Air Base
Lapu-lapu city, Cebu

Lumbia Air Base
Cagayan de Oro
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Australia and Philippines share similar threat
perceptions vis-a-vis China’s rising maritime
assertiveness, so their relationship is deepening
too. Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong
announced in 2023 plans to elevate the
Australia-Philippines relationship to a strategic
partnership?®. And the Marcos administration has
signaled its commitment to expanding military
cooperation with Australia, including with plans
to conduct trilateral joint patrols with the US in
the South China Sea in late 20237 These recent

developments build upon bilateral defence
cooperation that has expanded by leaps and
bounds in the past decade? to include a visiting
forces agreement, humanitarian assistance and a
host of joint exercises? (see Figure 3).

And even London is contemplating possible
Reciprocal Access Agreement with Manila to
enhance interoperability amid plans of increased
goodwill naval visits, defense exports, and
military cooperation?.

FIGURE 3: Philippines-Australia Defense Collaboration — A Brief Timeline

Collaborations:

2015 — 2017
2015 Joint Declaration on Australia-Philippine Australia provides real-
Comprehensive Partnership which upgraded bilateral time intelligence and
ties to a "mature and wide-ranging partnership” in an special forces training to
increasingly uncertain geopolitical environment* the Philippines during the
2017 Marawi Crisis, when
extremist militants laid
2012 a months-long siege on
the Philippines’ largest
Status of Muslim city
Visiting Forces
Agreement
ratified by
Philippines
Senate
1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
1995 2013 2023
MOU on Humanitarian assistance following Philippines
Cooperative 2013 Haiyan super-typhoon President Marcos
Defence announces plans
Activities, for Philippines-
established the 2016 US-Australia joint
Joint Defence Transfer of three former Royal Australian patrols in South
Cooperation Navy Balikpapan-class landing craft heavy China Sea
Committee to (specialised for amphibious operations/
oversee bilateral transport) to the Philippine Navy
defence
activities 2017 —
Four-day port call visit by the
HMAS Adelaide and the HMAS
Darwin to Philippines®®
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CASE STUDY: PREPARING FOR THE WORST — PHILIPPINES-US JOINT

MILITARY EXERCISES

Joint military exercises are an increasingly important feature of
Philippines’ relationships with the AUKUS parties. Throughout 2023, the
Philippines and US planned as many as 500 joint military activities?” —
more than any other two allies in the entire Indo-Pacific region.

In April 2023, Ferdinand Marcos Jr. became the first Filipino president in recent
memory to personally attend the annual “Balikatan” (shoulder-to-shoulder)
wargames between the Philippines and the US?® — the largest of its kind between
the two allies, with as many as 17,600 troops and personnel in attendance?®.

It wasn’t only the size of the exercises, but also their nature that particularly
stood out: For the first time, the Pentagon deployed Patriot missile systems, in
addition to High Mobility Artillery Rocket System rocket launchers and anti-tank
Javelins to the wargames. The exercise also simulated the sinking of a 200-foot
target vessel in waters close to the disputed Scarborough Shoal, occupied by
China since a months-long standoff with the Philippines in 2012.

Just months earlier, the US and Philippines also conducted their largest-ever
“Salaknib” (Shield) army exercises®, that simulated the defense of the Philippine
archipelago from a full-fledged invasion.

What made this year's exercises, particularly Balikatan, even more notable was
the participation of other Indo-Pacific powers. Australia, an observer nation, sent
its largest number of troops in history®' to the joint Philippine-US exercises, while
Britain deployed its defense attaché to closely observe the increasingly complex
and large-scale drills®.

What comes next?

For critics, if Australia is America’s ‘deputy sheriff’ Western Pacific, high-end intelligence-
in the Indo-Pacific®, then the Philippines is now sharing, regular senior-level security
the ‘deputy sheriff’ in Southeast Asia. From a dialogue, and tangible maritime security
more objective standpoint, however, Australia capacity-building activities are the next
and the Philippines are fast emerging as critical logical step.
components of a US-led ‘integrated deterrence’
strategy“, crucial to constraining Beijing's In turn, Manila will likely remain the most vocal
revisionist ambitions, most especially over the supporter of AUKUS within ASEAN and other
South China Sea and Taiwan. multilateral regimes. Over the coming years,
the Philippines will largely count on its bilateral
Given the depth of Manila’s strategic alliance with the US as well as broader expansion
relations with individual AUKUS members, of AUKUS and other minilateral regional security
exploring quadrilateral initiatives groupings to collectively deter and balance
such as regularised joint patrols in the Beijing’s strategic ambitions.
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