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On the Asian Century, Pax Sinica & Beyond
The Philippines and the Belt and Road (I1)

Siegfried O. Wolf

This is the second? in a series of comments on the Philippines’
quest to define its role in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).
The actual article draws the attention to China’s unfolding
geopolitical agenda as linked to the incorporation of the
Philippines into the BRI. It is argued here that - besides the
realisation of its expansive economic interests in South East
Asia in general and the South China Sea (SCS) in particular -
the main rationale behind Beijing’s engagement in the
development of the Philippines is determined by security and
military-maritime, strategic-orientated factors. Here, it is
stated that these determinants not only drive Chinese
motivations behind the BRI's enlargement towards the
Philippines but are also deeply interwoven with the goal of
gaining additional political leverage in the country. More
concretely, China wants to improve the nature of its ties with
the Philippines - replacing the previously hostile, ambiguous,
distant relationship by a more cooperative, stable
(‘unquestioned’) and closer one. Yet the main feature of this
planned transformation is not the supposed ‘mutual interests’
or a ‘win-win’ strategy as the official rhetoric announces but
the introduction of strong dependencies — dependencies
which are bound to become disadvantageous for the

Philippines.

Obviously, China’s leadership wider tactic vision is to reduce the Philippine government’s

1 For this first article, please see:

‘On the Asian Century, Pax Sinica & Beyond — The Philippines and the Belt and Road (I)’
https://www.sadf.eu/on-the-asian-century-pax-sinica-beyond-the-philippines-and-the-belt-and-road-i/
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ability to challenge disputable Chinese territorial claims or stand up to violations of the
country’s rights and sovereignty in the SCS. Using the BRI as an instrument, there is a
concrete threat that China might switch from the until now applied ‘salami tactic’ - or as the
Philippine prefer to call it ‘cabbage strategy’ (Ng, & Zhou, 2019, February 9; Cao, 2014,
June 16) - towards a more comprehensive and more aggressive strategy so as to ensure its
interests - leading to exponentially growing negative impacts for Manila. In other words,
instead of taking over Philippines territorial features and other maritime assets in the SCS
‘bit by bit’ (or slice by slice refering to the ‘salami tactic’), Beijing is likely to use the BRI so
as to force Manila to support its policies in the region in an all-encompassing and docile
manner. In brief, China may turn the Philippines into a more or less ‘loose client state’, which
some observers are describing as a ‘tributary state’ (Orchard, 2018, November 29) or
‘province of China’? (Reuters, 2018, July 12).

Several questions must be raised so as to understand the full complexity of the risks facing
the Philippine government. What are the concrete Chinese strategic and military interests
involved in this issue - and what are the BRI’s geopolitical implications for the Philippines?
Very meaningfully, how does the BRI influence overall relations between China and the
Philippines (Rabena, 2018) - and what are the consequences for the political and security
ties between Manila and Washington? Does China use ‘economic carrots for political returns
or objectives in the SCS’ (Acosta, 2015, August 6) and other issues concerning Chinese
national interests? In other words, does the BRI contain a coercive dimension, forcing the
Philippine government to be dominated by Chinese interests and policies?

In order to address these questions, one should first shed light on the genesis of the most
entrenched flashpoint in the bilateral ties between both countries.

The Philippines is the South East Asian island state closest to China - the two states are
only separated by a stretch of 600 miles through the SCS. This territorial proximity laid the
foundation for initially cordial and close economic relationships between the China and the
Philippines. Yet over time, the geographical context was transformed into a major source for
conflict. China’s intensified maritime expansion into waters claimed by the Philippines, which
started a decade ago, much damaged relations between Manila and Beijing. Sino-Philippine

tensions - especially those surrounding territorial disputes in the SCS - as well as the

2 The description of the Philippines as a ‘province of China’ refers to the imprudent comment ,If You Want,
Just Make Us a Province* made by Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte during a public audience including
Chinese diplomats (Heydarian, 2019, April 2), which sparked an intense outcry in the country.

SADF Comment N.148



historical US-Philippine ‘Special Relationship™ were seen by many analysts as stumbling
blocks for further, intensified cooperation between Beijing and Manila.

Here, one must mention that US-Philippine security cooperation constitutes one of the major
and most stable pillars in Washington’s post-second world war security architecture in South
East Asia and beyond. Beijing’s assertive approach in the SCS, combined with growing US-
China tensions, made it so that the before mentioned ‘Quasi Alliance’ (‘Special
Relationship’) is seen by Chinese security circles as a challenge to the country’s national
interests. In fact, all Chinese interactions - security as well as non-security related - with
South East Asian states (especially with members of the ASEAN#) are guided by a general
suspicion of and aim to reduce US influence in the region. This goal gained momentum
since Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte’s foreign policy shift towards cooperation with
Beijing, an attitude which paved the way for the inclusion of the Philippines into the BRI
(Ibarra, 2017, May).

In order to approach this puzzle, one needs to ask what the military and geopolitical interests
of China in the Philippines are. To begin with, one can state that China’s engagement with
and in the Philippines must be seen in a larger context of China’s overall security and
defence considerations, which far surpass the struggle over regional resources, access to
markets, and territorial claims. For Beijing, it's also about facing and addressing a major
‘strategic problem’. China wants to achieve regional dominance but it still lacks control over
the vital waterways, especially a secure access from the South China Sea into the Pacific
and an ‘serviceable egress’ to the East China Sea (Orchard, 2018, November 29). The main
reasons for this include China’s deficient maritime capabilities and the strong US presence
in the region, which provides Washington with complete oversight of the choke-points®
essential for Chinese shipping. A blockade of these strategic maritime nodes would cripple

China’s economy. As such, gaining political leverage and military assets in the Philippines

3 The US and the Philippines signed several security- and defence-related agreements: the Mutual Defense
Treaty (MDT) of 1951, and the Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA), which was followed by the 2014 Enhanced
Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA). In 2003, the U.S. designated the Philippines as a Major non-NATO
ally. Currently, the Philippine Defense Secretary Delfin Lorenzana is persistently calling for a review of the
MDT (Santos 2019, June 8), a process which could initiate a transformation in the nature of US-Philippine
security ties.

4 Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN); for more information see, https://asean.org/

5 These choke-point are gaining extraordinary significance since navigation in the extended SCS is only
possible through access to specific, narrow passages.
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would be a crucial move intended to contain and even indeed damage US influence (Ni,
2018, April 12). Furthermore, turning the Philippines into a subordinate and compliant state
would be a tremendous step towards the achievement of unchallenged free passages. Here,
Beijing would most likely insist on hampering, perhaps even denying the U.S. armed forces
(army, air, navy) access to ports and bases®. This would not only weaken Philippine-based
US operational capabilities in the region but also create a tremendous ‘reputational damage’
to Washington’s image as a security provider in the SCS. This would also help undermine
territorial claims not only by the Philippines but also by other South East Asian States, such
as Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam or Taiwan and ‘keep in check’ their maritime ambitions.
Ultimately, it would strengthen and speed up the process of making China’s territorial
expansion permanent and codified (Ott, 2019, May 14). Such strengthening of China’s
position would help restrict access to the SCS to India (Ott, 2019, May 14), which could be
potentially used as bargaining ship against New Delhi’s resistance against the BRI in general
and force its cooperation within the framework of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPEC) in particular (Wolf, 2019).

By having said this, it becomes clear that the BRI serves increasingly as the second pillar in
Beijing’s economic-political and military strategies in the SCS (Romaniuk & Burgers, 2019,
March 20; Orchard, 2018, November 29). These have failed in the past to yield considerable
change in the status quo of power relations. Despite the intensively coercive ‘forward policy’
of China — initiated a decade ago in the form of the creation of new and occupation of existent
islands, construction of bases and other military and surveillance installations, as well as
through a massive deployment of so called ‘fishing vessels’” (swarming tactic) - no ‘de-facto
control’ of the SCS by China was achieved (Cruz de Castro, 2019, April 23; Romaniuk &
Burgers, 2019, March 20). Instead it became obvious to Beijing that alliances with regional
states must be established if these ambitious goals are to be sustainably achieved. The
Philippines is a crucial ‘regional ally’ in this respect. Concretely, if Beijing succeeds to draw
Manila into the ‘Chinese Orbit’, it would strike a blow to a core building block of the US’s
security and alliance structure in the region - and break off what is perceived as an alien,

disadvantageous presence.

6 The fact that the Philippine Senate voted to eject U.S. forces from Clark and Subic in 1991 (Orchard, 2018,
November 29) indicates that potential Chinese efforts to convince Manila to deny Washington access to the
country’s military facilities might bear much fruit.

7 China turned fishing vessels into paramilitary units to push the militarisation of the SCS.
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Thus China hopes that by incorporating successfully the Philippines into the BRI (which
means above all the creation of economic dependencies towards China combined with the
reduction of Manila’s economic interaction with ‘non-BRI’ countries) it will transform a
previously reluctant state into state dominated by and compliant to China’s will. However,
here one needs to point out that the use of the BRI does not mean that Beijing started to
rely on geo-economic means. Instead Chinese investments in the Philippines are clearly
serving military and strategic purposes as well. China’s effort to acquire a bankrupt, South
Korean shipyard at Subic Bay (with an area of 300 hectares, the world’s fifth largest
shipyard), which not only once held a US military naval base but is also strategically-
speaking extremely well placed (50 miles north of Manila and 100 miles away from the
Chinese-occupied Scarborough Shoal) reveals China’s military interests in the Philippines
(Heydarian, 2019, March 3; Borowiec, 2019, February 7). A Chinese control over the Subic
Bay would provide Beijing with an extraordinary opportunity to boost its naval presence and
surveillance capacities, monitor US maritime activities, and challenge Philippines sovereign
rights and jurisdiction within the SCS. Therefore, China’s engagement in the Philippines -
especially its interests in seizing port facilities - must be seen as another step in the
militarization of the SCS (Romaniuk & Burgers, 2019, March 20).

Final thoughts — the BRI ‘s consequences for the Philippines and for the extended region

Any significant role by the Philippines in the BRI will have geopolitical implications for the
country. More concretely, the acceptance of major Chinese investments - with their
geopolitical and maritime-strategic attachments - will affect the Philippines’ relationships
with both global and regional powers, foremost the US. This is likely to become extremely
relevant when US-China tensions increase and (probably) lead to an intensified bloc
formation - for example of China and Pakistan versus India-US/QUAD in the Indian Ocean
Region. One needs to be aware that apparently the current administration in Washington
does not intend to allow a regional Chinese hegemonic position, especially not in an area

perceived as vital for US interests.2

8 A statement made by Professor John J. Mearsheimer (University of Chicago) at a conference on ‘Power
Politics in the Indo-Pacific Region: Implications for Liberal International Order at Warsaw University, May 7,
20109.
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Here one must point out that further BRI expansion, accompanied by an increasing assertive
military strategy, will much strain the already highly complex security environment in the
region. Concretely, regional tensions thus far contained (due to the persistent and
unchallenged US presence, which ensures a balance of power) may become unpredictable.
Moreover, when China insists on its policy of forceful land acquisition and uses its
international development assistance programs so as to influence political decision-making
in BRI countries, the probability that local tensions turn into open conflict increases. In sum,
the Philippines must seriously reconsider and re-assess its role in the BRI - especially as
regards how to create safeguards against Chinese influence, and most especially in the
foreign policy and security domains. There are already clear indications that Beijing (mis-
Juses its economic leverage in the country (which might be still on a moderate level
compared to investments by western and/or non-BRI states) so as to make the Philippines
government compliant to its interests - and that Manila’s rapprochement with Beijing is

harming its relations with traditional international partners.

To sum up, unlike in many academic and societal debates (Toorecampo, 2019, April 23), in
reality there is no ‘dichotomy between confrontation or engagement’ when it comes to
dealing with China in the SCS. The Philippine leadership - as well as the general public -
needs to be aware that an un-reflected cooperation within the BRI framework featured by
an ignorance of the country’s security concerns as well as the affront of the US means in
the middle-to-long-term perspective inevitably confrontation. It goes without saying that this
determines a severe threat for the territorial integrity and sovereignty of the Philippines as

well as for regional stability.
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