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I. THE PHILIPPINE POLITICAL CLIMATE  
 
This paper looks into the key political events, issues, and trends in the local political landscape that may 
have an impact on the Foundation for a Sustainable Society Inc. (FSSI), including in its operations, core 
values, and stakeholders. It offers a broad look that may give a glimpse on how government policies and 
legislation may be affected by the politics at play.  
 
It also highlights a number of international issues and events that might have a direct or indirect impact 
to the Philippines and the organization.  
 
The methodology used includes desktop research and interview with political analyst and Center for 
People Empowerment in Governance (CenPEG) Director for Policy Studies Prof. Bobby Tuazon. 
  
 
A. The Popular and Powerful Duterte   
 
No environmental scanning of the Philippine political landscape is complete without a look on the 
country’s leader Rodrigo Duterte and his administration.  
 
Within weeks of his inauguration as president, Rodrigo Duterte arguably became the most 
internationally known Filipino leader since Ferdinand Marcos. A great deal of media attention and 
international opposition has been paid to his administration’s war on drugs and often controversial 
statements and policies, including his foreign policy pivot to China.  
  
Despite strong opposition to some of his administration’s policies, the president remained popular. 
Duterte finished the first half of his term with a record net satisfaction rating of 68% in the second 
quarter, surpassing a previous high of 66% in the January-March period, according to a Social Weather 
Stations survey released in July this year.1 This performance rating is contrary to a trend among past 
presidents whose ratings deteriorated as they wrapped up the first half of their terms in office. (The 
other exception is former Pres. Benigno S. Aquino, whose satisfaction rating remained high until his 4th 
year in office; his net satisfaction rating in June 2013 was +64%.) 
 
In the recent midterm elections, Duterte’s senatorial candidates won by a landslide. Nikkei Asian 
Review’s Cliff Venzon says the president’s rising approval score gives his administration further impetus 
to push through with controversial policies, such as corporate income tax reforms, a foreign policy pivot 
to China, and the bloody war on drugs. Meantime Ramon Casiple, executive director of the Institute for 
Political and Electoral Reforms, says the general public perception is that "the top executive is doing his 
job."  



 "People see his performance and his achievements in infrastructure development, dealing with 
 the rebellion in Mindanao, and environmental conservation," Casiple said. On the drug war, 
 "People are against the killings, but they would rather have a strong anti-drug campaign."  
 - Ramon Casiple, Nikkei Asian Review, July 8, 2018 (Duterte on Track to Become Philippines’ 
 Most Popular President) 2 

 
The president is not only popular. With effective control of the House of Representatives (there is a 
Duterte super coalition in the Lower House with 245 out of 297 solons as allies), a supermajority in the 
Senate (18 out of 24 senators are allies), and majority of Supreme Court justices as appointees 
(currently, 5 of the 15 SC justices are Duterte appointees; he will appoint another 3 justices this year and 
another 2 justices in 2020), the president is considerably powerful.  
 
So what lies ahead for the Philippines now that Duterte approaches the end of his term? Will he 
continue to wield power and influence even as he exits? Analysts say not necessarily.  
 
 
B. Endgame is 2022 
 
The current Philippine political climate points to the national and local elections in 2022 as the 
endgame. CenPEG Director for Policy Studies Prof. Bobby Tuazon says that while there’s always 
dynamics between the presidency and Congress, law-making or policy-making at the highest level is still 
determined by patronage politics, except for a few well-meaning members of Congress:  
 
 “In the House, dominant ang ruling party but the study we're getting on how party-mates of the 
 sitting president handles or responds to priority bills of the presidency would depend on political 
 or even economic benefit... Usually napaka-parochial ng congressmen, thinking local parati. 
 ‘Does it benefit me? Do I get votes from this? Do I get projects which in the long run would be 
 seen by my constituents as coming from me?’   
 
 “Especially in the context of the second term of the sitting president where everybody in 
 Congress are looking at 2022… you cannot expect them to be absolutely accommodating to the 
 priorities of the president. Very critical yung last 3 years, especially last 2 years. There will be 
 political changes… Whoever will emerge as stronger presidential contenders, doon sila; that is 
 where they will kowtow.”    
 
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies Senior Fellow Dr. Malcolm Cook meanwhile notes that majority in 
the Senate are now allied with the President and might be more accommodating of his administration’s 
legislative priorities. But, he says, Duterte’s hold or power will likely start to decline as 2022 nears:  
 
 "The first 3 years the Senate wasn't really predisposed to some of his key reform agenda; they 
 were really the one who blocked some key reforms, from the death penalty to constitutional 
 revision, to parts of the tax reform agenda. It's likely some of these will move easier now that the 
 Senate is more aligned with the president. Except maybe in a year and a half, the electoral cycle 
 for the next president will start and senators will start to position themselves. So you might have 
 about a year window to push hard on some key stalled agenda but after that his power will start 
 to likely decline." – Dr. Malcolm Cook, What Lies Ahead for the Philippines’ Duterte (CNA, 
 September 2, 2019) 3 

 



So is it a good time for civil society organizations (CSOs) to push for their advocacies to legislators and 
take advantage of the race in 2022? Tuazon says it all depends on whether one maintains a level of trust 
in Congress or the presidency:  
 
 “Of course you engage them but begin with the principle that you are not dependent on them; 
 otherwise, frustration and disappointment will get the better of you... They tend to listen to you 
 if you are big, well-funded, if they know some people of your institution, or they see you in the 
 media. Some will listen to you, example representatives from Bicol, if you tell them you are from 
 Bicol. In other words, don't look at Congress as a formal institution, ‘coz what works actually is 
 the informal, interpersonal. That's how Philippine politics works.”  
 
 
C. Admin’s Priorities & Weak Spots  
 
President Duterte’s State of the Nation Address in July set the direction for the 18th Congress’ legislative 
agenda. Senator Win Gatchalian says “the message is very clear to the legislators” that the president 
wants to pass the remaining legislation that has not been passed in the past three years. As the 17th 
Congress adjourned this year, only 42% or 12 out of 28 key measures under the Common Legislative 
Agenda have been passed. 4 

 
But as the government works double time to achieve the administration’s priorities before Duterte’s 
term ends, Tuazon says the reality is that the government is faced with limitations:  
 
 “The barometer, as far as the investment environment is concerned, is that the investments are 
 not coming,” he says. “I think the reason can be gleaned on the current political uncertainty in 
 the Philippines... generated by the fact that Duterte will be gone in two and a half years, 
 corruption remains rampant, the drugs problem is endemic. Ito yung mga investment risks, 
 political problems that tend to discourage foreign investors… So even if there could be a clear 
 agenda of the Duterte admin and its allies in Congress to maximize the remaining term, the 
 objective reality is there are limitations.”  
 
The current political uncertainty is also highlighted by the factions among the president’s allies. 
Southeast Asian politics expert Mark Thompson says this may prove to be a problem in the next three 
years and could cause cracks within the administration:   
 
 "We tend to talk in terms of coalitions that are built formally or informally and in a sense, 
 Duterte's suffering from his success… You have so many people wanting to share power that it's 
 hard to divvy it up at the end of the day."– Mark Thompson in a Rappler interview, July 16, 20195 

 
Thompson said the House Speakership race might be an indication of what may happen in the coming 
years. In July, the president announced that there would be term-sharing between his allies Taguig Rep. 
Alan Cayetano and Marinduque Rep. Lord Allan Velasco, with the former taking the post first. Another 
ally and erstwhile Speakership contender, Leyte 1st District Rep. Martin Romualdez, meanwhile, was 
relegated to House majority floor leader. Tuazon says this can prove to be problematic in the long run:  
 
 “It might be illusory to say that it [term sharing] happens… [If it does] You’ll be looking at a much 
 divided  Congress. For reasons only he [Cayetano] knows, pwede  niyang ‘di ibigay [ang pwesto]… 
 He wants that coz he’s a presidential contender. He wants to run and be endorsed by Duterte.”  



 
Despite assurance from Malacanang that the Speakership deal would not lead to disruption of work on 
key measures in the Lower House, analyst and Philippine Society for Intelligence and Security Studies 
president Rommel Banlaoi does not see Congress deliver key measures, even though the president has 
supermajorities in both chambers. He pointed out Duterte’s priorities – restoration of the death penalty 
and revising the Constitution for a shift to federalism – are divisive issues:   
 
 “It’s a difficult battle because [President Duterte’s] term is ending in 2022, and supporting him 
 will not give tremendous stake for politicians who are more interested in re-election.” 
 -Rommel Banlaoi, July 10, 2019, Inquirer (Speakership Term-Sharing Shows Coalition Cracks) 6 

 
What is certain in the current political arena, according to analysts, is that changes are coming, 
especially in the last two years of the Duterte administration. The country’s direction beyond that would 
largely depend on the results of the 2022 national and local elections.  
 
 
D.  International Issues/Events and its Impact to the Philippines 
 
 1. The Predicted 2020 Global Recession* 
 (*Economists define a global recession as when global annual growth falls below 2.5%) 
 
Economists warn of a global recession in 2020 that would hit the Unites States first, then globally. 
Tuazon says this will inevitably affect the Philippine economy.  
 
Morgan Stanley in August reported that an escalation of the U.S.-China trade war could send the global 
economy into recession in just nine months’ time. Forbes predicts that the 2020s might be the worst 
decade in U.S. history, triggered by contagion from a global credit crisis. Investment bank JP Morgan also 
reports that the next global financial crisis will strike in 2020, sparked by automated trading systems.7 

 
In the Philippines, this contributed to debt watcher Fitch Ratings to trim its economic growth forecast 
for the country to 6.2% from the previous estimate of 6.6% for 2019, and 6.3% from the previous 6.6% 
for 2020. The World Bank and Asian Development Bank also previously trimmed their growth prospects 
for the Philippines. 8 

 
In terms of grant giving, Tuazon says that, theoretically, some countries’ ability to give grant funding to 
countries like the Philippines might be affected, but he notes that Europe, for example, has undergone a 
series of recession but maintained the ability to award grants. He says this is because grant-funding is a 
template in countries’ governance policy, and part of that foreign policy is to make sure funding 
continues regardless of any crisis.  
 
 
 2. West Philippine Sea: China-PH Joint Oil Exploration, Fishing Dispute  
 
“In the next two years, if the Philippines handles it well, within this year, for instance, there will be a 
draft agreement on a joint oil exploration in an undisputed part of the South China Sea,” says Tuazon.  
He believes the expected oil exploration with China will somehow soften the public “rage” for the 
Philippines to assert the arbitral ruling on the West Philippine Sea.  
 



In a commentary, journalist Ellen Tordesillas says that the most important gain for the Philippines in the 
joint exploration is the implied recognition of the country’s sovereign rights in the area.  
 
In earlier lectures, Senior Associate Justice Antonio Carpio, who has been critical of the Duterte 
government’s submissive stance towards China on territorial and maritime disputes but supports the 
MOU on joint exploration, looks at the dispute in the South China Sea in three phases:  
 

 First Phase: China asserted “indisputable sovereignty over the South China Sea”  

 Second Phase: After the Arbitral Court ruled in favor of the Philippines in 2016, China expressed 
willingness to “meet halfway” 

 With the MOU, Carpio said we could be entering the third phase where China says “Okay, you 
have the sovereign rights but give us half of the income…  

 – Ellen Tordesillas, Sept 2, 2019, ABS-CBN (What China, PH Will Get from Joint Exploration) 9 

 
Tuazon says it is important that the Philippines’ fishing dispute with China is resolved, and this will 
depend on how the Duterte government will be able to handle it. He notes that objectively the Duterte 
administration is divided by those who remain friendly to the U.S. and those who are possibly open to 
China. He says the forces within the Cabinet, especially the military, are dominated by those who want 
to maintain friendship and trust to the U.S., but the public has to wait and see how things unfold.  
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