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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Literatures available discussing the SCS conflict and dispute circulates in the verge of state’s 

power, politics and international arena. In the context of the Philippines, most discussions focus 

on bilateral associations, negotiations and agreements. This can be considered as a traditional form 

of analysis in international relations and such is what this research aims to look beyond. This study 

presents the Filipino civic perspective in the South China Sea (SCS) through discovering the life 

experiences of the people within the area specifically the fishermen. It discusses how China’s 

arrival removed the peace and humanitarian culture in the Scarborough shoal and disturbed the 

fishing life quality of the people. By looking at the role and significance of the civic perspective 

and communities in the issue, it presents a more inclusive analysis of the SCS in international 

relations which offers the connection of foreign policy to every day politics which impacts the 

daily livelihood, income and resources of the people. Primarily using Brantly Womack’s theory of 

asymmetric relations, this study flows on the framework of asymmetric capabilities and attentions 

which creates a greater problem in the Philippine’s foreign policy and eventually formulate an 

effect in domestic politics and impacts the regular people such as the fishermen.  

 

 

Keywords:   Asymmetric attention, asymmetric relations, Dispute impacts, Filipino fishermen, 

fishing life experiences and Scarborough shoal 
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摘要 

 

 

現行文獻中南海問題多著眼於國家權力以及國際領域上的分析，而有關菲律賓的討論則多

著重在雙邊關係、談判以及條約的部分，因此這份研究想要與傳統的研究形勢作出區別，

想以菲律賓的人民為探討主體。這份研究從菲律賓人的觀點出發，將從人民、特別是漁民

的生活經驗去探討南海衝突。它探討中國如何打破南海和平以及在斯卡伯勒淺灘的人權文

化以及打擾捕魚人對生活品質。透過對人民角色、生活、社群上的影響來更全面性的分析

來了解國際關係以及國際政治對人民的日常生活、收入、資源帶來何種影響。這份研究用

Brantley Womack 的不對等關係理論來檢視在不對稱的能力以及不對等的關注下影響菲律

賓的外交政策、及對其人民所產生的影響。 

 

 

關鍵字詞: 不對稱的關注度，不對稱的關係，爭議的影響，菲律賓漁民，捕魚生活經歷和

斯卡伯勒淺灘
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

The South China Sea (SCS) serves half of the world’s seaborne trade1. It has a Large Marine 

Ecosystem (LME) which contributes to 270 million people’s socio-economic well-being.2 In the 

case of the Philippines, the SCS covers most of the country’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ) 

aggregating 381,000 square kilometers of maritime space.3 This is larger than the total land mass 

area of the country which is 300,000 square kilometers. As a quintessential coastal state, 62% of 

the Philippine’s population is considered coastal4 and the SCS is a big contributor of food 

security to the country’s 14,000 coastal community. Then again, the importance of the 

Philippines claim in the SCS is both critical and permissible. 

 

In 2009, the Peoples Republic of China (PRC) submitted two Notes Verbales to the United 

Nations Secretary General pertaining to its objections to the submission of Vietnam and 

Malaysia’s joint limitation of the Continental Shelf.5 Above these objections, the PRC attached 

the nine dashed line map and claims that it “enjoys sovereign rights and jurisdiction over 

relevant waters”.6 This event was believed to be the root cause of the SCS dispute which asserts 

a big part of the Extended Continental Shelf (ECS) of Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei 

and Indonesia. 

 

                                                        
1 Ian Storey and Cheng-yi Lin, "South China Sea: International Status," ed. Ian Storey and Cheng-yi Lin, 
The South China Sea Dispute: Navigating Diplomatic and Strategic Tensions (Lectures, Workshops and 
Proceedings of International Conferences) (Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, 2016). 
2 M.R. Othman, N.A. Osnin, and H.A. Saharuddin, "An Innovative Governance Structure for the 
Management of the Unique South China Sea Large Marine Ecosystem (Scslme)," in Cooperation and 
Development in the South China Sea, ed. Zhiguo Gao, et al. (Beijing, China: China Democracy and Legal 
System Publishing House, 2013). 
3 Ibid., pp. 20 
4 Aileen S.P. Baviera, "The Philippines and the South China Sea Dispute: Security and Interests," ed. Ian 
Storey and Cheng-yi Lin, The South China Sea Dispute: Navigating Diplomatic and Strategic Tensions 
(Singapore: ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute, 2016). 
5 "Permanent Mission of the People’s Republic of China," ed. United Nations Division for Ocean Affairs 
and the Law of the Sea (DOALOS) (2009). 
6 Ibid., pp. 2 
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Above from the nine-dashed line map, the filing of the Philippines case against China on 2013 in 

the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) is considered to be connected to a deeper and larger 

grounds. In 1988, China occupied and built a radar structure and military facilities on Subi Reef.7 

This is located in the Philippine’s ECS and within the 12 Nautical Mile (NM) territorial sea of 

the Philippine occupied Thitu Island. Following this, in 1995, China again occupied another part 

known as the Mischief Reef.8 This is now located at the country’s EEZ within 125 NM of 

Palawan. Such further occupation of reefs and building of structures continued up to this date. 

 

Continuously, China unlawfully interfered with the rights of the Philippines through several 

critical impasses. In 2011, two Chinese Coast Guard Vessels (CCGV) prevented a Philippine 

commission ship tasked for undertaking oil and gas survey in the Reed bank.9 This is entirely 

located within the Philippines EEZ. The following year, a maritime standoff occurred between 

the Philippine Navy’s largest ship BRP Gregorio del Pilar and China’s Marine Surveillance 

vessels wherein it blocked the attempt of the Philippines to arrest Chinese fishermen alleged for 

taking protected marine species such as ‘live baby sharks, giant clams, turtles and rare corals’.10 

Such undertakings and standoffs are believed to be the basis of the case. 

 

As such, the problem rises for the Philippine’s foreign policy which eventually creates an effect 

on its domestic politics and people. However, such are not discussed in most information 

available in inquiring the SCS issues. Most analysis are based in the elements of politics, dispute, 

sovereignty and territories. It focuses on nation’s political arena of international relations, factors 

and interest. Then again, it presents the traditional analysis in international relations in which 

scholars today should look beyond.  

 

                                                        
7 "Before and after Satellite Images: What Has Been Buit on the Reefs That China Occupies in the 
Spratlys," The Strait Times 2016. 
8 "Timeline: The China-Philippines South China Sea Dispute," Philippine Daily Inquirer 2016; Daniel J. 
Dzurek, IBRU Boundary and Security Bulletin China Occupies Mischief Reef In Latest Spratly Gambit. 
9 "Arbitration under Annex Vii of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Republic of the 
Philippines V. People’s Republic of China, Memorial of the Philippines," ed. Permanent Court of 
Arbitration (2014). 
10 Alistair D.B. Cook, "Unpacking the Scarborough Shoal Dispute," East Asian Policy 04, no. 03 (2012). 
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By emphasizing the importance of civic needs and perspective, this research presents a more 

inclusive analysis on international politics which regards all factors in a different perspective. In 

the case of South China Sea, the discovery of the role and significance of civic perspective and 

communities looks beyond the box which considers the real individuals that is caught in the fray 

which livelihood, income, and resources are greatly jeopardize especially in the context of the 

Filipino fishermen.  

 

In the context of the fishing situation in the Philippines, aside from the country being the main 

exporter of fishing in the world, 39% of its fish production is contributed by the municipal group 

or the small-scale fisheries.11 Looking at more data, the country roughly produces 1,000,000 

metric tons per year which roughly values to 500,000 USD. In 2012, the foreign trade surplus of 

fishing is 5 billion USD. 12 Clearly, the claims of the Philippines in the SCS does not only justify 

its territory but also the need and livelihood of its people. 

 

Furthermore, it is important to take note that the main philosophical background of this research 

lies on humanitarian needs in which it emphasizes the importance and recognition of people’s 

needs and situation. As it looks on the Filipino fishermen in the midst of the SCS dispute, it 

brings a linked analysis of foreign policy and international relations to everyday politics and 

situation of the people.  

 

Then again, a research that looks beyond international politics which emphasizes the civic 

perspective in the issues of south China sea will provide a new lens of looking the conflict which 

will benefit not only the people but the future scholars studying the international politics effect 

on regular citizens. In another, discovering the fishermen’s perspective in the midst of this 

international dispute is shifting away from the conventional forms of analyzing international 

politics and delving beyond the unheard voices of the SCS controversy. 

                                                        
11 "The Fisheries Statistics of the Philippines 2012-2016," ed. Fisheries Statistic Division (Quezon City, 
Philippines: Philippine Statistics Authority, 2017). 
12 "Fishery and Aquaculture Country Profiles: The Republic of the Philippines," ed. Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (2014). 
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PUZZLE AND RESEARCH QUESTION 

The gap of looking beyond international politics and exploring the civic perspective is the core 

of this study. It aims to look at the SCS politics and maritime diplomacy in a profound 

perspective where it focuses on the greater issues and realities of SCS phenomenon in a 

Philippine civic setting. Primarily, this study concentrates on Filipino fishermen as these 

individuals are believed to be the greater victims of such dispute. This notwithstanding the fact 

that the distressed fishermen are all present in the countries affected by the SCS dispute. 

However, for better inquiry in such phenomenon, it will cover an ethnographic research in the 

case of Filipino fishermen wherein it discovers respective details and perspectives through 

rapport building. To clearly define the research and its puzzle, below are the following question 

this study aims to answer: 

 

1. How does the South China Sea dispute affect the life stories of Filipino fishermen? 

a. What are the life-fishing experiences before the Philippines filed a case against 

China? 

b. How does the SCS dispute changed the Filipino fishermen’s case in terms of 

fishing experiences after the case filing? 

c. How does the following factors affect the fishing life-stories in SCS? 

i. Nationality or Identity 

ii. Business or fishing experiences 

iii. Perspective on Philippine government actions 

iv. Environment 

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In the exploration of related literature discussing the research topic, the literature review is 

divided into four different themes focusing on the following: (a) Asymmetric and bilateral 

relationships to establish a general and theoretical lens of the Philippines-China relations; (b) 

Filipino foreign policy towards China to emphasize their relations and how it developed; (c) 

Philippine’s position in the South China Sea to look at the country’s position; (d) Conclusion and 

importance of these related literature to the study. 
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The Theory of Asymmetric Relationships 

The theory of asymmetric relationships presents the interaction of power and vulnerability. It 

covers a larger framework of state’s interaction and provides a new paradigm which looks at the 

international relationship of countries.13 Basically, it is recognized as an elemental unit of 

analyzing bilateral relationships which emphasizes the mentality of bigger states and smaller 

states including the roots of its interactions and on this account, it may serve as a good analytical 

framework in looking at the Sino-Philippine relations including its effect to the SCS / WPS 

dispute.    

 

As discussed by Womack (2016) the definition of asymmetric relationship is unequal but far 

from domination.14 Such is evident through the disparities of countries’ capabilities. Capabilities 

in this context are “resources for sustaining, furthering, and protecting its interests, and vary a 

great deal from country to country”.15 Hence, the framework of significant difference of states’ 

capabilities is considered as an asymmetrical relationship. 

 

This asymmetric relationship structure is further propounded by the fundamentals of locatedness 

of interest wherein state’s in common territories creates and shapes each other’s outlooks, 

strategies and interests. Such is primarily because of shared territories’ certain resources and 

common opportunities for the greater population.16 Then again, this again may serve as a 

complementary framework for the Philippines-China case in the SCS/WPS dispute as both 

territories and resources are involved. 

 

As this theory discusses smaller and larger state’s actions and involvement, it emphasizes the 

concept of asymmetric attention17 rooted in asymmetric power. As shown in Figure 1, Brantly 

Womack presented the salience of asymmetry through explaining the larger state (A) greater 

presence to the smaller state (B) in different factors. These factors may vary in the sphere of 

                                                        
13 Brantly Womack, Asymmetry and International Relationships, Kindle Edition ed. (New York, USA: 
Cambridge University Press, 2016). 
14 Ibid., pp 3.  
15 Ibid., pp 44. 
16 Ibid., pp 40. 
17 Brantly Womack, "Asymmetry and Systemic Misperception: China, Vietnam and Cambodia During the 
1970s," Journal of Strategic Studies 26, no. 2 (2003)., pp.95 
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economic power, military power, diplomatic power and so on. Because of this significant 

disparities in capabilities, it creates the asymmetry in giving attention.  

 

Given that a larger state (A) has greater capabilities, its main concerns, plans and strategies 

focuses on its domestic development or the larger international community. It does not give 

greater importance and emphasis to its relationship to a smaller state (B). Then again it produces 

under attention18.   

 

 
Figure 1: Figure of Asymmetric Attention by Brantly Womack19 

 

On the other hand, due to the larger state’s role and presence on the smaller state (B) arena, the 

smaller state (B) focuses more on larger states’ (A) interest and policies as this would determine 

a significant increase both in vulnerabilities and opportunities. and given that asymmetry is 

presence between the countries, smaller state is evidently more exposed to larger risks especially 

with its vulnerabilities to stronger states greater power in economy and security. This is 

perceived through smaller states’ economic dependency and its inability to reciprocate the 

                                                        
18 Ibid., pp. 97 
19 Asymmetry and International Relationships., pp. 43. 
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possible threat of bigger states to national security.20 Because of such, smaller state focuses much 

on the larger state and produces over attention.21 

 

Both over attention and under attention are the roots of asymmetry in which may create the 

possibility of systemic misperception22  in which Womack explains as the larger side’s highly 

likely to commit errors that will affect the smaller side from under-attention and the smaller 

side’s false interpretation of the larger sides action all because of over-attention. 

Further discussing the context of smaller states under attention, Womack explains that it 

it produces a less coordinated, intermittent and crisis-oriented policies in which both is not 

beneficial for the smaller country’s international relations and domestic development as it looks 

at the situation as always targeted by the larger country and it disables the smaller to produced 

proper strategies that does not only in response to the larger tactics.   

 

Meanwhile, in the context of sovereignty, the asymmetric power structure recognizes David 

Lake’s Hierarchy in International Relations which argues that the set of hierarchies in 

international arena creates series of asymmetric relationships and a sovereign relational 

authority. This cause greater powers to create a flexible notion of sovereignty in which it can 

negotiate or disregard.23 On this account, it is very essential as the only factor that lessens the 

milieu of asymmetrical relationship is distance and in the case of Philippines and China, it shares 

the asymmetrical relationship and territories. 

 

Above all these, the theory of asymmetric relations is chosen as the main frame to explain the 

connection of this study as it does not limits on the bigger country’s power and interest but rather 

it recognizes the smaller country’s power on bilateral associations and negotiations which 

exactly the situation of the Philippines with United States and Japan against China. 

 

                                                        
20 Ibid., pp. 44. 
21 "Asymmetry and Systemic Misperception: China, Vietnam and Cambodia During the 1970s.", pp.96. 
22 "Asymmetry Theory and China’s Concept of Multipolarity," Journal of Contemporary China 13, no. 39 
(2004)., pp. 360. 
23 David Lake, Heirarchy in International Relations (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2009). 
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The Philippine’s China Policy 

In the past years, the Philippines and China foreign relations has its own peaks and valleys. Such 

relations can be traced back in 1967 when the Philippine government opened their diplomatic 

relations with China. 

 

The peaks of the Sino-Philippine relations 

According to Lim (1999) before the Marcos period, the Philippines largely based its economic 

trade relations to the United States Laurel Langley Trade Agreement (USLLTA).24 This made 

the US as the strongest trade partner of the Philippines and created the basis of its relations. He 

argued that the Philippines-US relations were slightly detangled because of the agreement near 

expiration and the Philippine oil crisis in 1973.25 This crucial event was perceived to be the 

beginning of a new and strong Philippines-China relations.  

 

As discussed, De Castro (2010) claims that it is also the 1960’s political economic needs of the 

Philippines. It crucially required the country to accelerate trade with other countries. Because of 

this, he confers that the Philippines presented its new foreign policy opening its door to socialist 

countries and promoting the new Filipinism and a wiser development diplomacy.26 This was the 

government’s basis in preparing and establishing its new diplomatic ties to China and the Soviet 

Union.  

 

Aside from this, as contended by both authors, the main objective of the Marcos administration 

is largely based on trade and economy. It served as the grounds of the Sino-Philippines relations 

wherein it presents a sustainable economic cooperation that will contribute to the Philippines 

economic progress. 

 

                                                        
24 Benito Lim, "The Political Economy of the Philippines," The Philippine APEC Study Center Network 
Discussion Paper Series 99, no. 16 (1999)., pp. 9. 
25 Ibid., pp. 11. 
26 Ferdinand E. Marcos, "New Filipinism: The Turing Point," in Message of His Excellency Ferdinand E. 
Marcos President of the Philippines to the Congress on the State of the Nation (Legislative Building, 
Manla1969). 
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Furthermore, Baker (2004) emphasizes that the country’s economic difficulties on the rising 

need for petroleum products made China a demonstrated nation willing to help the Philippines 

through offering ‘friendship prices’.27  

 

The result of this good economic and trade cooperation was the Marcos administration’s creation 

of formal diplomatic trade relations through the signing of the one China policy in 1975. Since 

this administration period is quite long, the good relationship of Philippines and China stayed 

from 1975 – 1986. Clearly, this validates scholarly arguments which claims that the failure of the 

US economy during this period and the rising need of the Philippines started the diplomatic 

occurrence. 

 

Such good relations were only followed after the Cory Aquino administration. It was by 1992, 

when the new government immediately recognized the importance of China in the region. As 

discussed by Cruz (1996), President Fidel Ramos term begun by instantaneously visiting China 

to reduce the damages of the previous administration. He argues that during the Ramos 

administration, the Sino-Philippine relations were shaped by healthy exchange of state visit 

between Philippines and China officials and major agreements in tourism cooperation (1990), 

investments protection (1992), economic and technical cooperation (1993), the annual trade 

protocol, the biennial cultural, tourism and science and technology protocols.28 

 

Although it was slightly mangled because of the discovery of the increasing Chinese presence on 

and around Mischief Reef in 1995.29 Lim’s (1999) article argues that the conflict in the SCS has 

no significant effect on the economic relations of the two countries. This is evident through the 

significant increase of the trade volume between Philippines and China despite of the 1997 Asian 

financial crisis.30 Then again, the conflict of Scarborough shoal and Mischief Reef did not lead to 

bad business relations. 

                                                        
27 Carl Baker, "China-Philippines Relations: Cautious Cooperation," Asia-Pacific Center for Security 
Studies Publications  (2004)., pp. 3. 
28 Luis T. Cruz, "Philippine-China Bilateral Relations in the 1990s," Asian Studies Journal 31 (1996). 
29 Renato C. De Castro, "Weakness and Gambits of Philippine Foreign Policy in the Twenty-First 
Century," Public Affairs, University of British Columbia 83, no. 4 (2010)., pp. 705. 
30 Lim, "The Political Economy of the Philippines.", pp. 21.  
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Following this good economic associations, the administration succeeding Ramos was ascribed 

to be employing double asymmetric relations. As reiterated by De Castro, President Gloria 

Macapagal Arroyo’s foreign policy focuses on balancing economic development and military 

power. He asserts that the administration’s Eight Realities of Philippine Foreign Policy 

concentrates on enhancing the country’s economic competitiveness, covering the rising threat of 

domestic terrorism, balancing the major power relations (US, China and Japan) for the benefit of 

the Philippines and bolstering the security agenda through strengthening the US-Philippine 

alliance.31 This became the basis of a stronger bilateral cooperation between the Philippines and 

China. It even created a significant economic expansion according to Tuazon (2014) wherein the 

bilateral trade between the two countries rose to forty one percent32 which was evidently seen by 

2010 when the Sino-Philippine trade was considered as the fastest growing bilateral trade in 

Southeast Asia. Creating a total of 83 bilateral agreements. Making China as the Philippine’s 

third largest trading partner and ninth top foreign investor.33 

 

As claimed by most academics, the Macapagal administration was considered as the Philippines 

and China’s golden age of partnership. Its relations were based on China’s high economic and 

political impact in the Philippines. Then again, from the mid 1960’s to 2010, literature shows 

that the Philippine-China Relations is rich in the field of trade and cooperation founded by its 

economic alliance. 

 

The valleys of the Philippine-China Relations 

From a good alliance in 1975-1986, Baker argues that the Sino-Philippine relations unexpectedly 

shifted to the left after the fall of the Marcos government and the end of the Martial law regime. 

He claims that it was because of the new government under the President Cory Aquino 

dismantling the established policy and political relations of the Philippines to China in order to 

prove the difference of its new administration. Furthermore, he stated that the country’s new 

                                                        
31 De Castro, "Weakness and Gambits of Philippine Foreign Policy in the Twenty-First Century.", pp. 1. 
32 "Republic of China Trade ", ed. Office of the Asia-Pacific Affairs-Department of Foreign Affairs 
(Pasay City, Philippines2007). 
33 Bobby M. Tuazon, "The Highs and Lows of Philippines-China Relations: Current Situation and 
Prospects," Institute of Southeast Asian Studies  (2014)., pp. 5. 



DOI: 10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMPIS.005.2018.A06

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 11 

liberal economic development was an anti-communist stance of the C. Aquino administration 

and a strategic plan that is designed to shift away the Philippines from China and corroborate 

Taiwan. 

 

Looking at other inquiries, some scholars argues that the C. Aquino administration does not have 

a coherent foreign policy because of the deserted damages of the Marcos law regime. 34 

According to Lim (2012), the inability of the Philippine government was because of the 

problems left by the Martial law wherein enormous things are needed to be addressed in 

“government bankruptcy, double digit inflation, high unemployment, strikes and demonstration 

by farmers, workers, and students”.35 He argued that the only clear objective of the government 

is to stop the graft and corruption and the military authoritarianism.36 This was evidently proven 

because of the Philippine government inactivity towards strengthening relations with other 

country during this period.  

 

In view of this period, the Philippine’s as argued, did not pursue any action to rebuild the Sino-

Philippine relations and as claimed in Lim’s 1999 article, it was China who initiate first to 

revitalize the Philippines-China relations through the Cultural Agreement Executive Program.37  

However, because of its developing relationship to Taiwan and the President C. Aquino anti-

communist stance, Lim claims that the Philippines was employing the two-China policy 

disregarding the previous administration signatory to the one-China policy and continuously 

developing its trade and investment relations with Taiwan. In this regard, most scholars assert 

that the period of C. Aquino administration between 1986-1992 was the first fall of Philippines 

and China relations.38 

 

Such relationship fall was slightly ignited during the Ramos administration. Although it did not 

have significant effect on economic relations, the decline is seen in the context of military 

                                                        
34 Lim, "The Political Economy of the Philippines.", pp. 13 
35"China-Filipino Relations under the Aquino Regime: So Far," Center for People Empowerment in 
Governance 1-5 (2012)., pp. 13. 
36 Ibid., pp. 3 
37 "The Political Economy of the Philippines.", pp. 14 
38 Theresa C. Cariño, "Philippine-China Relations in the Post-Cold War Era," Philippine-China 
Development Resource Center  (1996). 
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associations. As discussed by De Castro (2010), the friendly phase in military relations ended 

when the Philippines discovered the increasing Chinese presence on and around Mischief Reef in 

1995.39 Such incident obliged the Philippines to shift its military strategy. As claimed, the 

Philippines responded the Chinese sovereignty threat by revitalizing the US-Philippine alliance 

through the negotiation of Visiting Forces Agreements (VFA) and requesting for further military 

assistance to protect its territory and sovereignty. Hereafter, the Philippines and the United States 

signed the VFA by 199840 and ratified by the Philippine Senate in 1999. This was believed to be 

the first most controversial issue between the Sino-Philippine relations from 1975-2001. 

This strain in relations was only followed by 2011, for scholars, it was challenge by the change

of administration. As discussed by De Castro (2014) and Tehankee (2016), President Benigno

Aquino III focus less on Philippine foreign policy and was perceived to be running an ‘anything-

but-arroyo’ campaign.41 Then again, all programs and projects relating to the Arroyo

administration is dismantled including the growing Sino-Philippine partnerships.

Adversely, for some analyst, the strained Philippines-China relations during the B. Aquino

administration was largely based on political current events. As emphasized in Tuazon (2014),

the beginning of sparred Philippines-China relations was because of the government’s

mishandling of the Rizal Park hostage crisis in 2011 which resulted to the killings of eight

tourists from Hong Kong and the Philippine president’s refusal to express an apology to 

authorities.42 This was further magnified by the rejection of the PRC government to the

pleadings of the Philippines to grant clemency to the three Filipinos sentenced to death for drug

39 De Castro, "Weakness and Gambits of Philippine Foreign Policy in the Twenty-First Century.", pp. 
705. 
40 "Agreement between the Government of the United States of America and the Government of the 
Republic of the Philippines Regarding the Treatment of the United States Armed Forces Visiting the 
Phiilippines,"  (Manila1998). 
41 Julio C. Tehankee, "Weak State, Strong Presidents: Situating the Duterte Presidency in Philippine 
Political Tim," SAGE Publications 32, no. 3 (2016); Renato C. De Castro, "The Aquino Administration’s 
Balancing Policy against an Emergent China: Its Domestic and External Dimensions," Pacific Affairs 87, 
no. 1 (2014). 
42Tuazon, "The Highs and Lows of Philippines-China Relations: Current Situation and Prospects.", pp. 6. 
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trafficking.43 It was believed to be responded by President B. Aquino through his instruction to 

skip the Nobel Peace Prize ceremony honoring imprisoned Chinese dissident Liu Xiabo.44 

 

Clearly, these scholars all argued that such relations in the B. Aquino III administration started in 

a series of mishaps and from then on, it was labeled as the lowest point of the countries 

diplomatic relations following the first C. Aquino administration incident. 

 

Furthermore, De Castro (2012) believed that this mangled alliance was further lightened because 

of the March 2011 incident. As highlighted, such territorial stance involves two (2) CCGV 

harassing and preventing a Philippine commissioned ship tasked for undertaking oil and gas 

survey in the Reed bank (Recto Bank).45 At first, it was followed by subsequent talks and protest 

between the two countries. However, in the later part, China responded aggressively to the 

Philippines claiming that it should “stop harming China’s sovereignty and maritime rights and 

interests, which leads to unilateral actions that can expand and complicate South China Sea 

dispute.”46 

 

The Philippine government counterbalance such claim by bringing back the eagle card and 

pulling out its security umbrella. As stated by Linao (2011), this incident was the basis of the 

clarification of the Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951 between the Philippines and the United States 

which later turned into as the Expanded Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) of 2014.47 

Primarily, it was believed as a strategic way to inform China that the US will protect the country 

in the case of armed confrontations.  

 

Because of this, scholars claim that the active support of the US government to the country is a 

push factor of filing a case against the PRC. Essentially, its defense cooperation further 

                                                        
43 Renato C. De Castro, "The Philippines in 2011: Muddling through a Year of Learning and 
Adjustment," Asian Survey 52, no. 1 (2012)., pp. 215. 
44 Jam Sisante, "Palace Exec Denies Phl Sending Representative to Nobel Rites," GMA News Public 
Affairs 2010. 
45 "Arbitration under Annex Vii of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Republic of the 
Philippines V. People’s Republic of China, Memorial of the Philippines." 
46 De Castro, "The Philippines in 2011: Muddling through a Year of Learning and Adjustment." 
47 Girlie Linao, "Philippines Boosts Defence near Disputed Spratlys," German Press Agency 2011. 
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amputated China’s assertiveness in SCS wherein it ruined the Sino-Philippines relations. 

Furthermore, these same scholars asserts that such partnership re-opened the geopolitics in 

Southeast Asia by acknowledging the US and challenging China’s policy.48 In the end, the B. 

Aquino III administration created a deep lesion in the Philippine-China relations. 

 

The way ahead relations 

Preceded by a mangled Philippine-China relation from the previous administration, President 

Rorigo Duterte was believed to be aiming to restore the Sino-Philippine relations. As discussed 

by Baviera (2012), he started this new foreign policy by declaring the independent foreign policy 

of the Philippines under his administration. Such policy radically shifts from the long-standing 

PH-US alliance and opens its door to the “countries on the other side of the ideological barrier”49 

which is China and Russia. 

 

Correspondingly, other scholars argue that President Duterte was employing the same strategy of 

the Arroyo administration – the equi-balancing policy to China– where its inclined to a close 

security policy with China disregarding the territorial defense and focusing on domestic security 

issues such as drug trafficking, terrorism and insurgencies.50 This was further conferred by the 

claims of Tehankee (2016) nad Katigbak (2016) through highlighting Duterte’s claim in the SCS 

insisting that the territorial conflict is purely a bilateral issue between the 2 countries and not an 

international matter. That, the Philippines could open the doors for bilateral talks and other 

several issues. Aside from this, both authors argued that the government continuously favored 

China through the termination of the joint PH-US military operation and exercise in the SCS as 

China see this as “a provocative acting, making it more difficult to peacefully resolve territorial 

disputes”.51 

                                                        
48 De Castro, "The Aquino Administration’s Balancing Policy against an Emergent China: Its Domestic 
and External Dimensions." 
49 Baviera, Aileen (2016), “President Duterte’s Foreign Policy Challenges,” Contemporary Southeast 
Asia, 38, 2, 202–207 in "The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy: Unravelling the Aquino 
Administration’s Balancing Agenda on an Emergent China," Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs 
18, no. 4 (2016); "The Philippines in 2011: Muddling through a Year of Learning and Adjustment."; Lim, 
"China-Filipino Relations under the Aquino Regime: So Far." 
50 Tehankee, "Weak State, Strong Presidents: Situating the Duterte Presidency in Philippine Political 
Tim." 
51 Jose Katigbak, " Philippines Eyes Talks with China Sans Preconditions," Philippine Star 2016. 
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Such employment of equi-balancing strategy covers the Philippine territory in the SCS by 

relying to Japan instead of the US. As deliberated in De Castro’s article, Philippines is 

reinforcing a strengthened security partnership with Japan and plays the diplomatic gambit of 

equi-balancing52 in Southeast Asia where it opened several opportunities of memorandum of 

agreements and development assistance. 

 

Although still in process, President Duterte evidently shows the shift of the Philippine foreign 

policy to China which generates several major infrastructure and investment projects. Such shift 

can also resort to bilateral negotiations and joint explorations that may solve the dilemma in the 

SCS.53  Strategically, while building a fresh relationship with China, his administration also 

fosters a security partnership with Japan – China’s rival in East Asia. 

 

 

Philippine’s position in the South China Sea 

Characterizing security, one of De Castro’s article contends state’s two ways in addressing 

security concerns. It is between autonomous defense capabilities or alliances.54 As conferred, 

states can pursue both. However, according to him, in the context of a third world country like 

the Philippines, it will seek the cheapest and most available – alliances. 

 

This was argued by academes as the main frame of the Philippines national security and its claim 

on the SCS. As thoroughly deliberated by De Castro (2005), the alliance of the Philippines to the 

US can be traced back in the 1940s through the Military Bases Agreement of 1947, Military 

Assistance Program of 1947 and Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951.55 Such alliance, was the only 

basis of President Marcos when the PRC started invoking its right in the SCS. 

 

                                                        
52 De Castro, "The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy: Unravelling the Aquino Administration’s 
Balancing Agenda on an Emergent China.", pp. 19. 
53 Ibid., pp. 156. 
54 "Philippine Defense Policy in the 21st Century: Autonomous Defense or Back to the Alliance?," 
Pacific Affairs 78, no. 3 (2005)., pp. 401. 
55 Ibid., pp. 406. 
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This beginning of the SCS dispute was tackled in Lim’s 2012 article where he emphasized the 

first claim of the Philippines during the 1970’s. It was when the Marcos administration sought to 

enter a contract to a Swedish company tasked to drill oil and natural gas in Reed bank. However, 

he argues, that due to the fear of military confrontation and to lose the benefit of buying oil in 

friendship prices with China, President Marcos dropped the Reed bank project. 

 

Although some scholars deliberates the Philippine government consideration of the US military 

protection in the worst case scenarios, Lim insisted that the dropping of the project is because of 

the treaty critiques which states that it covers only “the metropolitan territory of either of the 

parties, on the island territories under its jurisdiction in the Pacific Ocean”.56 It was believed as a 

critical stance as the US will not support the extended structure in SCS and without such 

protection, he emphasized that the Philippines cannot secure its own territory because of its 

limited defense capability. 

 

Furthermore, Rosen (2014) claims that instead of military power and strategies, the Philippines 

tactically covered its territory by diplomatic strategy through the signing of Presidential Decree 

No. 1599 in June 11 1978 establishing a 200 Nautical Miles EEZ measured from the country’s 

baseline57 and  the country’s approval of the LOS convention in 1982 and its ratification by 1984 

where the Philippines continuously stated that it “intends to harmonize its domestic legislation 

with the provisions of the Convention” and that it “will abide by the provisions of the said 

Convention”.58 

 

Such conflict was reawakened by 1988 when the PRC started building a radar structure and 

military facilities in Subi Reef (PH: Zamora Reef; PRC: Zhubi Reef). It is a Low Tide Elevation 

(LTE) outside the Philippines EEZ but within the country’s Continental Shelf (CS)59 and 

according to the article of Medeiros, et., al, (2008), this awakened the Philippine government to 

                                                        
56 Lim, "China-Filipino Relations under the Aquino Regime: So Far.", pp. 02. 
57 "Limits in the Seas No. 142 Philippines Archipelagic and Other Maritime Claims and Boundaries," ed. 
Bureau of Oceans and International Environmental and Scientific Affairs Office of Ocean and Polar 
Affairs (U.S. Department of State, 2014). 
58 Ibid., pp. 3. 
59 Mark E. Rosen, "Philippine Claims in the South China Sea: A Legal Analysis," CNA Occasional Paper  
(2014). 
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improve its defense capabilities. By doing so, the following year, the Philippine Senate 

encourages the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) to formulate a 15-year development and 

modernization plan. Primarily focusing to the development of the Philippine Navy (PN) in 

patrolling and securing the country’s maritime sovereignty and territory. 

 

However, as De Castro state, the removal of the US military bases in 1992 severely affected the 

AFP modernization program as the Bush administration reduced the $200 million economic and 

military aid they provide annually by 60%.60 This covers most of the AFP acquisition and 

maintenance cost which cannot be economically replaced by the Philippine government. Aside 

from this, the lack of proper legislation for the AFP modernization program disable the 

government to provide specific budget. 

 

Therefore, from 1960 – 1994, literatures and scholars show that the Philippines failed to develop 

and modernize its defense capabilities despite of the threats to its territory and maritime security. 

This was considered to be rooted to the country’s dependence to the US and the US influence 

during Johnson and Nixon administration. 

 

Above all the actions of the Philippine government, analyst claims that the best SCS response the 

country did was when it discovered the increasing PRC construction in Mischief Reef. As 

discussed by Lim (2005) and Rosen (2014), the weak military capabilities and the US military 

withdrawal in 1992 created a cardinal point for the Philippines to rethink its strategy and 

eventually build an airstrip in Thitu Island (PH: Pag-asa Island, PRC: Zhongye Dao island) 

During this time, the government assessed such actions as the cheapest strategy.61 

 

As further claimed by De Castro, the Philippine government responded the aggressive and 

expansionist actions of the PRC by pushing the congress to approve and establish the military 

                                                        
60 De Castro, "Philippine Defense Policy in the 21st Century: Autonomous Defense or Back to the 
Alliance?.", pp. 412. 
61 Rosen, "Philippine Claims in the South China Sea: A Legal Analysis.", pp. 5. 
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modernization plan. However, such military development strategy failed again because of the 

economic incapacities of the Philippine government and the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis.62 

 

Then again, even after such critical circumstances, the Philippines is unable to develop its 

military power and recognizing this weakness, Baker (2004) asserts that this was the Philippine 

government waking point realizing the importance of the US military presence to the country’s 

security and the region’s balance of power. Hence, the signing of the 1997 VFA between the PH-

US and its ratification by 1998. In this time, he claims that the Philippines military defense 

capabilities are again supported by the US security umbrella. 

 

By 2001, De Castro, Lim and Baker believed that the Philippines is employing the equi-

balancing policy wherein it builds its economy with China and protect its security through the 

US umbrella. Upon this period, these scholars argue that since the VFA signing and the 

continuous US-Philippines military exercise in the SCS, the number of bilateral interactions 

increased between the Philippines and China.63 Furthermore to this, they believed that in addition 

to the country’s strategy, the government worked to internationalized the SCS issue through the 

United Nations (UN), Asean Regional Forum (ARF), and with its partners to the ASEAN. 

 

Such inactivity of the Philippines was argued by Labrador (2001) as a week position in SCS. 

This is primarily because of its failure to create a concrete plan for the country’s maritime 

territory and security despite all discovered Chinese constructions and its high reliance to the US 

support.64 

 

Meanwhile, other scholars claim that the Philippine’s strategy only changed when the March 2 

2011 incident rose where two Chinese patrol boats harassed a survey ship task by the Philippine 

Department of Energy (DOE) for oil explorations in Reed Bank (Reed Tablemount / Recto 

                                                        
62 De Castro, "Philippine Defense Policy in the 21st Century: Autonomous Defense or Back to the 
Alliance?.", pp. 413. 
63 Baker, "China-Philippines Relations: Cautious Cooperation.", pp. 7.; De Castro, "The Philippines in 
2011: Muddling through a Year of Learning and Adjustment."; Lim, "China-Filipino Relations under the 
Aquino Regime: So Far." 
64 Mel C. Labrador, "The Philippines in 2000 in Search of a Silver Lining," Asian Survey 41, no. 1 (2001). 
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Bank). This part of the SCS is located 150 kilometers East of the Spratly Islands and 250 West of 

Palawan, Philippines.65 According to De Castro, the Philippine government led a protest 

demanding for the incident’s further explanation. In response, the PRC government insisted their 

right and sovereignty over the Island as it is part of their maritime territory. It even further 

necessitated the Philippines to seek permits and approval to its government from conducting 

such activities in SCS as this is part of the PRC’s territory. 

 

This was counterbalance through public announcement. As discussed by Linao (2011) the 

Philippine government responded China’s claim by its official announcement of enhancing and 

safeguarding the country’s maritime security by increasing its military presence in Palawan, 

deploying survey ships for oil explorations and allocating $186 million USD to acquire new 

patrol boats and aircraft.66 Furthermore to this, Linao claims that such conceited and arrogant 

response of China awakened the Philippines to develop its military capabilities. By this time, it 

created an improved 15-year AFP modernization plan program aimed to challenge China in the 

SCS. The long-term goal, according to the 2011 AFP’s Strategic Intent, is to maintain a “credible 

deterrent posture against foreign intrusion or external aggression, and other illegal activities 

while allowing free navigation to prosper”.67 

 

However, for the third time, because of the financial limitation of the Philippine government, the 

only military modernization it can acquire is through credible defense posture and not for war 

fighting purposes. Then again, the country is again searching for the lining of the US military 

defense. 

 

Such critical incident was further followed a year after, in April 2012 a Philippine navy 

surveillance craft sighted eight Chinese fishing vessels anchored inside the Scarborough Shoal 

(PH: Bajo de Masinloc, PRC: Huángyán Dǎo) illegally carrying numerous endangered turtles, 

                                                        
65 "Arbitration under Annex Vii of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Republic of the 
Philippines V. People’s Republic of China, Memorial of the Philippines."; Rosen, "Philippine Claims in 
the South China Sea: A Legal Analysis." 
66 Linao, "Philippines Boosts Defence near Disputed Spratlys." 
67 2011 AFP Strategic Intent in De Castro, "The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy: Unravelling the 
Aquino Administration’s Balancing Agenda on an Emergent China." 
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baby sharks, giant clams and a large amount of corals on board. Claiming for the territory, the 

Philippine government aimed to apprehend the fishermen through a Philippine Navy Ship, BRP 

Gregorio Del Pilar. However, two Chinese Maritime Surveillance vessel prevented such actions.  

Hereafter, China sent their Maritime Surveillance Aircraft to encircle at the vicinity of the shoal. 

Such standoff continued for months. The Philippines vessels were only pulled out on July 15 due 

to the incoming typhoon in the BDM. 

 

The Philippine responded to this critical standoff by seeking the US for military assistance. As 

claimed by De Castro, the result is the Framework Agreement on Enhanced Rotational Presence 

and Agreement which facilitates the American troops and created to control the increasing 

tension in the SCS dispute. 68 Moreover, a diplomatic action was made by January 22 2013 

through filing against China in the Arbitral Tribunal of the United Nations Convention on the 

Law of the Sea asking for the entitlement of the Spratly Islands, Scarborough Shoal, Mischief 

Reef, and other land features within its 200-mile EEZ through the guide of UNCLOS. 

 

While the ruling is still in process, De Castro repeatedly emphasized in his works that the 

Philippine government resolve its military defense capabilities through the signing of the April 

28 2014 Expanded Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) with the US which aims to develop 

the country’s defense capabilities.69 As further acknowledge by academes, this agreement 

deployed a strong diplomatic stance to the PRC gallantly stating the US protection to the 

Philippines. 

 

By July 12 2016, the result of the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) came and legally 

favored the Philippines. According to De Castro (2016) article, the new administration under 

President Duterte reacted by strongly insisting Philippines maritime claim and territory. 

However, due to internal and external factors in which he failed to discuss, the Philippine shifted 

                                                        
68 Ibid., pp. 12 
69 "Weakness and Gambits of Philippine Foreign Policy in the Twenty-First Century.";"The Aquino 
Administration’s Balancing Policy against an Emergent China: Its Domestic and External Dimensions."; 
"The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy: Unravelling the Aquino Administration’s Balancing 
Agenda on an Emergent China." 
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and started sending signals to the PRC that it is open for bilateral negotiations.70 Heydarian 

(2017) claims that this was because of the governments realization of its limited military and 

naval capabilities and the possible negative effect to the millions of Filipino fishermen fishing in 

the South China Sea. 71 

 

Meanwhile, for Cigaral (2011) President Duterte is potraying a pro-China stance as he was 

argued to be employing an equi-balancing strategy to Southeast Asia using Japan.  This was 

evident because of President Duterte’s state visit in Japan last October 2016, where he signed 

Japan’s development assistance to the Philippines provisioning large scale patrolled vessels to be 

delivered to the Philippine Coast Guards (PCG) aim to prevent provocative actions in the SCS 

and enhance the country’s maritime patrol and law enforcement operations. The Philippine 

government further even signed the Memorandum of Implementation and Letter of Arrangement 

for the transfer of Japan Maritime Self-Defence Force (JMSDF)’s training air- craft TC-90 

maritime reconnaissance planes for the Philippine Navy (PN).72 

 

Overall, conferring to the latest events of the Philippines position, academes argues that the 

Philippine government is shifting away from its strong position in the South China Sea to be able 

to build a closer relation with China. This is grasped in Romero and Laude’s 2017 article where 

they highlights the Philippine’s discovery of new PRC reclamation structures in the SCS and 

President Duterte’s reliance on China’s promises of non-reclamations.73  

 

Conclusion: The literature’s strength and weaknesses 

The literature gathered relating this research provided a good foundation of the Philippines and 

China relations. Primarily, most scholars’ emphasis on the Sino-Philippine relations are based on 

                                                        
70 "The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy: Unravelling the Aquino Administration’s Balancing 
Agenda on an Emergent China." 
71 Richard Javad Heydarian, "Tragedy of Small Power Politics: Duterte and the Shifting Sands of 
Philippine Foreign Policy," Asian Security 13, no. 3 (2017). 
72 Cigaral in De Castro, "The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy: Unravelling the Aquino 
Administration’s Balancing Agenda on an Emergent China." 
73 Alexis Romero and Jaime Laude, "More Chinese Island-Building? Rody Relies on ‘Good Faith’," The 
Philippine Star 2017. 
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economic and military associations. Such studies tackle the traditional forms of relationship 

development through trade and economic cooperation, investments, agreements and alliances. 

 

In the context of the Philippines position in the SCS, most scholars focus on the Philippines 

military strategy, national position and its developing military affairs to China and the United 

States. Such literatures continuously portray the anarchic international structure of the world 

politics and the interdependence of the Philippines towards states. Primarily, most of these 

studies focuses on how states in the SCS interacts by pursuing each of its own political ambitions 

and national interest. It concentrates on power, politics, interactions, and military strategies 

which provided in a conventional form of analysis engrained in the anarchic system and realist 

perspective of international relations. It failed to look outside the box and understand the social 

perspective of such phenomenon. 

 

Then again, there is an increasing literature gap on the civic perspective which can be argued as 

the real victims of most political conflict especially in the South China Sea. This issue and 

perspective will be the goal of this research to discover and fulfill. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This study employs qualitative designs through Combinative ethnography. It is defined by 

Baszanger and Dodier (2004), as a “type of ethnography [that] sought to identify certain cases by 

ethnographer’s participation in life activities”. This ethnographic method was argued as the only 

way to understand the political impacts of policies in international relations. Primarily, it is 

rooted from the interactionist perspective in which it employs a wide range of data collection 

through field access, participant observations, interviews and focus group discussions.74  

 

The primary method gathering data is through fieldwork wherein access to field is only 

employed by rapport building. It is the establishment of mutual trust in which according to 

Baszanger and Dodier, a methodology that enables the researcher to gain access to the real 

meanings of the subject’s situation.75 It is a vital factor for data gathering as the respondent’s 

‘sense of trust’ is essential to the truthfulness and realities of the gathered data. Likewise, 

participant observations will be applied in understanding the fishermen’s situation and such is 

documented in the process of field notes. 

 

In the context of interviews, this research follows Warenn (2004) definition that it is a “verbal 

conversation between two people with the objective of collecting relevant information for the 

purpose of research”.76 Primarily, this study will employ semi-structured questions to seek in-

depth information to the participants experiences, feelings and perception without imposing and 

structurally altering the possible results of the answer of such phenomenon that usually exists in 

structured interviews as argued by Crabtree (2006). 77  The draft of interview guide is attached in 

Appendix A of this research in which it presents a thematic, topic centered and flexible structure 

of questions that can be raised in the process. 

 

                                                        
74 Isabelle Baszanger and Nicolas Dodier, "Ethnography: Relating the Part to the Whole," in Qualitative 
Research: Theory, Method and Practice, ed. David Silverman (London: SAGE Publications, 2004). 
75 Ibid., pp. 36. 
76 Carol A. Warenn, Discovering Qualitative Methods: Field Research, Interviews, and Analysis (New 
York, USA: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
77 Cohen D. Crabtree, "Qualitative Research Guidelines Project," Robert Woof Johnson Foundation  
(2006). 



DOI: 10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMPIS.005.2018.A06

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 24 

Interview respondents are also chosen through snowballing process in “which contact is made 

with participants appropriate for your research through whatever access route you can find, and 

through these first participants you are introduced to others of similar/ relevant characteristics for 

your research”.78  Such process was also argued as an integral part of ethnography in which the 

researchers spend a number of time in the community and which integrates the sense of 

respondent’s trust.  

 

Meanwhile, the data gathered from this study will be examined through Discourse Analysis. It is 

a type of analysis which “seeks to capture the inevitable changes in representations of reality” as 

claimed by Neuman (2008).79  Basically, its goals in general are to describe, discover and explain 

a specific phenomenon where it starts with a “specific outcome and demonstrate the 

preconditions for it happening, demonstrating concurrently that the outcome might have been 

different”.80 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
78 Rosalind Edwards and Janet Holland, ‘What Is?’ Research Method Series, ed. Graham Crow, What Is 
Qualitative Intewviewing? (New York, USA: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013). 
79 Iver B. Neumann, "Discourse Analysis," in Qualitative Methods in International Relations: A Pluralist 
Guide, ed. Audie Klotz and Deepa Prakash (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008)., pp. 62. 
80 Ibid., pp. 63. 
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RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

The primary goal of this research is to unravel and understand the rising issues beyond state 

politics in the SCS dispute. As it looks on the civic perspective, this research aims to discover the 

SCS conflicts effects on the people’s living experiences. As such discovery and documentation 

of this phenomenon may contribute and create an understanding to the real conflict and the 

current people’s situation in which can further formulate an effect to at least domestic political 

change.  

 

Focusing more on Filipino fishermen, the target subjects of this study are from Zambales, 

Philippines. A province in the Philippines located in the Central region in the island of Luzon 

(Figure 3) which lies on the Philippine West Coasts.  It is one of the coastal communities in the 

Philippines in which the major industry is fishing. Furthermore, the traditional fishing grounds of 

fishermen is located in the SCS wherein they utilize the Scarborough Shoal (PH: Bajo de 

Masinloc, PRC: Huángyán Dǎo) which is 240KM far from the coast of Zambales. 

 

 
Figure 2: Map of the Philippines - Red highlighting the Province of Zambales)81 

 

                                                        
81 Google Maps (n.d.) [Google Maps Province of Zambales, Cetral Luzon, Philippines]. Retrieved 
November 28, 2017, from 
https://www.google.com.tw/maps/place/Zambales,+Philippines/@15.2948623,118.4240338,8z/data=!4m
5!3m4!1s0x339426ea3ea3fa11:0xa5fb501f93d0f77a!8m2!3d15.5081766!4d119.9697808 
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Such location is exactly what this research needs especially targeting the fishermen that are 

always affected by the dispute. In one way, these individuals may provide a valuable data on the 

fishermen’s perspective on the South China Sea, the dispute and its policies and strategies.  

 

Aside from this, it is presumed in this study that fishermen’s perspective is shaped by two 

factors.  Presented in figure 4, the first factor which influence the fishermen’s perspective are the 

Philippine government policies towards its people, China and the SCS. It creates a direct link on 

the fishermen’s real-life experience as these serves as the result of such policies. These real-life 

experiences in the midst of the dispute is what this research aims to unravel and understand 

wherein it looks beyond the conventional inquiries in international relations. Following this, it 

also considers the indirect link from the fishermen’s perspective to the Philippine government 

policies wherein the possibilities of civic perspective influence to the governmental policies can 

be evident.  

 

 
Figure 3: Research Framework 

 

The second factor assumed by this research includes the external structure and regional events. 

These are the situations happening between states where regional power change and disputes 

between the Philippines and China is considered. Primarily, it creates the link between these 

events and the current situation at sea which creates a direct link on the living experiences of the 

fishermen in the midst of the SCS dispute. Furthermore, it showcases how such dispute and 

conflict between states reflects on the real people experiences and lives. 
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CHAPTER II: THE FISHERMEN’S PERSPECTIVE AND LIFE STORIES 

 

Over the most contested water way in the world, the Scarborough Shoal (PH: Bajo de Masinloc, 

PRC: Huángyán Dǎo) as claimed by studies presents the best scenario of overlapping claims of 

territorial sovereignty dispute.82 As such, both domestic and international actors including its 

politics creates a repercussion in which individual’s life experiences and stories are greatly 

affected. Such cases were evidently seen in the Filipino fishermen of Scarborough shoal. 

 

Locally known as Kalburo, the community of fishermen in San Salvador Island, Zambales 

remembers the shoal as the heaven of marine life and ecosystem in which various marine species 

including giant clams and varieties of corals can be found. Utilizing it for decades, the 

Scarborough shoal served as the traditional fishing ground and the basis of their traditional form 

of livelihood. As fishing is distinguished and acclaimed to the community of San Salvador, the 

access to the shoal is always the basis of their income generation. 

 

Living in a developing country, most of the Filipino Fishermen’s conditions limits their access to 

proper education and further development. With such, instead of degree completions, these 

individuals are often exposed early to the fishing industry which limits the possibility of other 

life choices. Because of this, the beginning of their fishing life experiences can be traced from 

the childhood to adolescent life stages which should be enjoyed for most individuals. Starting as 

early as twelve, their fishing knowledge and skills are developed through their parent’s teachings 

and guidance as past fishermen of Scarborough shoal.  

 

Clearly, this situation creates fishing as a local and traditional culture wherein the basis of the 

individual’s knowledge, skills, techniques and other methods aside from experiences is 

developed and passed from one generation to another. However, such traditions, life conditions 

and limitations create a stronger attachment and foundation to fishing as the only community 

recognize source of good income and without having further options, the importance of fishing 

in the Scarborough shoal is profound. In the case of these fishermen, their situation is a strong 

                                                        
82 Joseph Anthony Reyes, "Scarborough Shoal Standoff: The Curious Case of the Disappearing Giant 
Clams, Rare Corals, Baby Sharks, and Turtles," Journal of International Relations Research 3 (2013). 
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reflection of a developing community and country in which according to them are the strangles 

of systematic poverty. 

 

From then on, these fishermen created a life circling around the fishing industry with limited 

resources and funds. As a result of, most of them belongs to a chartered boat fishing in which the 

fishing vessel is hired through an agreement with the owner and the fishermen who rent the 

vessel/s are solely responsible for all operating expenses, port expenses, insurances and 

maintenance.83 Primarily, the fishermen who chartered the boat are both legally and financially 

responsible in all costs. With a regular routine of 2 consecutive days to arrive and another 2 to go 

back, a fisherman from San Salvador island roughly earns 4 – 6 USD a day per person and about 

24 – 40 USD per vessel per day. Subtracting the charter boat payment, operational expenses and 

other costs, the earnings of fishing today in the Scarborough shoal barely covers enough and 

adding the rising conflict in their traditional fishing ground could sum a fishing life in a great 

struggle.  

 

Despite of the rise of issues and further exposure to greater dangers beyond the regular fishing 

endeavors, most Filipino fishermen of Scarborough decided to continue fishing and accessing the 

shoal because of limited livelihood availabilities and bounded sources of income and from all of 

their fishing life experiences, the narratives of their stories shows that the arrival, actions and 

strategies of China started the people’s biggest dilemma.  

                                                        
83 Mark Huber, "Chartering and Operations," in Tanker Operations: A Handbook for the Person-in-
Charge (Pic) (Cambridge, MD: Cornell Maritime Press, 2001). 
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FEAR AND DANGER OF CHINA 

From its strong exercise of authority in South China Sea (SCS), China begun its strategy by 

establishing and controlling the fishermen’s traditional fishing grounds and rights which instilled 

a great fear for life and properties. 

 

Based on the fishermen stories, the beginning of such crisis started when China coercively 

exercise force in the SCS through the occupation of the Scarborough shoal. Primarily, around 5 

to 7 Chinese Coast Guard Vessels (CCGV) are guarding and supervising the shoal. 2 of these 

vessels are in the exact location of the shoal’s opening to control the passage and the other 

remaining are said to be roaming and meandering around the Scarborough. Evidently, this 

condition shows the complete control of Chinese authorities  

 

During this time, they progressively harass and prevents all Filipino fishermen trying to access 

and enter the only opening of the shoal. This prohibition includes verbal communication and 

physical hazards and threats. In the case of verbal warnings, the CCGV using its radios and 

speakers are announcing the phrases “leave this area immediately! This is China’s territory!” and 

given the fact that most of the fishermen only possesses chartered boats, spends 2 consecutive 

dates to travel and arrive and allocates in advance all the operational and other expenses, a 

number of them disregards the verbal warnings made by the Chinese authorities. In response, the 

Chinese authorities increases its coercion and intimidations through physical hazards and threats 

by the means of water hose and cannons attacks.  

 

As most Filipino fishing vessels are usually made in debilitated and cheap materials (Figure 1), 

the continuous usage of water hose and cannons against the fishing vessels purposely damages 

the vessel which eventually jeopardizes the Filipino fishermen safety and security. This creates a 

larger struggle for these individuals as their livelihood is greatly based on the fishing shoal and 

its access. 
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Undoubtedly, the Chinese authorities’ actions create and increases the struggles of fishing as a 

livelihood. On this account, the Filipino fishermen considers their arrival as the beginning and 

only source of all dilemma in the Scarborough shoal. Their actions create and established the 

abundance of fear and terror for life and properties especially to the people that recognizes the 

lack of proper authorities that can protect their fishing rights.  

 

One of the struggles is when you get there (in Scarborough shoal), (the Chinese Coast 

Guard) is attacking you by water hose. We fishermen, are attacked by water. This 

situation is pitiful for us and also to my fellow Filipino people. (I would) suggest, since 

we all need something, they should have just let us cater our livelihoods. This is the only 

problem I faced in my whole fishing experience in the Scarborough shoal. It all just 

started when China arrived. [Iyong isang hirap doon, yung talagang pagpunta mo doon.. 

tinitira ka nila ng tubig..binobomba kami ng tubig. Kaming mangingisda. Kawawa 

naman kami at iyong kapwa nating Pilipino. Dapat sa ganoon, pareparehas naman 

kaming nangangailangan, hayaan na lang sana kami maghanapbuhay. Iyon lang ang 

Figure 4: The Filipino fishing vessel 
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nagging problema ko sa buong pangingisda ko sa Scarborough. Simula ng pumunta ang 

China diyan.] – R1DE 

 

While other may characterized the engagements of Chinese law enforcers as only a threat and 

nothing greater, an evident experience of a Filipino fishing group proves this false claim. Based 

on their encounter, as they disregard the Chinese authorities verbal warning and continue to 

come near the shoal, the Chinese authorities through its vessel attacked the fishermen by 

intentionally hitting the center of the Filipino fishing vessel. Because of this, it damages the 

vessel’s stability and buoyancy which resulted for its capsize. At this point, the lives of the 

aforesaid group of fishermen are in considerable danger and questioning their survival, the help 

and rescue came from their fellow Filipino fishermen of another fishing group which luckily 

ashore and is heading in the same direction. Without such assistance, these individual’s lives are 

displaced. Undeniably, this group of Filipino fishermen faced and literally experienced China’s 

physical assault and dominative actions in the Scarborough shoal. 

 

In light of this, all operations of China in the shoal created a strong establishment of authority 

and a foundation of fear for the fishermen while noting the fact that Chinese authorities are 

willing to put lives at risks. Undoubtedly, this forms a traumatic experience not only for the 

victims but also to other Filipino fishermen who wish to abide China’s dominative authority and 

access the shoal.  

 

This indictment of fear and terror was further established by China’s ruling in SCS which 

stealing and looting cases are exercised by their authorities (mostly from the Chinese Coast 

Guard Vessels). Narrated by the fishermen, in order to settle in China’s control in the 

Scarborough, they customarily hide and fishes outside and around the shoal in which the CCGV 

are usually far away. In accidental circumstances where the Filipino fishing vessels and the 

Chinese authorities’ vessel meets and converges near or around the area, the Chinese authorities 

instead of water hose and cannons attacks will use its speedboats and forcedly boards the 

Filipino fishing vessel. While on board, the aforesaid authorities roughly and indiscreetly ransack 

all the fish and seafood catch of the fishermen which is mostly covered of 1 to 2 weeks fishing 

operations. Without any permission, they ruthlessly choose the best kind of seafood available 
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which usually includes salmons, lobsters and tunas. Such ransacking situation is described by the 

fishermen as “fortunate” comparing to other cases where the Chinese authorities looted all the 

fish and seafood catch boxes that the fishing boat acquired. 

 

While the fishing life experiences mentioned already presents the sources of fear and danger of 

the Filipino fishermen, the piteous position is the actual encounter of the Chinese complete 

control and supervision in the shoal where their authorities boards, confiscates and eliminates all 

the fishing tools and equipment used by the Filipino fishermen caught fishing in or around the 

Scarborough. For a regular fisherman, who spends weeks ashore, earning a small and limited 

income and exhaustively risking lives and properties, the replacement of the tools forms 

additional costs which creates a heavier burden. 

 

All things considered, the coercive and authoritative behavior of China disturb the traditional 

fishing access and the volume of fishing catch. This creates a domino effect on their fishermen’s 

income and livelihood in which is always beyond at stake.  

 

In the end, the Filipino fishermen of Scarborough experiences undoubtedly deluge the fear and 

danger of China’s dominative actions. It portrays a deliberative measure of China’s strong 

authority in Scarborough shoal wherein the real victims are the regular people with a limited 

livelihood and as most of these fishermen tries to survive the course of poverty and left with 

limited choices and sources of income, the continuous attempt to access the Scarborough shoal 

will always expose them to uncertainty including risking their lives and properties. Indeed, being 

a fisherman is already a complicated and hazardous livelihood, but the case and treatment in the 

SCS creates more danger. 
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DISAPPOINTMENT ON DESTROYED MARINE ENVIRONMENT AND THE SHIFT 

OF FISHING VOLUME AND CATCH INCOME  

As introduced earlier, the Scarborough shoal is known and utilized by the Filipino fishermen for 

decades. In light of this, the fishermen saw the great differences of the past and current marine 

biodiversity of the shoal. Conforming to their experiences dated back from 1980’s, the richness 

of the Scarborough shoal’s marine habitat is considered as a part of “Giant Clam Sanctuary” 

recognized by the local government in the province of Zambales, Philippines. 

 

Before all the bosom of the SCS dispute and China’s control and authority in the Scarborough 

shoal, the lagoon is known for its ring shape coral reef formation with several rocks encircling 

(Figure 6). Looking at the inside, the fishermen described it filled with rare corals of varieties in 

blues and greens, giant clams, endangered sea turtle and various other marine species.  

 

Throughout this period, it served as the best fishing ground not only for Filipino fishermen but 

also fishermen from other nationalities such as Vietnam, Malaysia and China. Undoubtedly, the 

nutrient-rich marine habitat in this time is on the basis of undestroyed and sustained marine 

biodiversity. 

 
Figure 5: The Scarborough Shoal in 201084 

                                                        
84 Google Maps (n.d.) [Google Maps Province of Zambales, Cetral Luzon, Philippines]. Retrieved 
November 28, 2017, from 
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As China progressively increase its assertiveness, use of force and authority in the Scarborough 

shoal, its marine biodiversity also started to deteriorate. Observed by the Filipino fishermen, all 

abuse of marine biodiversity in the shoal started back in 2010 when Chinese fishing boats 

consumed all the endangered marine species in and around the shoal while being protected by 

the big vessels of the Chinese Coast Guards. Primarily, the Chinese fishing boats in act are seen 

by the fishermen illegally harvesting the giant clams, sea turtles, and live baby sharks in and 

around the shoal.  

 

Above all these illegal fishing, the most critical action is the harvesting of giant clams since it 

damages the water reef habitat of the sea. According to Bale (2016), giant clams plays a 

significant role in the balance of marine habitat. One of which is to provide homes for different 

marine species85 and as these are usually attached to reef corals, the removal of the giant clams 

follows not only to the location where it was removed, but also to the marine habitat around the 

area. In this matter, as reefs and clams disappear, the fishermen’s livelihood follows. 

 

There is no more fish as there are no more corals and clams. It was all stolen by China. 

During the time of Gloria (Arroyo’s administration), there is a lot of clams in that area in 

which the sizes grows bigger that a human being, there are so much that you cannot even 

count them and you cannot carry them as they are so heavy. But when China arrived, they 

consume them all. I do not know how they harvested it. There are no more clams, that is 

why there is no fish. [Wala ng isda kasi wala ng mga corals at clam. Pinagnanakaw yan 

ng China. Noong si Gloria yan ang dami daming clams diyan lagpas ang laki sa tao 

talagang ang dami dami talaga hindi mo mabibilang sa dami at hindi mo iyon 

mabubuhat napakabigat noon. Pero noong nakapunta na diyan ang China talagang 

naubos yan lahat hindi ko nga alam paano nila nabuhat at nahukay yung mga iyon. Kaya 

wala na talaga. Wala ng isda.] – R10AI 

 

                                                        
https://www.google.com.tw/maps/place/Zambales,+Philippines/@15.2948623,118.4240338,8z/data=!4m
5!3m4!1s0x339426ea3ea3fa11:0xa5fb501f93d0f77a!8m2!3d15.5081766!4d119.969780 
85 "Permanent Mission of the People’s Republic of China."; Rachael Bale, "Critical Reefs Destroyed in 
Poachers’ Quest for World’s Biggest Clams," National Geographic Wildlife Watch 2016.  
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Further emphasizing the importance, a conservation article claims that as giant clams grows and 

lives for more than a hundred years, the illegal harvesting of such highly dismantles the whole 

coral reef system and the marine habitat around it.86 Indeed, the claims of the fishermen of the 

immense negative effect of these illegal harvesting to their catch and income can be justified. 

 

Aside from this, the same fishermen witnessed the illegal catching of live baby sharks and 

endangered sea turtles which is not permitted in the Philippine fisheries regulations. Since the 

basis of these individual’s livelihood is on marine conservation, for them, the actions of Chinese 

vessels both fishing and its authorities not only disregards the domestic fishing conservation 

regulations but also destroys the future of a healthy marine ecosystem in the Scarborough shoal.  

While they question the Chinese inappropriate actions, these Filipino fishermen are greatly 

disappointed as no other regulations or control are supervised to protect the marine habitat of the 

shoal. 

 

Meanwhile, China’s abuse to the marine environment increased through the widespread 

chopping of coral reefs. Narrated in the fishermen’s stories, after all the illegal fishing and 

poaching of the Chinese fishing vessels in the shoal, it was followed by a widespread chopping 

and dredging of coral reefs both inside and around the Scarborough. As a consequence, the 

actions produce a dark and muddy water which creates a distressing position for Filipino fishing 

groups and a dangerous situation for its divers. 

 

Moreover, according to Subha (2013), the basis of fish and marine diversification are coral reefs 

as it serves as the home and source of food for marine life.87 Then again, the continuous 

destruction is an unending road driving away all the fish and other marine species in the shoal 

and with such, the basis of the fishermen’s livelihood is greatly affected in which in the end 

creates a rising concern for the importance of marine habitat and conservation. 

 

                                                        
86 Mei Lin Neo et al., "The Ecological Significance of Giant Clams in Coral Reef Ecosystems," Biological 
Conservation 181 (2014). 
87 Ganguly Subha, "Environmental and Ecological Importance of Coral Reefs: A Review," International 
Research Journal of Environmental Sciences 2, no. 7 (2013). 
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They (Chinese Vessels) are digging and dredging all corals (in Scarborough shoal) and 

Because of that, there is no more fish. As all homes for the fish are gone (corals). It is not 

like before that it is full of fish. This is not acceptable! I hope they should think of the 

others or even for their future children. They are destroying everything! [Hinukay nila 

lahat ng corals doon at wala ng mga isda. Wala ng yung tirahan ng isda eh. Hindi na 

talaga katulad noon na maraming isda. Hindi naman ito katanggap tanggap! Sana 

naman iniisip nila yung ibang tao o kahit iyong mga magiging anak nila. Sinisira na lang 

nila lahat!] – R3MD 

 

Such call for marine conservation is entirely based on the deteriorating quality of marine life in 

which as it decreases, the scope of fish volume and catch also declines. This is observed by the 

changes of the fishing catch and value on the history of the Fishermen’s life stories. 

Relative to their stories, before all the marine abuses in the shoal, Filipino fishing vessels catch is 

estimated to 50 kilos of fishes per day. Since fishing vessels comes in a group of four to six 

persons, the whole fishing catch value per day is 200 USD roughly 30 to 50 USD per person. 

Over this course, the income from fishing as a livelihood is adequate enough to support both 

operational and personal expenses. After all the disturbance in the Scarborough shoal, the 

volume of the fishing catch is approximately 15 to 20 kilos per day valued at 60 USD. It is 

further divided in a group of four to six person. In this regard, the changes of fishing volume and 

amount shows the huge difference in which the income of the fishermen is highly afflicted. As 

perceived by these fishermen, the changes from this period manifest the effects of the colossal 

difference of a healthy and conserved marine environment. As such, the reactions of high 

disappointment and regret is evident especially for these individuals that are not only consumers 

of the shoal but also served as the main protectors.  

 

In additional to this, the consequence of a destroyed marine environment further exposed the 

fishermen to more dangers and risks. Conferring their fishing encounters for years in the shoal, 

the coral reefs of the Scarborough served as the protectors of storms and water surges while 

fishing. During the times of strong waves, tides and currents, which usually is not the perfect 

situation for fishing, the coral reefs created a safer and secured place for the fishermen’s fishing 

vessels. Primarily, it played a vital role in supporting and safeguarding the fishermen while 
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staying in the Scarborough. However, after the coral reefs destructions and dredging, its roles as 

protectors was also destroyed. Hence, the fishermen of the Scarborough shoal is now exposed to 

a greater crisis in which they has to take an extra account to their situations. 

 

SADNESS, CONFUSION AND THE CALL FOR HUMANITY AND PEACE 

RESTORATIONS 

Before all the ventures in the Scarborough shoal, it is filled with peace and humanitarian 

exchanges in which it is constantly visited by fishermen of different nationalities. Throughout 

this time, the movement inside and around the shoal are bounded with mutual concession and 

compromises. As the Filipino fishermen narrates their encounters, all fishermen in the shoal 

regardless of their nationalities and differences helps and provides each other’s needs in terms of 

resources exchange (food and water), seafood exchanges and borrowing of materials and other 

fishing equipment. In this circumstance, everything is at ease and has no source of problem 

under the context of access, territory and nationality. 

 

There is no problem in the Scarborough before. Everybody, every fisherman helps each 

other while staying (in the shoal). If you are missing something, for example ice or rice, 

other vessels provide for you. It does not matter if its Filipino or other nationalities. Even 

Chinese fishermen helps and provides. [Walang kaproble-problema diyan sa 

Scarborough noon. Lahat ng tao mga mangingisda nagtutulungan habang nakalaot 

diyan. Kapag may kulang iyong isang Bangka, halimbawa yelo, o kanin, binibigyan ng 

ibang Bangka mapa pinoy man yan o ibang lahi. Kahit nga mga Chinese na mga 

mangingisda tumutulong din at nakikipagbigayan.] – R8JM 

 

Such conflicts all occurred once China arrived in the Scarborough shoal wherein its actions and 

use of force removed all the humanitarian and peace culture. As contemplated by the fishermen, 

there is an enormous difference on the shoal’s condition in the past as it portrays the impeccable 

relationship of the world’s regular fisherman and nature. Essentially, it serves as the perfect 

situation for all fishermen regardless of nationality as no harassment and degradation is evident. 
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Furthermore, since their situation are imbedded to the case of the SCS, they indulge to follow to 

the news and updates on the status of the shoal. For these individuals, the statement of China’s 

role in the Scarborough as “protectors and preservators of the marine environment and natural 

resources” are not near to any realities as its main actions created not only a hateful rivalry 

between fishermen of different nationalities but also destroyed the resources available for the 

fishing industry. Likewise, China’s continuous control of access and resources in the shoal 

creates a sadness and hateful phenomenon for the fishermen. 

 

After the release of the PCA, the Filipino fishermen are expecting a much greater situation in 

their fishing life experiences. However, this new position of China presented a different battle 

through exercising unpredictable strategies and actions in which in one phase allows the Filipino 

fishermen to access the inside of the shoal and in another in which it constantly harass them 

through water hose and cannons, continuous equipment confiscation and ransacking of fish 

catch. This uncertainty created the rise of confusion and frustrations to the Filipino fishermen as 

the proper execution of livelihood is affected including their hopes to access their traditional 

fishing ground which can restore the adequate earnings and catch they had in the past. As the 

fishermen reflects, the actions undertaken by the Chinese authorities portrays and manipulates 

the context of power and dominance wherein it affects the individuals coming from poor 

country. In this case, since the Philippines is poor, China has the capability to intimidate. 

 

For me, I just hope that they stop harassing us and let us do our job as fishermen. They 

(China) just let us access the shoal. We are just fishing, unlike China fishing vessels they 

are all getting the corals in Scarborough shoal, but us, we are just fishing, we are just 

fishermen. Sometimes I do not even know why they are preventing us, since sometimes 

they are letting us fish. I do not know why, it seems that they are making a fool of us. 

Making a fool of us because we are poor. The Philippines is a poor. [Para sa akin lang 

naman, para hindi na nanghaharass sila pabayaan na lang sana kaming mangisda. 

Pabayaan na lang kami doon. Eh ang Chinese bangka corals pa nga ang kinukuha eh 

hinhukay nila ang mga corals doon. Eh kami mangingisda lang kami. Minsan nga hindi 

ko alam bakit ba pinipigil pa nila kami, minsan naman hinahayaan nila kami. Ewan ko 
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ba kung bakit, para kaming napagtritripan. Napagtritripan dahil mahirap lang tayo. 

Mahirap lang ang pilipinas.] – R12JD 

 

Furthermore, this uncertainty created the rising phenomenon of “Bayad Utang” or the cycle of 

charge debt wherein most of the fishermen’s income from its operation will result as the payment 

of debt charges from operational expenses and will leave the fishermen nothing to take home 

with. Narrating their experiences, as some fishermen are tight in budgets, in order to further 

operate in the Scarborough shoal, they tend to loan money in payments for the vessel rents and 

operational expenses and to be returned after the fishing operations. However, if the fishermen 

are repelled and blocked by the Chinese authorities, they are forced to go back with nothing and 

with debts waiting. This creates a cycle of charge debt wherein they have to dwell in double 

amount by the next fishing trip. Clearly, such high unpredictability imbeds the fishermen more to 

the problems of poverty and given that, it is reasonable for these Filipino fishermen to call for 

humanity restoration which allows their rights to fish. 

 

Apart from the call of humanity restorations, the fishermen expressed deep sadness on their 

current situation which in their opinion is the reflection of the weak government institutions. As 

they believed, their situation on the fishing access and volume, livelihood and experiences could 

have been improved by a working government system looking for the good and betterment of its 

people. However, as the realities presents that this circumstance comes with no protection or 

support, oppression and abuse are always expected by the Filipino fishermen of Scarborough 

shoal. 

 

In like manner, since these individuals follows the case of the shoal and is familiar with the final 

declaration proclaiming it as a part of the Philippine’s jurisdiction, the fishermen are slowly 

losing hope on the country’s claim as they linger the realities of the weakness and inability of the 

government to protect its own territory against China. While they recognize, the limited power of 

the Philippines, they are insisting that the Scarborough shoal is still a part of the Philippines and 

that the Filipino fishermen has its rights to access and fish around the area. In the sequel, the 

fishermen will always aspire and continue to wait for the complete retrieval, rehabilitation and 

access of the Kalburo without any further knowledge how. 
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In the long run of their situation, the fishermen consider it having no win-win condition as even 

in the event that China stop its control and authority to the shoal and let the Philippines control 

its jurisdictions, the marine life, ecosystem and habitat in the shoal are in sever harm where it 

would take years to restore and such restoration would be a complete cessation of fishing 

activities. So, either way, without doing any harm, the fishermen lost by damages in nature.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 

CONCLUSION: THE SOUTH CHINA SEA AND THEIR LIFE STORIES 

The life stories and experiences of the fishermen reflects not only the difficulties of the nature of 

fishing but also the additional dilemma that China brought in their fishing life. Mostly, the 

beginning of the people’s suffering all originated with China’s authoritative and coercive actions 

in the South China Sea particularly in the Scarborough shoal. It portrayed a greater context of 

power and dominance where the burden’s impact are the lives of regular individuals or the 

Filipino fishermen.  

 

This is largely seen in the scope of Fear and Dominance in which China establishes through its 

actions towards the fishermen of Scarborough shoal. Such sentiments are based on the real 

experience of risking their lives and properties with the basis of a weak Philippine government 

system which has the insufficiency to protect them. Fundamentally, the fishermen on hand 

exposure to the attacks, coercion, danger, stealing and looting cases are largely the sentiments of 

fear and dominance as their life fishing experience changed.  

 

Meanwhile, in the context of Disappointment on destroyed marine environment and the shift of 

fishing volume and income, the abuses to the marine environment and its habitat accumulates to 

the traditional consumers which are the Filipino fishermen. Primarily, the aftermath creates a 

greater dilemma to the situation of the Scarborough shoal as it is severely destroyed and 

unsustainable. As these setting needs a number of years for rehabilitation, the greater victims in 

the end are still the regular fishermen. 

 

In this manner, all of China’s strategy and demeanors greatly affected the life fishing experiences 

of the fishermen in the context of fishing grounds and access, volume of catch and income and 
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further exposure to greater dangers and threats. Such immerse their living in a deeper stage of 

hardship which submerge these individuals to the augmented problems of poverty and inequality.  
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CHAPTER III: THE INFLUENCE OF THE PHILIPPINE GOVENRMENT POLICES 

AND EXTERNAL STRUCTURE 

 

All governments with its domestic and international policies creates a connection between its 

departments, regional bodies, local authorities, community and civil society bodies, universities, 

business and individual citizens.88 Principally, it creates an impacts on a country’s economics, 

education, health care, tax and reforms and many others. With such, it creates a linear link and 

attachment with the regular people’s daily life experiences.  

 

This is the discovered circumstance of the selected Filipino fishermen of Scarborough shoal in 

which all policies in the South China Sea both from the Philippines governance and China’s 

international relations affects their daily fishing life experiences.  

 

Primarily discussing the interrelations of the domestic and international policies of the Philippine 

government and other external structures in the lives of the Filipino fishermen in the SCS, this 

Chapter is divided into three parts mainly: (a) Before the Permanent Court of Arbitration (1990’s 

– 2010); (b) During the Permanent Court of Arbitration (2010 – 2016); and (c) After the release 

of the Court’s decision (2016 – present) to comprehensively explain the interconnection of the 

Philippine government policies’ changes and shifts towards China, the South China Sea and its 

boundless effects to the real living life experiences of the victims of the dispute which are the 

Filipino fishermen of Scarborough shoal. 

 

 

BEFORE THE PERMANENT COURT OF ARBITRATION (1990’S – 2010) 

As reiterated in the literature review, the beginning of the South China Sea dispute is traced in 

the 1970s wherein China’s actions in the South China Sea is counteracted by the Philippine 

through diplomatic partners, relations and strategies. Throughout the history, the very start of 

China’s expansionist strategy created a deepening conflict in territorial claims between the Sino-

                                                        
88 Rachel Briggs, "The Impact of Foreign Policy on Local Communities," Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
(JRF)  (2010). 
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Philippine relations and despite this, both countries maintained a close and friendly cooperation 

covering a strong economic, trade and cultural relations which evidently grows for years.89  

This good relations in the past may or may not maintained the “peace” in the SCS. However, it is 

evident that such close cooperation contributed to the both government’s progress towards 

development and did not disturb the regular individuals working and living within the grounds of 

the SCS. Such was observed on the earlier case of the Filipino fishermen of Scarborough shoal 

as they recall the SCS fishing industry way before the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) 

case and China’s expansionist strategies in its greatest and unsurpassed point. With a reflection 

of a peaceful situation, it was considered as best period for high quality of fish catch, volume, 

income and experiences and as discussed in Chapter II, this period was filled with serenity and 

humanitarian exchanges wherein people regardless of nationality shares and access the shoal 

without conflicts. 

 

Clearly, the evident problems on borders and territories in the SCS left the Filipino fishermen’s 

livelihood and experiences untouched as they still exercise their rights to fishing access in their 

traditional fishing grounds without any conflict and preconditions. That the undisturbed SCS 

before its case on the PCA directly connects to a good fishing life experience for the Filipino 

fishermen.  

 

While other scholars may characterize this as the reflection of the good economic and diplomatic 

relations of the Philippines and China before the PCA Case since such relations goes beyond the 

problems of territorial dispute and towards the development of both economies,90 It can be 

deliberated that the conventional position of the Philippines in the SCS during this “good 

relations” is a manifestation of the asymmetrical relationship between China and the Philippines 

which stands on the basis of a bigger country’s concerns, attention and interests and the smaller 

country’s needs.91 

 

                                                        
89 Lim, "The Political Economy of the Philippines.", pp. 21. 
90 Ibid., pp. 18; De Castro, "Weakness and Gambits of Philippine Foreign Policy in the Twenty-First 
Century." 
91Womack, Asymmetry and International Relationships. 
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As further supported by Womack (2016) he argues that each country acts and reacts within its 

own parameters. In the context of asymmetrical relationship between two countries, the key role 

in managing the association of benefits lies on the bigger country as it can handle the relationship 

based on its own interest and with its greater capabilities, it knows more information on the 

smaller country’s goals, interests, strength and weaknesses. That said, as far as the bigger 

country’s concern does not impacts the smaller country’s status, the smaller country is on good 

state.92 

 

Furthermore, since the 1990’s China as the rising regional power in Southeast Asia has been 

establishing a good economic and trade relations with the Philippines constructing a great deal of 

economic dependency in the future. As a developing nation, the Philippines settles more on the 

importance of economic progress and development93 wherein most of its international 

agreements and affairs largely focuses on expanding and increasing its economic growth 

including the maintenance of the country’s good relations with China as it largely influences the 

country’s economic progress. For this reason, despite of the Philippine government’s knowledge 

on the threats and risks in the SCS grounded from the 1988 reclamation of Subi Reef, 1995 

occupation of Mischief Reef and China’s continuous assertion of its sovereignty, the Philippine 

government failed to prioritize the development of strategic actions in the SCS including the 

improvement of its maritime security wherein sooner or later creates a cascade effect on the 

regular Filipinos working within the SCS. 

 

By the 2011 harassment incident of Chinese patrol boats to a Philippine government tasked 

vessel, the country was highly unprepared and ill-equipped to fight and protects its maritime 

jurisdiction. This was according to scholars as the drastic fall between the two countries 

relations94 and the beginning of all the suffering pertaining to the fishing life experiences of the 

Filipino fishermen of Kalburo.  

 

                                                        
92 Ibid., pp. 42. 
93 Lim, "The Political Economy of the Philippines." 
94 De Castro, "The Aquino Administration’s Balancing Policy against an Emergent China: Its Domestic 
and External Dimensions.";Tehankee, "Weak State, Strong Presidents: Situating the Duterte Presidency in 
Philippine Political Tim." 
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With limited capabilities to contest the Philippine’s maritime territory, the country aside from 

yearning towards the US security umbrella, responded the expansionist activities through solely 

confiding to its soft power and diplomacy by taking part on the creation of an international 

cooperation in the SCS between the ASEAN nations and Peoples Republic of China forming the 

“Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea”.95  But this unbinding agreement 

did not stop China’s endeavors and expansions in the SCS nor the military agreement with the 

US.  

 

Such uncontrolled behavior of China and weakness of the Philippine government to safeguard its 

maritime territory and jurisdiction gravely affected the lives of regular people especially the 

Filipino fishermen of Scarborough shoal. Evidently, the bigger problem rises on the failure of the 

Philippine government to protect the rights of their people. 

 

 

DURING THE PERMANENT COURT OF ARBITRATION (2013 – 2016)  

With no other measures to take against China’s disobedience and noncompliance to the ASEAN 

declaration, the last resort of the Philippines to contest its rights is to file against China fighting 

for the country’s territorial claims, rights and access.96  

 

As argued, such actions of the Philippine government challenged the regional power and 

portrayed an offensive measure to the Chinese government. 97 Although ideally a peaceful 

stance, China responded by enforcing a stronger claim in the SCS controlling all the access and 

control to all Filipino flagged vessel trying to access the area. Evidently, the filing of case against 

China worsen the life condition in the SCS as the Chinese government acted angrily. Such is 

validated in the grave shift of the Filipino life experiences wherein the deepening of all 

nightmares and struggles are traced back to the Philippines filing a case against China. 

 

                                                        
95 "Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea," ed. Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) (Phnom Penh, the Kingdom of Cambodia2012). 
96 "Arbitration under Annex Vii of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, Republic of the 
Philippines V. People’s Republic of China, Memorial of the Philippines." 
97 De Castro, "The Philippines in 2011: Muddling through a Year of Learning and Adjustment." 
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Way before the PCA case, the Filipino fishermen of Kalburo enters the shoal and usually 

conducts a week-long fishing operation. Seemingly having a “fiesta”98 of fish stocks, the Filipino 

fishermen exercises their fishing rights and access wherein they actively manage and forms a 

sufficient fish income and catch within a week. From this short period, the quality and quantity 

of fish gathered are adequate enough to support all of their expenses.  

 

After the filing of the case and during its process, China with great provocation from the 

Philippines, coercively took control of the Scarborough shoal, supervised all types of activities 

and regulated all entries. This started the cry of the Filipino fishermen for fishing access as the 

week-operation inside the Scarborough, turned into a month-long operation outside the shoal and 

eventually to no fishing operations within its parameters. Although during this time, abuse and 

life-hazards are not yet present, the control of the SCS still deeply aggrieved the life-experiences 

of the Filipino fishermen as the counterparts of no shoal access is joblessness.  

 

Such situation would be exceedingly different through an effective maritime self-defense 

capacity. However, given that the Philippines has limited economic capacities, its civilian law 

enforcement has inadequate abilities in protecting the lives and properties at sea. With only a 

limited number of vessels and a thousand sea borders to consider, the Philippines maritime 

enforcement is highly weak and inadequate to uphold the fishermen’s livelihood and to monitor 

its claims in the SCS. Because of these shortcomings, it left the Filipino fishermen unprotected in 

their fishing operations and deprived from their rights and access. 

 

Although most scholars argue that the triggering factor of China’s bad relations to the 

Philippines was the filing at the PCA case, it should be considered that the regime under the 

Benigno Aquino III administration started from a series of mishaps including the removal of 

most government programs tied with China’s government as a response to the campaign against 

corruption from the previous administration.  

 

                                                        
98 A celebration for a very well or great amount. 
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Aside from this, the shift of the Philippine’s close relations from China to the United States (US) 

clearly outraged the struggle of superpowers in its dominance in Southeast Asia and created a 

bigger problem for the geopolitics between China and the US.99 Furthermore, the actions of the 

Philippines to enhance its defense capabilities through the signing of Expanded Defense 

Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) of 2014 and the continuous joint military or “Balikatan”100 

exercises in the SCS displayed an additional play of power against China as it ignited the SCS 

tensions which resulted to a more excessive and exaggerated maritime and territorial claims.  

 

As literature explains, it is natural for a smaller country to limit its exposure when a bigger 

country disrespects its autonomy and vital interest. Through restricting the relationship and 

balancing it with other relationship, the smaller country can be protected by relying on its 

“friends”.101 However, if the actions are considered “unfriendly” by the bigger state, it might 

take pleasure which can cause severe damages to a smaller state in which other threats and use of 

force awakens the smaller country’s anxiety as it has no idea how far the power of the larger 

country can go. 102 

 

This was the evident case of the Philippines as its unfriendly actions are counteracted by a series 

use of threat and power. On one hand, it creates an effect on the greater suffering of the 

Philippines as the regional power of China is elevated in the context of economy in which the 

country could not lose. On the other, such distress goes beyond the small roots of the nations 

which affects the regular people working primarily the Filipino fishermen of the SCS. 

 

In the end, the crisis during the processing of the case in PCA still portrays the realities of a 

small country’s limited power facing a powerful regime wherein the real effects of the conflict 

and dispute rests on the regular people every day trying to survive the course of life. 

 

                                                        
99 Linao, "Philippines Boosts Defence near Disputed Spratlys." 
100 Shoulder to Shoulder 
101 Womack, Asymmetry and International Relationships., pp. 52. 
102 Ibid., pp. 49. 
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AFTER THE RELEASE OF THE COURT’S DECISION (2016 – present) 

The effect on struggle for territory and access was further materialized by 2016 when the Hague 

gave its ruling favoring the Philippines rights and destabilizing China’s claim on “historic rights” 

to both territory and resources in the South China Sea. Although it is momentously celebrated by 

the Filipinos worldwide claiming it was a victory and its importance to further address the 

dispute,103 the greater problem rises on what measures to consider in order to recover the 

reclaimed territory and for the regular fishermen of Kalburo, the bigger question lies on the 

retrieval of fishing access and volume.  

 

During this period of new-fangled difficulty, the Philippine government administration is shifting 

a regime from Benigno S. Aquino III to the current President Rodrigo Roa Duterte. In the 

beginning, the new head of the Philippines displayed and supported the PCA ruling claiming a 

strong stance against China’s actions and reclamation in the SCS. This generated a strong 

‘nationalist’ collective perspective amongst the Filipino nation. Specifically, for the Filipino 

fishermen of Kalburo, such stance of entitlement and declarations created a strong hope for the 

future repossession of the country’s Bajo De Masinloc or in the fishermen’s case, their 

traditional fishing ground. 

 

However, acting accordingly both to the PCA ruling and the Philippines claim, China deployed 

additional Chinese Coast Guard Vessels (CCGV) tasked to control, regulate and monitor the area 

of the Scarborough shoal. As observed by the Filipino fishermen’s of Kalburo, from a regular 

number of five to seven ships, it rapidly increases to ten to sixteen CCGV. This does not limit to 

monitoring but also include the constant abuse, life hazards and threats to the Filipinos accessing 

the shoal and wish to abide China’s dominance. Clearly, China is sending a message of its power 

and capabilities in the SCS. 

 

These fishermen exploitation was characterized by scholars as one of the points considered by 

President Duterte in shifting its foreign policy, strategies and tactics in the SCS.104 Such also 

                                                        
103 Nahginpao Kipgen, "The Philippine’s South China Sea Flip-Flop," in The Diplomat (Washington 
D.C.: Diplomat Media Inc., 2017). 
104 De Castro, "The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy: Unravelling the Aquino Administration’s 
Balancing Agenda on an Emergent China.", pp. 147 
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includes the questions towards the credibility of US military support as its defense strategies 

moving towards “low-cost, low-risk, strike-and-leave operation”105, weakness of the Philippines 

maritime security institutions such as the Philippine Navy (PN) and Philippine Coast Guard 

(PCG), instability of the domestic crisis and the limited economic capacities of the country itself.  

Using these facts, realizations are considered that the Philippines has no capacity to implement 

the PCA ruling on its own.106 Then again, the best strategic policy for Duterte was bilateral 

negotiations with China. 

 

Following the grasp, President Duterte immediately created a series of actions pushing for a 

warmer Sino-Philippine relation by announcing the Philippines openness for bilateral 

negotiations including the possibility of joint maritime explorations. Three months after the 

pronounced decision of the PCA, Duterte visited Xi Jinping through China’s invitation wherein 

the two leaders signed 13 bilateral deals in areas of infrastructures, investments, trade, tourism 

and drug prohibitions. Immediately, “China has improved relations with President Duterte and 

set up a way to settle the South China Sea disputes peacefully”.107 

 

As argued by De Castro, President Duterte “would follow former President Gloria Macapagal 

Arroyo’s national security policy of gravitating close to China while ignoring territorial defense 

and focusing on neutralizing domestic security challenges such terrorism and insurgencies”108 

and although the SCS crisis is just beginning in this period, the people are not affected by such 

relations.109  

 

However, due to strong criticization of most domestic leaders to Duterte’s weak core duty to 

protect its territory on behalf of its people and discovering the results from a national survey 

                                                        
105 David Rosenberg, "The South China Sea: A Crucible of Regional Cooperation or Conflict?," The 
China Journal, no. 78 (2017). 
106 De Castro, "Philippine Defense Policy in the 21st Century: Autonomous Defense or Back to the 
Alliance?.", pp. 18 
107 Jane Perlez, "Rodrigo Duterte Gets Closer to China, and the Neighbors Notice," The New York Times 
2016. 
108 De Castro, "The Duterte Administration’s Foreign Policy: Unravelling the Aquino Administration’s 
Balancing Agenda on an Emergent China.", pp. 12  
109 Tina Clemente, "Understanding the Economic Diplomacy between the Philippines and China," 
International Journal of China Studies 7, no. 2 (2016). 
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disclosing that 85% of the Filipino population wants a stronger assertion on its rights and claims 

in the SCS,110  President Duterte shifted again his ladders by announcing a visit in Thitu Island 

(PH: Pag-asa Island, PRC: Zhongye Dao island) and personally raising a Philippine flag in the 

disputed area. China in response, warned the Philippines for such actions creating a reheating 

relation in which in the end instigating the cancellation of Duterte’s visit. 111 

 

Clearly, the beginning of President Duterte’s administration is inconsistent in many factors. 

Because of such, it formulated an unreliable fishing livelihood in the Scarborough shoal which 

created the rise of confusions and frustrations to the Filipino fishermen. As reiterated in Chapter 

II, after the PCA award, China with its authorities from time to time allows the Filipino to access 

the shoal and also continue to haunts and harass them without any known cause. 

 

While the so called “access” was publicly announce in media and newspapers showcasing the 

integrity of China as they completely allowed the Filipino fishermen to reinstate their livelihood 

at the shoal, the realities of the Fishermen’s real experiences are not complete access but rather 

inconsistent and unstable fishing experiences. Although such can be argued as a reflection of the 

Duterte’s foreign and security policies, the instability goes beyond even after the closer Sino-

Philippine relations. Hence, with no complete control to China’s action, the Filipino fishermen 

will always be considered as the front liner of the SCS crisis. 

 

After the concurrent instabilities of the country’s policies, President Duterte consistently courted 

China with the hopes of winning business, investments and development assistance. By showing 

a coherent and consistent pro-China stance, the relationship is founded on the basis of mutual 

trust and confidence. This notwithstanding the shift away from the country’s traditional ally and 

the new stance away from the importance of SCS dispute by doing little oppositions to China’s 

                                                        
110 "Pulse Asia Survey: Pinoys Want Sea Claim Vs China Pressed," The Philippine Daily Inquirer, 
http://newsinfo.inquirer.net/866275/survey-pinoys-want-sea-claim-vs-china-pressed. 
111 Neil Jerome Morales, "Philippines’ Duterte Cancels Visit to Disputed South China Sea Island," 
Reuters 2017. 
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continuous constructions across Fiery Cross, Subi and Mischief reefs.112 With such, the strained 

ties of the Sino-Philippine relations have improved. 

 

Although with countless criticism by civic movements, the Duterte administration favored China 

by claiming that a closer Sino-Philippine relation is the best strategy for the country as the real 

problem rests within the geopolitics of China and US and not the Philippines itself. 113 

 

With this close association, the condition of the Filipino fishermen in the Scarborough shoal 

gradually improved to a better fishing life experiences. As of February 2018, the Chinese 

authorities stationed in the area no longer attacks nor prevents the Filipino Fishermen to their 

traditional fishing grounds. However, this is only limited to the outside parameters of the 

Scarborough shoal and does not include the inside access of the shoal itself. As mentioned in 

Chapter II, the richness and success of the fishing life experiences of the Filipino fishermen are 

deeply connected to the inside access of the Scarborough shoal in which the majority of marine 

life and species are located. Without access in the inside, the income collected in the fishing 

activities are still greatly limited and the safety of the Fishermen’s life are jeopardized as the 

exposure to strong waves and currents are greater outside the shoal. Then again, the limited 

access of the fishermen still statically shows the grave differences of their fishing life despite the 

fact that they have the right of access. 

 

Undoubtedly, this again illustrates the disparities of powers between the two countries in which 

the Philippines cannot directly assert and impel for its people’s rights against China’s power and 

interest. Even with the slight benefit of the Filipino fishermen’s access, this can be argued as the 

outcome of the small country’s recognition and respect of the bigger country’s power and 

interest.114 Therefore, in this context, China is still in great control of the SCS and the 

Philippines, as a small country, the best choice will always be negotiations. 

 

                                                        
112 Elizabeth Shim, "Duterte Slammed for Response to Chinese Activities in South China Sea," (United 
Press International, 2018). 
113 Chad De Guzman, "Duterte Offers Beijing '60-40' Deal in S. China Sea Joint Exploration," (Manila: 
Cable News Network Philippines, 2018). 
114 Womack, Asymmetry and International Relationships., pp. 214. 
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Since bilateral agreement is the only key for survival and future benefit in the SCS, the Duterte 

administration is now targeting beyond the assertion of the country’s rights in the SCS by giving 

emphasis on the future benefit of the country and its people through “beneficial joint initiatives” 

with China circling around the areas of “fisheries, oil and gas, marine scientific research and 

marine environmental protection, and political security”.115 Aside from this, the series of 

bilateral talks concluded to Xi Jin Ping promising Duterte that China would not build any 

structures on the Scarborough shoal.116 

 

 

CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER III: THE PHILIPPINE GOVERNMENT WEAKNESS = 

FISHERMEN’S SUFFERING  

Above all the interconnection of the Philippine government policies domestically and 

internationally, the fishermen’s life experiences and external factors effects, the suffering of the 

fishermen lies on both the economic weakness of the Philippines as a nation and the failure of its 

government to develop the country’s maritime security and law enforcement agencies in order to 

ensure its core duty to protect the territory in behalf of its people. 

 

Looking at the very beginning of the SCS condition during the 1990s to 2000’s, the indirect link 

of the territorial complications to the Filipino fishermen’s life experiences and the calm position 

of the Philippines in the SCS is a result of China’s behavior and strategies not wholly focusing 

on expanding and claiming the SCS. It portrays the asymmetric power structure between the 

bilateral relations of China and the Philippines wherein as long as China’s power and attention in 

the SCS is inactive, the Philippines is in a good position unresponsive to threats and developing 

for its economic progress.  

 

At the period of the case against China, the government impassivity in protecting the country’s 

maritime territory reflected on its people specifically the Filipino fishermen of Scarborough 

shoal. While fighting diplomatically for its rights, the consequence of the challenge against 

                                                        
115 Anthony Esguerra, "Negotiations on South China Sea Code of Conduct Starts Next Month," Philippine 
Daily Inquirer 2018. 
116DJ Yap, "Duterte Jokes on China Shocks Lawmakers," Philippine Daily Inquirer Online, 
http://globalnation.inquirer.net/164460/duterte-joke-on-china-shocks-lawmakers. 
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China still stands on the grave suffering of its people as China counteracts aggressively. Patently, 

it shows the greater power of a bigger country to act against the smaller. 

 

After the decision, the situation of the Philippines and its people still rests on China’s response as 

a greater power in the region. As the country cannot properly imposed its rights against China, it 

will stay on bilateral negotiations hoping for an international initiative. However, as argued, 

effective international initiative always lies on the bigger country’s approval117 and in this case, 

it will still lounge with China.  

 

While reports show that the closer bilateral relationship made the Filipino fishermen’s situation 

better, it creates a false account as the access outside the shoal is not same from the inside access. 

In reality, the rights of the Filipino people are still bounded and restricted by China in which 

regardless of the access, Changes are already made from their daily life experiences. 

 

Evidently, the critical situation of the Filipino fishermen is the outcome of the Philippine 

government weakness greatly affected by the power of China in the region and in the end, this 

situation still reflects the vulnerability of a small country to a stronger power.  

 

                                                        
117 Womack, Asymmetry and International Relationships., pp. 59. 
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CHAPTER IV: THE CIVIC PERSPECTIVE INFLUENCE OF THE PHILIPPINE 

GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND THE ROOTED PROBLEM OF ASYMMETRIC 

RELATIONS 

 

The civic society of each states embodies the realm of an organized society’s social life. It 

represents a “voluntary association and social interactions not controlled by the state, self-

generating, largely self-supporting and operating within the constitutional and legal frameworks 

of the state and observing a set of shared values”.118 Primarily, it refers to non-state institutions 

facilitating citizen’s participation under a common or similar purpose mostly for the betterment 

of the group in state-affairs. Then again, the civic society’s voice and perspective are founded to 

represent and promote the citizen’s vital interests. 

 

From this civic participation, literatures argue that groups, organizations and movements emerge 

to fulfill the gaps of the national state’s shortcomings. With the main goal of influencing public 

policies, these entities are identified as defenders of social interest issues which plays a “political 

and civic role by bringing social, civic and environmental issues to the agenda and influencing 

government and firm’s policies”. 119 While such actions may lead to the formation of public 

policies, the importance of their voices and perspective are evident as they are known to be 

holders of valuable data and information vital for the development of appropriate and suitable 

policies for its citizens.120   

 

With these foundations, it is evident that the voices and perspective of civic society is vital in 

state’s interests and issues. As this research focuses on the Filipino fishermen’s civic perspective 

in the South China Sea (SCS) or West Philippine Sea (WPS), the discussion of such Filipino 

civic perspective is essential for the completion of the concepts and issues tackled in the SCS / 

                                                        
118 S. B. M. Marume, D. Ndudzo, and A. S. Chikasha, "Role of Civic Society," Journal of Research in 
Humanities and Social Science 4, no. 8 (2016). 
119 Fabrice Desse, "The Role and Structure of Civil Society Organizations in National and Global 
Governance Evolution and Outlook between Now and 2030," The Augur Project Challenges for Europe 
in the world 2030  (2012). 
120 Aisha Ghaus Pasha, "Role of Civil Society Organizations in Governance," in 6th Global Forum on 
Reinventing Government Towards Participatory and Transparent Governance (Seoul, Republic of Korea: 
Public Administration Review, 2004). 
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WPS. It presents a new lens in looking the outcome and consequences of the state’s disputes and 

its crisis. 

 

Primarily discussing the connection of the Philippine’s civic perspective and its government’s 

international and domestic policies in the SCS/WPS, this chapter explain and contextualizes the 

Filipino civic perspective in the dispute, its power to influence public policies and the Philippine 

government response to the needs, calls and request of its people relating to the SCS crisis 

including its failures. It is divided into four parts mainly; (a) The emergence of Filipino civic 

organization in the SCS; (b) The flop of civic perspective: Why it doesn’t work? (c) The rooted 

problem of asymmetric relations; and (d) The Philippines Changing Regimes and failed 

development of Foreign Policy to comprehensively explain and discuss the emergence of 

Filipino civic organization in the SCS/ WPS, the real connection of the civic power’s influence 

and the reason for its failures.  

 

THE FILIPINO CIVIC ORGANIZATIONS IN THE SCS 

From the beginning of the SCS/WPS conflict, both before and after the PH government filed a 

case against China, the Philippine’s civic society is very active in which various Filipino 

protesters emerged fighting and claiming for the country’s rights and sovereignty. However, 

most of such demonstrations are mostly made by the spur-of-the-moment protesters. Clearly, 

there is no identifiable group/s which specifically advocates for the Philippines’ claims and 

rights in the SCS/WPS. 

 

In the context of the Filipino fishermen’s population, although greatly affected and disturbed by 

the rising conflict in the area, there are no collective actions made to raise their growing concerns 

and interests. Distinctively, all hardships brought by the SCS / WPS conflict are all endured, 

tolerated and sensibly managed by these individuals.  

 

It was only by May of 2015 when a group of protesters emerged claiming to fight for the 

country’s rights in the SCS/ WPS in behalf of the whole Filipino community. Collectively 

organized by Filipino youth, the group named Kalayaan Atin Ito (KAI) (Freedom is Ours) main 

objective is to gather volunteers all over the Philippines to join a peaceful protest against China’s 
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aggressive and unlawful military installations.121 Through a “freedom flame caravan” around the 

islands of the Philippines, the first phase of the movement is on the basis of educating the people 

around the country by visiting universities, colleges and educational institutions and conducting 

seminars and symposium tackling the issues of the SCS / WPS dispute. From this, they aim to 

gather at least 30 volunteers from each province to join the visitations and sailing of the group in 

the Spratly Group of Islands (PH: Kalayaan Island Group; PRC: Nánshā Qúndǎo).  

 

After months of actions, by November 2015 the KAI group was able to collect 10,000 volunteers 

signed up for the conduction of a month-long campaign at the Spratly Group of Islands.122 

Represented mostly by college students and young professionals, the volunteers for the campaign 

entails the youth population largely collected by digital civic participation. Successfully, the 

movement created regional chapters representing the 81 provinces of the Philippines to bolster 

the country’s claim in the SCS and create distinctive actions. For these individuals, although 

such action creates minimal effect in the beginning, the wait for international bodies and allied 

countries assistance are inadequate to asserts the rights of the Filipino people. On this account, 

the civic population should conduct such activities to insist the “determination in upholding the 

country’s territorial rights and the national integrity”.123  

 

Meanwhile, according to analysts, these movement’s actions represent not only the nationalism 

and integrity of the Filipinos, but also the reminder to the world and the region of the 

Philippines’ claims and rights in the SCS under the international law.124  

 

However, due to the lack of national government’s support, limitation of economic funds, and 

rising security on the voyage, the plan drastically change cutting the participants from 100 to 47 

volunteers, shortening the voyage from a month to a seven-day trip and instead of visiting seven 

                                                        
121 "Freedom Flame Caravan,"   (2015), https://kalayaanatinito.wordpress.com/about/. 
122 Julie M. Aurelio, "10,000 Youths Volunteer to Stake Kalayaan Claim," Philippine Daily Inquirer, 
November 06 2015.  
123 "Freedom Voyage,"   (2015), https://kalayaanatinito.wordpress.com/. 
124 Ramon Farolan, "The Filipino Students of ‘Kalayaan, Atin Ito’," Philippine Daily Inquirer, January 04 
2016. 
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different islands in the Spratly group of Islands, the movement will just stop by the Philippine 

occupied Thitu Island(PH: Pag-asa Island, PRC: Zhongye Dao island).125  

 

While such changes limit the degree the emphasis of their message, this did not control the 

group’s portrayal of the Filipino nationalistic and patriotic “symbolic act of defiance” against 

China. As reiterated in their official statement, the voyage was in complete materialization and 

success. It immersed and exposed the freedom volunteers to the realities of China’s militarization 

of the SCS and during in their week stay, they are able to witness Chinese coast guard ships 

patrolling in the shores of Thitu island, all within the 12 nautical miles territorial waters and 

Chinese coast guard helicopters scouting closely around the territory.126  

 

Then again, their experiences on this Freedom Voyage is a testification of China’s militarization, 

coercive and unlawful actions in the SCS / WPS. But beyond this, the evident lack of the 

Philippine government’s backing highly limits the impact of the movement’s advocacies and 

messages. Clearly, this justifies the arguments of the social movements studies claiming that  

the main framework of social movements’ impact largely depends on different social functioning 

factors where it includes the environment’s political structure and institutional support.127 

 

In this context, the actions of the KAI movement have no evident proofs of influence and 

persuasion in the Philippine government public policies towards the SCS. However, it 

subjectively created a stronger stance against China coming from the claims and support of the 

civilian population.  

 

This was seen in the PRC’s response strongly criticizing the Filipino protesters urging the 

Philippines to “withdraw all its personnel and facilities from the Chinese islands and reefs as it is 

illegally occupying and stop doing anything that undermines regional peace and stability and 

                                                        
125 Shannon Tiezzi, "Philippine 'Freedom Voyage' Lands on Disputed Island in South China Sea," The 
Diplomat, December 29 2015. 
126 "Kalayaan Protesters Back in Mainland Palawan," CNN Philippines, January 4 2016. 
127 Hayriye Özen and Şükrü Özen, "Public Policies and Social Movements: The Influences of Protest 
Movements on Mining Policy in Turkey," TODAĐE’s Review of Public Administration 4, no. 2 (2010). 
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weighs against the relations between China and the Philippines”.128 And further calling the 

Philippines as the “troublemaker” for heightening the situation and proving to be the real violator  

in the SCS as it has illegal occupation.129 

 

As a response, the Philippine government denied its official support to the activities of the KAI 

movement as the circumstances are highly untimely since the country is waiting for the PCA 

decision. Although the government recognizes the patriotism of these individuals, they 

recommend to seek “alternative ways” to express the civics’ sentiments.130  

 

With such, the group interpreted the national government’s response as weakness and fear to 

China’s power. This further ignited the KAI movement to fight and promote their advocacy in 

the SCS by planning a second freedom voyage inviting all patriotic Filipino youth to join.131 By 

this period, the group publicly announced that the sole purpose is to fight in behalf of the Filipino 

fishermen’s traditional fishing ground as they have limited access in the SCS and awakened the 

sleeping Philippine government from China’s violation of the country’s sovereignty and their 

irreparable harm to the marine environment around the Spratly group of Islands.132 

 

While there was still no official support nor comment from the Philippine government, the PRC  

responded to such announcement by series of threats repeatedly claiming China’s “indisputable 

sovereignty over the Spratlys” and the Philippines illegal occupation that is why it “should 

increase restraint on itself and relevant parties so it does not complicate matters”.133  

 

                                                        
128 Tiezzi, "Philippine 'Freedom Voyage' Lands on Disputed Island in South China Sea." 
129 Gerg Cahiles, "China Calls Philippines a 'Troublemaker'," CNN Philippines, May 14 2016. 
130 Tiezzi, "Philippine 'Freedom Voyage' Lands on Disputed Island in South China Sea." 
131 Manuel Mogato, "Filipinos Plan Second Protest Trip to Islands Disputed with China," Reuters, January 
21 2016. 
132 John Esconde, "Filipino Protesters Plans Second Trip to Disputed West Philippine Sea Islands,"  
China-PH News (2016), https://www.manilalivewire.com/2016/01/filipino-protesters-plans-second-trip-
to-disputed-west-philippine-sea-islands/.;"Filipino Activists Plan Second Protest Trip to Kalayaan," GMA 
News Online, January 21 2016.; 
133 Farolan, "The Filipino Students of ‘Kalayaan, Atin Ito’."; "China Warns Pinoys: Stay out of Pagasa," 
Philippine Daily Inquirer Online, January 25 2016. 
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Hereafter, there was no news and updates on the second official voyage of the KAI in the Spratly 

Group of Island. But, their regional chapters around the Philippines took actions and was seen in 

various occasional display of the group’s advocacy in the SCS / WPS. 

 

On 12 June 2016, members of the group aimed to visit the Scarborough shoal to plant a 

Philippine and United Nations flag to mark both the commemoration of the Philippines’ 

Independence Day and the rule of law in the SCS / WPS. Aside from this, it was also believed to 

be an opportunity to discover the current situation of the Filipino fishermen of Scarborough 

shoal. However, since by this time the Chinese Coast Guard Vessels (CCGV) are in complete 

control of the area, a stand-off incident took place between the KAI group and the CCGVs. 

The KAI group riding a wooden hull fishermen’s vessel, was deliberately harassed by the 

CCGVs by blocking the water way, water bombing and hosting.134 Such experience was very 

similar to the life experiences of the fishermen of Kalburo in conducting fishing activities. From 

this, five of the group’s members attempted to swim in the rocks of the shoal aiming to plant the 

two flags, the CCGV using its speedboats blocked the path, sprayed waters and confiscated the 

cameras and flags of the KAI members and only two of them was able to reach and raise the 

Philippine flag.135 

 

According to Mogato (2016) and Garcia (2016), these actions of the KAI group is an outcome of 

the President Duterte’s outburst campaign in claiming the manmade island in the Spratlys by 

riding a jetski and planting the flag of the Philippines.136 That such public portrayal of 

nationalism and patriotism further kindled the movement in the SCS. 

 

Meanwhile, despite the groups successful illustration of the Filipinos’ civic devotion in the SCS, 

the outcome of their advocacy’s influence is highly limited as it was often criticized of 

endangering the lives of fellow Filipinos given that they lack the government protection and that 

                                                        
134 Agence France Presse, "Filipino Protesters Say Harassed by Chinese During Flag Stunt,"  (2016), 
https://www.rappler.com/nation/136283-filipino-protesters-scarborough-flag-stunt. 
135 Erik De Castro, "Filipino Nationalists Say Flag-Planting on Disputed Shoal Halted by China," UNTV 
News and Rescue, June 14 2016. 
136 Danilo Garcia, "China Ships Stop Panatag Flag Planting," The Philippine Star, June 14 2016. 
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the situation of the Scarborough shoal beforehand is in coercive and ruthless position. But then 

again, such does not ignore the fact that for another time, these Filipino civic group is a complete  

witness of China’s coercive actions and claims in the SCS. 

 

Concurrent to this recent activity, the PRC responded for the second time, stressing that “the 

Scarborough Shoal has been China’s territory since ancient times” and insisting the Philippines 

to “respect China’s sovereignty and refrain from taking provocative actions.”137 Succeeding 

Philippines’ response, for the second time, the government failed to support its citizen declining 

to comment on the certain issue. 

 

Patently, it is evident that the official support of the Philippine includes risks as counterreactions 

of other claimants’ countries especially China are at stake and such activities may further 

escalate the rising tensions in the SCS. However, for these protesters, the opposition of the 

government to conduct these freedom activities are the sole reason to stand against China and to 

further claim the Philippines’ territory in the SCS as it retorts the weak and obtuse actions of the 

national government.138 

 

Further following the KAI activities, by 29 June 2016, volunteers from the KAI Zambales 

chapter decided to visit and resupply the BRP Sierra Madre (LT-57) located in Second Thomas 

Shoal (PH: Ayungin Shoal; PRC: Rén'ài jiāo). For a brief background, the BRP Sierra Madre 

was a United State Navy vessel from world war II and Vietnam war transferred to the Philippines 

in 1976.139 In the official announcement, the vessel was accidentally grounded at the shoal in 

1999 but analyst claims that it was intentionally beached as a counteraction to China’s 

reclamation of Mischief Reef which is 24 kilometers away from the Second Thomas Shoal.140  

 

                                                        
137 Manuel Mogato, "Filipino Nationalists Say Flag-Planting on Disputed Shoal Halted by China," 
Reuters, June 13 2016.;Garcia, "China Ships Stop Panatag Flag Planting." 
138 "47 Young Filipinos Head to Disputed Island in South China Sea in Symbolic Stand against China," 
The Straits Times, Dec 27 2015. 
139 Michael Green et al., Countering Coercion in Maritime Asia: The Theory and Practice of Gray Zone 
Deterrence, Center for Strategic and International Studies Reports (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
2017). 
140 Thomas Etzler, "Wrecks, Rats and Roaches Stand Off in the South China Sea,"  South China Sea 
Dispute (2014), http://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2014/07/world/south-china-sea-dispute/. 
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Since then, the dilapidated vessel served as the Philippines’ military outpost in the SCS wherein 

members of the Philippine navy are stationed. Since China has increasing military presence and 

coerciveness around the area, Chinese vessel often controls the water access preventing 

Philippine vessel to resupply the grounded post. From this point forward, the individuals 

stationed in the vessel often experience scarcity of resources. 

As the advocates of KAI are motivated by patriotism and anger against China, the KAI chose to 

resupply the BRP Sierra Madre all for the benefit of the fellow Filipinos stationed in the area, 

discovery of the vessel’s current condition, and a stronger symbolic act of defiance against 

China.141  

 

Analogous to the previous experience in the Scarborough shoal, the CCGV’s stationed in the 

area chased and blow its sirens to the KAI’s vessel. Since the KAI utilizes wooden hull fishing 

vessels, they can easily navigate across and inside the shoal compared to the bigger CCGV patrol 

boats.142  By this means, they successfully completed their mission and at the same time become 

a witness in the shoal’s condition. 

 

Hereafter, reports shows that the PRC threatened to destroy or tow the BRP Sierra Madre both in 

response to the KAI activists’ actions and the release of the PCA’s decision.143 Waiting for the 

Philippines reaction, for the third time, it failed to comment and took silence on such issue. 

 

From this point forward, the KAI’s advocacy on portraying the symbolic act of defiance is 

limited to online social movement wherein social media participation are taken as another 

approach to spread knowledges and information on the SCS / WPS dispute. Although there was 

no complete silence, it is still evident that the verge of their mission is highly limited without 

support coming from the national government. 

 

                                                        
141 Ben Bohane, "Out to Sea for the Philippines,"  (2016), http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-07-11/south-
china-sea-philippines-resupply-sierra-madre/7583734. 
142 Ibid. 
143 Anders Corr, "China Issues Threat after Philippine Activists Resupply the Sierra Madre in the South 
China Sea," Forbes Media 2016. 
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Such lack of support may also be seen as the sole reason for a weaker civic power in the group’s 

call and invitation for the fourth freedom voyage. As seen in their social media accounts, the 

general Filipino public criticizes and questions the result of the KAI movement’s actions in 

which as of today, there was no evident influence or result. 

 

Clearly, the absence of an effective link between the Philippine government and the KAI 

movement manifests the weak power of the civic group. However, the numerous and repeated 

portrayal of silence from the government shows another context of story. As claimed by Filipino 

SCS analyst, this silence to China is a complete disloyalty to the republic.144 

 

THE FLOP OF CIVIC PERSPECTIVE: WHY IT DOES NOT WORK? 

The success of civic perspective in raising their concerns and fostering the gaps of national 

government role is seen in collective actions such us organizations and movements. As discussed 

in the beginning of this chapter, all civic organization creates actions from “relatively less 

powerful social groups that cannot take part in formal decision-making mechanism at public 

level” which wanted to “voice their demands to public opinion and influence decision 

makers”.145 Such an example is the rise of civic social movements. 

 

According to scholars, civic social movements has the ability to change or influence policies.146 

However, this success rests on internal and external factors. Internal factors in the context of the 

group’s own setting such as “their objectives, form of organizing and strategies and tactics”147 

and external factors as the possible reactions of public and private actors and the political 

environment where the social movement emerged.148 As discussed by Grey (2002), since social 

movement aims at changing public policy and legislations, this requires the state’s support to 

                                                        
144 Supreme Court Senior Associate Justice Antonio Carpio in Nikko Dizon, "Why Are We Not 
Protesting? Carpio: Silence to China Tantamount to ‘Disloyalty to Republic’," Philippine Daily Inquirer, 
September 2 2017. 
145 Desse, "The Role and Structure of Civil Society Organizations in National and Global Governance 
Evolution and Outlook between Now and 2030." 
146Ibid.; Pasha, "Role of Civil Society Organizations in Governance."; Marume, Ndudzo, and Chikasha, 
"Role of Civic Society." 
147 Özen and Özen, "Public Policies and Social Movements: The Influences of Protest Movements on 
Mining Policy in Turkey.", pp. 5. 
148 Ibid., pp, 6. 
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succeed.149 Then again, in the context of all civic social movement’s stability, lacking one factor 

in the process creates a limitation in accomplishing the goals and providing a successful 

influence. 150 

 

This is the faultless situation of the Filipino civic social movement in the SCS / WPS wherein the 

deficiency of support from its political environment is seen as the main reason for the group’s 

failures to influence the Philippine government’s actions and claims in the SCS / WPS and to 

guide the changes of public policies that can protect the rights and needs of the Filipino 

fishermen victims in the dispute.  

 

Although other scholars will argue that the outcome of social movements are unmeasurable and 

undistinguished,151 the evidence of lack of support in the beginning shows the failure of the 

movements further enhancement and operation of its advocacy.  

 

Clearly, the discussion of the movement’s failures and problem roots back to the Philippine 

government responses, policies and strategies in the SCS. This have seen as greatly affected by 

the asymmetrical relations and power structure in the region which can be traced as the root 

cause of all failures. 

 

THE ROOTED PROBLEM OF ASYMMETRICAL RELATIONSHIP 

As discussed in the beginning of this research, the Philippines’ situation and actions in the SCS 

is the result of the country’s weak economy and military capabilities and its greater 

concentrations to its international relations both with China and the United States. But within the 

confines of these relations, the association of the Philippines and China manifests the greater 

disparities of the two country which both claims in the SCS. This is an evidence of the 

                                                        
149 Sandra Grey, "Can We Measure the Influence of Social Movements?," Australian National University 
Research School of Social Sciences  (2002). 
150 Ibid. 
151Marco Giugni and Sakura Yamasaki, "The Policy Impact of Social Movements: A Replication through 
Qualitative Comparative Analysis," Mobilization: An International Journal 14, no. 4 (2009); Ekkart 
Zimmermann, "Ocial Movements and Political Outcomes: Why Both Ends Fail to Meet," in Social and 
Political Movements, Leaders, Education and Communication. Challenges and Expectations in the Age of 
Globalization (Lublin, Poland: International Political Science Association, 2015). 
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asymmetric relations in the region which served as a critical factor for the Philippines stance in 

the SCS/ WPS issue. 

 

Above all discussion, the rooted problem for the Philippines is that the country is a weaker state 

facing a greater regime in the region. A regime that influences the nation’s development factors 

all due to geographic location. As claimed, asymmetric relations between neighboring countries 

creates greater effect on structure and outcomes.152 Because of this, it creates another asymmetric 

attention in which Womack (2016) discussed as disparities in both countries attention since the 

bigger state give less attention to the smaller and the smaller state gives over attention to the 

larger.153 Such is due to bigger country’s bigger arena not wholly focusing to the other and the 

smaller country’s greater exposure to risks and opportunities as the bigger country plays a vital 

role to the nation.154 

 

Although ideally good in the context of Philippines’ development of strategies and policies in the 

SCS / WPS as it produced variety of experts to the larger country’s actions, a greater problem of 

over attention rises in two elements; (1) the periodical production of misperception and 

overreactions ; and (2) the neglection of other important vital factors and interest.  

 

As seen in the first chapter of this research, the Philippines’ actions in the SCS starting from the 

1960’s failed to develop proper policies and strategies notwithstanding the early rise of Chinese 

threat. From the country’s activities, most operations are counterreactions from Chinese 

expansions and not a national strategy. Clearly, the strategies and policies of the Philippines in 

the disputed area are the results of crisis-oriented actions.  

 

This justifies the first element of the problem produced by over attention. As argued by 

Womack, such is the implications of misperceptions from smaller country’s interpretations of the 

larger country’s actions. Because of the smaller state’s too much focus on the larger state, it 

carefully watches its policies and strategies and interprets each as a hostile behavior that will hurt 

                                                        
152 Womack, "Asymmetry and Systemic Misperception: China, Vietnam and Cambodia During the 
1970s." 
153 Asymmetry and International Relationships., pp. 43. 
154 Ibid., pp. 45. 
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the country. With this, it formulates a less coordinated policies which includes intermittent and 

crisis oriented attention155 and forget the actual strategy and policy needed by the nation. 

Evidently, since it looks at the situation as always targeted by the larger country, it disables the 

smaller to produced proper strategies that does not only in response to the larger tactics.   

 

Such is also seen from the failures of the Philippines to observe other claimant country’s 

((Vietnam, Malaysia and Taiwan) action and building in the disputed region because of too much 

attention given to the PRC.  

 

Meanwhile, the second result of over attention is seen from the nation’s domestic people and 

problems in the SCS. While it focuses on its claims and relationships for the benefit of the 

nation’s international arena, a greater problem rises as it disregards the current situation of its 

people. Based on the Filipino fishermen and civic social movements life stories and experiences, 

the national government failed to support the needs, calls and requests of its people. This can 

also be interpreted as one of the results of over attention in Womack’s argument of asymmetric 

relations as the smaller country often treats international relationships more important that 

domestic interests. Then again, in the context of the Philippines, the larger share of its attention 

dwells more to China as such relations are considered to be far more valuable.  

 

In additional to the above, the problem of asymmetric attention also creates the possibility of 

systemic misperception which is greatly based on the larger country’s under attention and the 

smaller country’s over attention. Continuously claimed by Womack, this intensifies the problem 

especially in hostile situations as both countries “tend to produce a vicious circle in which the 

interpretation of the actions of the other side becomes further and further removed from the other 

side’s subjective intentions, and until negotiation breaks down”.156 Furthermore, as all state’s 

behavior in an asymmetric relations are based on the image each states portrays, the 

misperception is a large problem not only to the relationship but to other affected factors. 

 

                                                        
155 "Asymmetry Theory and China’s Concept of Multipolarity.", pp. 360 
156 Ibid., pp. 361. 
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Above the discussed, the real problem and situation of the Philippines rests on the effects and 

outcomes of asymmetric relations between the country and China which largely affects the 

structural function of the nation’s developments. Such is seen in the historical development of 

the country, the progress of Sino-Philippine relations and the Philippines stance in the SCS / 

WPS. 

 

 

THE PHILIPPINES CHANGING REGIMES AND FAILED DEVELOPMENT OF 

FOREIGN POLICY 

As we looked back on the Philippines – China relations and the country’s stance, policies and 

strategies in the SCS, it is evident that starting from the 1960’s the associations is founded on an 

asymmetrical relationship. 

 

From the first claim and aimed action of the Philippines in 1970’s in the Reed bank (PH: Recto 

Bank; PRC: Lǐ yuè tān) aiming to drill oil and natural gas, the project was dropped due to 

economic benefits, distinct warnings and fear of military confrontations. Clearly, way before the 

official relations between the two countries in 1975, the Sino-Philippine relations is based on 

asymmetric associations as the larger country’s capabilities in economic and military gives the 

ability to threaten the smaller country which it cannot reciprocate.157 

 

From then on, as seen in the peaks of Sino-Philippine relations in the first chapter of this 

research, the associations are greatly based on the strength of trade and economy wherein the 

Philippines gives emphasis on the benefits it gets from China. This again portrays the asymmetry 

of relations as the larger country’s existence to the smaller country’s arena is relevantly 

important both because of risks and opportunities. In this circumstance, the Philippines is getting 

more opportunities and its idleness in the SCS is portrayed as it may damage the good economic 

ties with China which eventually effects its development.  

 

                                                        
157 Asymmetry and International Relationships., pp. 45. 



DOI: 10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMPIS.005.2018.A06

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 67 

Meanwhile, the valleys of Sino-Philippine relations present stronger actions in the SCS as this 

time the Philippines finally created a stance and steps towards claiming its territory. However, its 

reservations still fall on the destabilization of peace in the region and its inability to protect and 

safeguard its nation because of weak military capabilities. Then again, it still falls unto the 

smaller country’s only role in an asymmetric relation which circles in detecting risks, controlling 

vulnerabilities, and pursuing opportunities158 while the bigger country is pursuing its greater 

interest. Clearly, the fall of such relations still regards the economic and military power of China 

over the Philippines as it largely limits the country’s actions. 

 

Furthermore, the political structure of the Philippine government also falls as a factor over the 

unprepared, unstable and poor strategies and policies in the SCS and unbalanced plans and 

tactics on China’s role in the nation. Because of regime shifts and changes, every plans and 

actions took in the SCS are often disregarded after the changes of administration. Then again, it 

creates an unstable tactics and policies that can provide a better claims and stance in the disputed 

area. 

 

 

CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER IV: ROOTING PROBLEMS OF ASYMMERTIC 

RELATIONS – THE FAILURE OF THE GOVERNMENT AND ITS PEOPLE 

Lacking the voices of the Filipino fishermen of the SCS / WPS, certain civic movements and 

organization rose both to promote the claims in behalf of the Filipino civic community and to 

fight the rights of the Fishermen that are affected by the dispute. The rise of Kalayaan Atin Ito 

(KAI) movement gave the perspective of most Filipino civic community in the claims of the 

country in the disputed area. Despite of lacking government support, funds and other issues, the 

continuity of its activity gave the symbolic acts of patriotism and nationalism coming from the 

civil society.  

 

However, descriptively observing the outcomes, it is patent that the Filipino civic actions and 

movements are highly weak to further influence the Philippine government. Such weakness is 

                                                        
158 Ibid., pp. 43. 
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seen from the portrayal of silence and lack of support from the Philippine government itself. 

Indeed, the discussion of the movement’s failures and problem roots back to the Philippine 

government responses, policies and strategies in the SCS. 

 

Such Philippine government movements in the disputed is greatly affected by the asymmetrical 

relations with China. It is considered beyond control of a smaller country facing a greater 

regime. Patently, the effects of the asymmetrical relationship between these two countries creates 

a domino effects because of the factors of over attention and misperceptions.  

 

Furthermore, the unstable actions of the Philippines in the SCS / WPS are also considered as a 

result of asymmetric relations with China. It is greatly influenced by the larger exposure of the 

country to risks and opportunities which creates the SCS / WPS as the main bargaining chip to 

emphasize its importance to the bigger country. 

 

In the end, it all falls back to the real people affected in the dispute and the region, in which in 

the context of the civic perspective, its actions and power, it regards to nothing if the nation itself 

is facing a greater regime. 
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION 

Above all the literatures in the South China Sea (SCS) crisis, most focuses in the factors of 

politics, power, and interests of states. It provides a traditional form of political analysis in 

international relations. Such became the motivation of this thesis to look beyond the traditional 

form of analysis in the SCS and present a new sphere of civic perspective in the crisis which is 

not deeply discussed in present literatures today.  

In the very beginning, this thesis is grounded in discovering the impact of the SCS dispute in the

Filipino fishermen’s life stories. Such includes the transition of their situation before, during and 

after the Philippines filed a case against China and the identification of the possible effects of the

factors of nationality, fishing experiences, environment and the Philippine government actions in 

their SCS life stories and perspectives. To form a general conclusion that will be elaborated 

throughout this section, I conclude that the asymmetric relations structure of the Philippine-

China relations is the foundation of the Philippine’s failure of adequate strategies and policies in 

the SCS which will eventually formulate an effect to the life experiences of its people operating

under the region. That in the end, the SCS crisis’s greater victims are the Filipino fishermen as it

permanently changes the life conditions in which no civic empowerment or actions can assists

their needs as it failed to be recognized by the Philippine government all because of the

asymmetric attention present within the Sino-Philippine relations.

The beginning of the Philippine’s policies and strategies does not prioritize the claims in the 

SCS. Despite the early risks and threat of China’s actions and expansionist movement from the 

1970’s, the Philippines have no adequate plans nor actions to counter such vulnerabilities. This is 

due to the limited economic power of the country which affects the development of military 

capabilities. However, this weakness and motionless stance eventually impacts heavily its people 

behind the SCS. 

From the early findings in the fishermen life stories before all the dispute and case in the SCS, 

the roots of all fishing ventures in the Scarborough shoal is filled with peace and humanitarian 

exchanges both from local fishermen and fishermen from other nationalities. This period 
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completely showed the abundance of the mutual concession and compromises culture around the 

area in the benefit of all fishermen. Such only shifted after China’s gradual presence in the 

region which imposed a controlled fishing venture around the Scarborough shoal and eventually 

created all disputes and competition in the area. Since the Philippines has no capabilities to stand 

against PRC and protect its rights, the clear arrival of China with its expansionist actions and 

strategies destroyed the founded culture of peace present in which although disputed from the 

very beginning, the problems of the dispute are not present beforehand. 

 

By the time that the Philippines filed a case against the PRC in Hague, it further provoked China 

to employ an aggressive and coercive stance in the region which is seen in the worsen conditions 

of the Filipino fishermen of Kalburo. Again, without any capabilities in protecting the life, 

properties and its territories, the suffering will be handled by its people. Reiterated in their life 

stories, all fishing access drastically change since China unconditionally removed the Filipino 

fishing rights around the area by complete control of access and entries against all Filipino 

flagged fishing vessels. Such is not only validated in the Filipino fishermen of Scarborough shoal 

experience as other same incidences were covered by various Philippine news agency. Asking 

for the role and response of the Philippine government towards the protection of its people, there 

was no contact, action nor motions made in behalf of its people’s safety and security. Patently, 

the effects were solely managed and burned by the regular Filipino fishermen including the 

inflicted fear and danger situation around the fishing grounds as Chinese authorities violently 

guards and supervise the area by physical hazards and threats through water hose and cannon 

attacks. 

 

Moreover, other aggressive actions of China in exploiting the marine environment system of the 

SCS also rose as a factor in the sufferings of the Filipino fishermen as it created a rippling effect 

on the situations in the area since it destroyed marine environment which badly shifted the 

fishing volume and income of the Filipino fishermen. Clearly, it produced a greater dilemma in 

the Scarborough shoal’s situation not only in the context of inaccessibility of fishing but also in 

its situation as its severely destroyed and unsustainable which will take years of rehabilitation. 
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Looking after the results of the PCA, it created a promising hope for the improvement of the 

Filipino fishermen’s situation towards their access in the traditional fishing grounds. While it 

favors the Philippines and comprehensively provides the rights and freedom of its people to 

operate the area, it also presented the realities of the Philippine government complete weakness 

and China’s total power and control of the Scarborough shoal which disregarded the implication 

of such awards. This is further seen in the actual life stories of the Filipino fishermen experiences 

after the PCA award as it greatly lies in inconsistencies and instabilities of access around the 

SCS which is controlled by the PRC’s authorities. Evidently, such awards favoring the country 

did not benefit nor improve the situation of these individuals as the Philippines has a weak 

military and law enforcement. In the end, such weakness is the source of suffering for the 

Filipino fishermen of Kalburo and it will continuously evolve and develop as long as the rights 

and territories in the SCS is not protected. 

Raising the context of the Philippine government’s knowledge on the situation and experiences

of its people, such is answered as a notedly prominent civic social movement appeared to raise

the issue both in the domestic and international community in behalf of the Filipino fishermen’s

experiences, callings and rights. The actions of Kalayaan Atin Ito (KAI) comprehensively 

embodies the Filipino civic community perspective in the SCS dispute. It created series of

actions and activities that portray the notion of patriotism and nationalism of the country.

However, this power of civic movements is greatly limited without the support of the national

government itself. Then again in the context of KAI, the extent of their influence both in the

fellow Filipinos and public policies are impossible to measure.

Meanwhile, from all the discussed transition of the Filipino fishermen’s situation, it is clear that 

all China’s coercive demeanors and strategies in the SCS immensely affect the whole life 

experiences of the Filipino fishermen of Scarborough shoal in the context of fishing livelihood 

grounds and access, volume catch and income, and further exposure to greater dangers and 

threat. But, from the explorations of this study, the connection of the Philippine government’s 

failure to protect the rights of its country and people from the very beginning of the SCS dispute 

served as the main factor for the loss of rights and fishing grounds of the Filipino fishermen of 

Kalburo. 
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As we look closely on the actions of the Philippine government in the SCS, the failure of the 

country to create a strategy in protecting its rights in the region is largely based on the nation’s 

economic weakness. Such impacted the limited development of the Philippines maritime security 

and law enforcement capabilities which can help protect its rights and territories. Without these 

adequate capabilities, the ability to ensure the protection of a nation’s territory is in jeopardy.   

 

On the other side, the case of this Philippines economic weakness in the region also connects to 

the higher problem of a weaker state facing a greater regime which is seen from the very 

beginning of the Sino-Philippine relations. As its established on the basis of asymmetric 

relations, the partnership with China is a vital interaction for the Philippines as it is in desperate 

needs of economic power and development and because of China’s larger presence both in the 

international sphere of the Philippines and the region, it is evident that the associations between 

the two countries lies in asymmetric relations. From this, it is also clear that the asymmetric 

relations influenced all the basis of the Philippines claims and stance in the SCS in which is 

highly limited because of the importance of China’s role in the Philippine’s progress and 

development.  

 

Also, the over attention of the Philippines to the actions and existence of the PRC in the region 

formulates a less coordinated policies which includes intermittent and crisis-oriented attention in 

the SCS crisis. Such also disabled the proper creation of a strategic plans and actions in the SCS 

without the counteraction against China and just with the future benefit of the country’s claim 

and territory.  

 

In the view of the above, it is evident that Brantly Womack’s theory of Asymmetric relations 

proved the limitation of the actions and strategies of the Philippines in the South China Sea as 

it’s a smaller country influenced by the larger China’s presence. Such limitation is the main 

factor for all the in activities, inadequate policies and sufferings of the Filipino fishermen in the 

SCS. It clearly links that the over attention limits the role of the smaller state to its domestic 

arena, which in the end the people within the country suffers. 
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In the context of the power and influence of a civic perspective, the theory did not provide a 

clean explanation on the smaller power’s domestic arena as its focuses on the international 

state’s relations and connections. This is the limitations as the inattention of smaller state in its 

domestic issue may or may not cause the weak influence of civic perspective movements in to 

public policies. Although the success and failure of any movement are proven limitedly, such 

phenomenon does not create a clean connection between the weakness of civic perspective and 

the government system political changes. 

 

In the end, the continuous utilization of the Philippines in the SCS dispute as a powerful card is 

not an effective way to protect its claims and people. That without the Philippines’ real and 

established claims in the SCS that is based on the benefit of its country and people’s need, the 

larger suffering lies on the people working within the area of the SCS.  

 

While this research focuses and limitations is to present a new perspective in the SCS by 

discovering the Filipino Fishermen’s civic perspective in the dispute, the further 

recommendation lies on the conduction of other research focusing on the same issue in other 

claimants in the SCS to further form a general sense of each nation’s civic power and 

perspective.  
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APPENDIXES 

 

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Name/ Pangalan: 

Age /Edad: 

Gender / Kasarian: 

Educational Attainment / Kakayahang pangedukasyon (Natapos): 

Job / Trabaho: 

Kind of Fishing / Klase ng Pangingisda: Vessel owned / Sariling Bangka: 

 Company owned vessel / Bangka ng Kumpanya: 

 Chartered Vote / Inuupahan: 

 Others / Iba pa: 

 

BACKGROUND QUESTIONS / PANIMULANG KATANUNGAN: 

1. How long have you been a fisherman? / Gaano na katagal sa pangingisda?  

2. How or Why did you choose this occupation? / Bakit o paano napunta sa 

ganitong trabaho? 

 

3. In general, how much do you earn every day? / Sa kabuuan, magkano ang 

iyong kinikita sa araw-araw? 

 

4. Where is the location of your traditional fishing ground or routes? /Saang ang 

madalas na fishing grounds o ruta ng pangingisda? 

 

5. Is there any changes in terms of fishing status in: /Mayroon ka bang napansin 

ng pagbabago ng pangingisda? Sa konteksto ng: 

 

a. Density of catch / Dami ng isda:  

b. Accessibility of catch / Dali ng panghuhuli:  

c. Method of Catch / Paraan ng panghuhuli:  

d. Others / Iba pa:  

  

6. In your opinion, why do you think there are changes and how did it change? / 

Bakit sa iyong paningin ay may pagbabago at paano ito nagbago? 
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BEFORE THE PCA CASE /BAGO ANG KASO SA PCA 

1. How was the fishing status before the Philippines filed a case against China 

before 2013? / Kamusta o papaano ang kalagayan ng pangingisda bago 

kinasuhan ng pilipinas ang China? (Before 2013) 

 

a. How much do you catch / Gaano kadami ang huli?  

b. How easy to catch / Gaano kadali ang manghuli?  

c. Adequacy of Income / Sapat ba ang kinikita?  

d. How accessible is the fishing grounds / Gaano kadali pumunta sa fishing 

grounds? 

 

  

2. Have you experience problems in your fishing experiences in Scarborough 

shoal with any of the following factors / Sa iyong paningin, mayroon ba at 

anong klase ng mga problema ang iyong kinakaharap sa pangingisda sa 

Scarborough shoal o Bajo de Masinloc sa: 

 

a. Nationality / Nasyonalidad (bilang Pilipinong Mangingisda):  

b. Competency / Kumpitensya:  

c. Territory / Territoryo:  

d. Others / Iba pa:  

   

3. Why do you think you are facing these problems? / Bakit naharap sa ganitong 

problema? 

 

  

4. How did you cope up with these struggles during this period? / Papaano 

nakaraos sa problema ng mga panahong ito? 

 

  

  

DURING THE PCA CASE / SA PANAHON NG KASO NG PCA (2013) 

1. How was the fishing status after the Philippines filed a case against China 2013 

onwards? / Kamusta o papaano ang kalagayan ng pangingisda noong 

kinasuhan ng pilipinas ang China? (2013 onwards) 

 

a. How much do you catch / Gaano kadami ang huli?  
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b. How easy to catch / Gaano kadali ang manghuli?  

c. Adequacy of Income / Sapat ba ang kinikita?  

d. How accessible is the fishing grounds / Gaano kadali pumunta sa fishing 

grounds? 

 

  

2. Is there any changes emerged when the Philippines filed a case against China in 

/ Ano o mayroon ka bang napansing pagbabago noong kinasuhan ng Pilipinas 

ang China sa: 

 

a. How much do you catch / Dami ng huli:  

b. How easy to catch / Dali ng Panghuhuli:  

c. Adequacy of Income / Sapat ba ang kinikita?  

d. How accessible is the fishing grounds / Gaano kadali pumunta sa fishing 

grounds? 

 

  

3. In your opinion, did the case against China affected you as an individual? / Sa 

iyong paningin, naapektuhan ka ba o nagkaroon ng ibang problemang 

kinaharap noong kinasuhan ng Pilipinas ang China?   

 

If yes, how did it affect you and why do you think? / Kung oo, ano-ano ito at bakit?  

a. How did you cope up to face such challenges /  Papaano nakaraos sa mga 

problemang hinarap? 

 

b. In your opinion, do you think the actions of the Philippines helped you? Why or 

Why not? / Sa iyong pangingin, nakatulong baa ng pagkaso ng Pilipinas sa 

China sa iyong sitwasyon sa pangingisda? 

 

Oo o hindi? Bakit?  

c. What action could have been done by the government?/ Ano ang dapat na 

ginawa ng ating gobyerno? 

 

d. Are there any actions of you know that the government did to improve your 

situation? / Mayroon bang aksyon na ginawa ang gobyerno para tulungan ang 

iyong sitwasyon? 

 

  

AFTER THE PCA CASE / PAGKATAPOS NG KASO SA PCA (2016)  
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1. After the decision of the PCA in the Hague, how was the fishing status? / 

Pagkatapos ng desisyon sa kaso sa PCA, Kamusta ang lagay ng pangingisda sa: 

 

a. Catch density / Dami ng huli:  

b. Catch availability / Dali ng Panghuhuli:  

c. Adequacy of Income / Sapat ba ang kinikita?  

d. Accessibility of Fishing grounds / Gaano kadali pumunta sa fishing grounds?  

  

2. Did you notice any changes? / Mayroon bang napansing pagbabago?   

  

  

3. Is there are other problems emerged after the decision? / Ano o mayroon bang 

ibang problemang lumitaw matapos ilabas ang desisyon? 

 

a. If yes, what are these and how did you cope up with the problem? / Kung 

mayroon, ano ito at papaano nakaraos sa problema? 

 

  

  

4. In your opinion, did the filing of the case against China in the PCA helped you 

as a regular citizen? Why or why not? / Sa iyong paningin, ang pagkaso ba ng 

Pilipinas sa China ay nakatulong sayo? Oo o hindi at bakit? 

 

  

  

5. In your opinion, are the actions made by the Philippine government for the 

territory in the SCS helped you as a fisherman or as a Filipino? Yes or no and 

why? / Sa iyong paningin, ang mga aksyon ng ginawa ng gobyerno ng Pilipinas 

para sa territoryo sa WPS ay nakatulong sa iyo bilang mangingisda o Pilipino? 

Oo o hindi at bakit? 

 

  

a. Do you have any recommendations for future actions? / Ano ang iyong 

rekomendasyon o nararapat ba na may ibang aksyon? 
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b. Did you receive any actions made by the government to improve your situation? / 

Mayroon ka bang natanggap na aksyon na ginawa ng gobyerno upang 

matulungan ang iyong situwasyon? 

 

  

  

IMPLICATIONS / IMPLIKASYON  

1. What do you think the government should do in the issue? / Ano sa iyong 

opinion ang ginawa dapat ng ating gobyerno? 

 

  

2. In your opinion, how do you think these issue should be handled? / Sa iyong 

paningin, tama ba na ganito ang ginawa nilang aksyon? 

 

  

  

CLOSING QUESTIONS / HULING KATANUNGAN  

1. Are you a member of any associations? If yes, what is the name of the 

association and how did you became a member of it?/ Ikaw ba ay miyembro ng 

asosasyon? Kung oo, ano ang itong pangalan? 

 

  

2. Did this association helped you or youw situation in the SCS in the context of 

fishing? / Nakatulong ba sa kahit anong paraan ang asosasyong ito sa iyong 

sitwasyon sa WPS? O pangingisda? 
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APPENDIX B: SAMPLE TRANSCRIPTED / TRANSLATED RAW INTERVIEW 

 

Research Title: Looking Beyond Sovereign State: 

A Case Study of the Real Victims of the Philippines in the South China Sea Dispute (Draft Title) 

Researched by: Mary Anne Alviola 

Interviewed by: Mary Anne Alviola 

Transcribed by: Mary Anne Alviola 

Translated by: Mary Anne Alviola 

 

TRANSCRIPTION DETAILS 

Name: Diosdado Evangelista  

Date: February 07, 2018 

Respondent No: 1 

Input sound file: 20180207 093854.m4a 

Speakers in the audio file: S1 – Mary Anne Alviola 

    S2 – Diosdado Evangelista 

 

 

S1: Good Morning Sir! 

S2: Good Morning too ma’am. 

S1: What is your name? 

S2: Diosdado Evangelista. 

S1: How old are you? 

S2: I’m 52. 

S1: What degree did you finished? 

S2: I am only an undergraduate high school. 

S1: What kind of fishing status or vessel?  

S2:  I am a boat associate. I belong to a group of 4 fishermen who charters the boat. 

S1: How long have you been a fisherman? 

S2: I started fishing way back in 1984. 

S1: Why or how did you choose this occupation? 
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S2: I wasn’t able to complete my studies and the only available occupation for me is fishing. 

S1: In general, how much do you earn every day? 

S2: the salary is never permanent.  

S1: In average sir? 

S2: because my job in the boat serves as the divers. 

S1: So do you dive or fishes in Scarborough? 

S2: yes in Scarborough. As a diver, it not certain to have a permanent salary. Probably roughly 

around 500 pesos per day. 

S1: Is this already divided for 4 persons?  

S2: Yes. It is already divided. So, we get 500 pesos per person per day. 

S1: So where is your traditional fishing grounds or fishing routes? 

S2: In Scarborough. We usually fish there. 

S1: How long have you been fishing in these areas? 

S2: since then Scarborough shoal has been our main fishing route. 

 

S1: Is there changes in terms of fishing status (e.g. density of the catch, accessibility)? How and 

Why? 

S2: There’s a lot of changes. 

S1: let us start and look at the density of catch. How is it? 

S2: today, there are already few fishes to catch. There are really few fishes. 

S1: How about the catch accessibility? 

S2: We divers, we start diving for fishes at 7 o’clock in the evening up to 4 o’clock in the 

morning.  But what I noticed is that its harder to catch fishes today comparing before. 

S1: Why do you think these changes happened? 

S2: I think it is all because of how China destroyed the Kalburo. Because before, there are so 

many giant clams living there. But now, there is nothing. They (China) took them all. Even the 

corals, they dug and dredged them all. China stole them.   

 

BEFORE THE PCA 

S1: How was the fishing status back in 2013? How much do you catch?  How easy to catch a 

fish? How accessible is the fishing ground? 
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S2: Before, the fishing there is so good because there are so many giant clams. It was in 1984 

when I started fishing in Kalburo and since then, the giant clams are really big and a lot in 

numbers and the corals, you can see there are all blues and greens in colors. You can see how the 

corals varies in Kalburo. But most of it now are taken by China. 

 S1: So it was only China who took the corals? 

S2: China, Vietnam including Malaysian boats. Also, because of this coral dredging, most boats 

in the Scarborough are having a hard time. Instead of being protected by the waves and currents 

through the help of the corals, there is nothing that can protect us anymore because they all took 

it. They chopped the corals up. They completely destroyed it. 

S1: So if we look way back in 1984, when you began fishing. When China isn’t there and 

haven’t destroyed the Scarborough Shoal, do you think what you earn as a fisherman is enough? 

S2: Yes. What I earned before was really good because there are a lot of fishes before and in 

additional we can easily access the mouth of the Scarborough and enter. You know, the opening 

of the Scarborough Shoal faces us, today, you cannot enter inside the Scarborough because 

China restricts you to enter. You are being restricted by the Chinese vessels. That is why the 

lives of Filipino (fishermen) are so hard especially when strong winds hits. Instead of being 

inside and protected, staying out of danger, they (fishermen) are almost carried away by such 

strong winds. 

S1: Do you face any struggles on fishing? In terms of Nationality, competency and territory? 

S2: the only problem I faced there is when you decided to go to the Kalburo, the (Chinese 

vessels) bombs you with water. This is so hard for us fishermen because we are only doing our 

livelihoods. I pity myself, other fishermen and Filipinos. We all needed something in the 

kalburo, they should have just let us do our livelihood. That is the only problem I faced in my 

whole fishing experience in the Scarborough. It started since China arrived. 

S1: Does the restriction of China was continuous? They continuously restrict the fishermen since 

we started filing a case to them? 

S2: It changed when Duterte seated in the position, right now we can now atleast come closer at 

the Scarborough. But before, during the Aquino administration, you cannot enter even come 

closer. 

S1: How do you cope up with these struggles? 

S2: I just lived by it, tried to adjust, but now it is better because of Duterte. 
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DURING THE CASE 

S1: How was the fishing status when the Philippines filed a case against China? (Catch density, 

accessibility) 

S2: It was really hard during this time. We (fishermen) earned so little. Sometimes we earn 

nothing at all. The effort of going 2 days and going back for 2 days goes to nothing. Because you 

are forced to go back. We earn nothing from it. The fishing (in Scarborough) is in crisis during 

that time even the boat owners are all in crisis. There was no livelihood. That is why there’s big 

changes when Duterte arrived.  

S1: What changes emerged when the Philippines filed a case against China? 

S2: that are the changes, what I told you before, that we cannot access the Kalburo and cannot do 

our livelihood. 

S1: What other struggles in terms of fishing did you face after the Philippines actions? 

S2: There is nothing else. That is the only problem I experienced. When China arrived. 

S1: How did you cope up to face such challenges? 

S2: I owe my boat manager some money during this time and was working to only pay for my 

debt. It was like a cycle, continuously owing my boat manager some money and paying the debt 

because the fish catch wasn’t enough and sometimes there is nothing. 

S1: In your opinion, do you think the actions of the Philippines helped you? Why or Why not? 

S2: As a fishermen, I don’t think this helped me, it gave me a hard time on my experiences and 

my government cannot do anything about it. It is me and my fellow fishermen who suffered. 

S1: What actions could have been done? 

S2: I do not know, I just thank God that now it is better. 

 

AFTER THE PCA CASE 

S1: After the decision of the PCA, how was the fishing status? (How much do you catch?, How 

easy to catch fishes? And How accessible to go to traditional fishing grounds?) 

S2:  now, we can come close to the sides of scarborough. That’s a big change since now we have 

our jobs back. 

S1: Did any changes emerged in fishing grounds? (Catch density, availability, accessibility) 



DOI: 10.6814/THE.NCCU.IMPIS.005.2018.A06

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 90 

S2: Sometimes, we are still (water) bombed by China. I don’t know why are they still doing this. 

There are times that their (boats) still bombs us. But the changes are really big because before, 

we cannot access or even come close to the Scarborough but now, we can atleast come at the 

sides of it and come closer to it. 

S1: What are new struggles do you think emerged from the decision? 

S2: there are no new struggles. It is still the same. Aside from the water bombing, theres nothing 

else.  

S1: Did the PCA decision helped you? Why or Why not? 

S2: I don’t think this helped me. Because theres nothing happened it is still the same. China still 

have it. 

 

S1: Do you think the actions of the Philippines (filing a case against China) helped you as a 

fishermen and citizen? Why or Why not? 

S2: There is nothing, this did not helped me because during this time there was no livelihood, 

since you cannot even enter or come close to the shoal.  

 

IMPLICATIONS 

S1: What do you think the government should do? 

S2: I don’t think I have any, Duterte is good because he tried his best fixing our relationship with 

China and the Philippines so that the fishermen can come closer. 

 

CIVIC EMPOWERMENT 

S1: Are you a member of any fishermen organization or associations? If yes, what is the name of 

this organization? 

S2: No. 

 

S1: That’s it sir! Thank you! 

S2: Thank you too! 
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APPENDIX C: RESPONDENTS SOCIO DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 
 

ID** Gender Age Educational 

level 

# of years 

fishing 

Kind of 

Fishing 

Fishing 

location/s 

DE Male 52 Undergraduate 

Secondary 

School 

34 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

RD Male 51 Undergraduate 

Secondary 

School 

36 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

MD Male 36 Secondary 

school 

Graduate 

24 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

ROD Male 36  Undergraduate 

Secondary 

School 

20 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

LT Male 43 Elementary 

Graduate 

30 years  Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

RA Male 40 Undergraduate 

Secondary 

School 

25 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

OO Male 49 Elementary 

Graduate 

33 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

JMJ Male 34 Undergraduate 

Secondary 

School 

19 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

JM Male 59 Undergraduate 

Secondary 

School 

44 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 
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AI Male 28 Undergraduate 

Secondary 

School 

13 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

AIG Male 51 Secondary 

School 

Graduate 

39 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

ES Male 50 Secondary 

School 

Graduate 

35 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

EE Male 39 Undergraduate 

Secondary 

School 

26 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

JSG Male 38 Secondary 

School 

Graduate 

25 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

AAP Male 45 Elementary 

Graduate 

30 years Chartered 

Boat 

Scarborough 

shoal 

** ID – Respondent’s Identifier 




