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Gilberto Teodoro Jr, Secretary of National Defense, Philippines 

Thank you very much. It is my distinct honour to join Minister Chan and our wonderful host for this 

conference, Admiral Cavo Dragone once again, in the first plenary session of this year’s Shangri-La 

Dialogue. I wish to thank the IISS for graciously hosting us this weekend. And I would like to 

congratulate the organisers in advance for yet another successful dialogue. Normally, I start with 

takeaways, but I will leave that to Minister Chan to recap the takeaways that we had. So I will proceed. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, good morning. It is evident to all that we are in a period of transition. The 

institutions, rules and norms which underwrote relative peace and prosperity for decades have come 

under strain, and long-standing structures of cooperation are evolving amid diverging priorities, 

shifting interests and resource constraints. Against this backdrop, it is no longer a question of whether 

the international order will change. Change is already under way. And for us in the Philippines, and 

the wider Indo-Pacific, this international order is constantly being challenged at sea. And I must make 

a prefatory statement that this year marks the tenth anniversary of the Arbitral Award of the South 

China Sea. This landmark ruling affirmed the fundamental principle that maritime entitlements are 

derived not from ‘historic rights’ but from international law, particularly the 1982 United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). 

 

As His Excellency President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr stated in his historic keynote address at the 21st 

Shangri-La Dialogue, and I quote: ‘In the West Philippine Sea, we are on the front lines of efforts to 

assert the integrity of UNCLOS as a constitution of the oceans.’ With our defence of international law 

and strategic location, unlike any other, the Philippines has emerged as a hub for convergence among 

those committed to a rules-based order in the maritime domain, insofar as Philippine interests are 

concerned. Indeed, our allies and partners, some with differences among themselves, have nonetheless 

found common ground in our waters. In a fragmenting world, the Philippines is thus providential, and 

providentially blessed to convene international actors of every stripe in defence of shared principles, 

particularly freedom of the seas, respect for the rule of law, particularly the rights of smaller and 

archipelagic states, sovereignty, and territorial integrity of all states, which must be based on 

international law and UNCLOS for maritime and archipelagic states. 

 

This is a role we are very fortunate to play, and one that we do not intend to take lightly. In that spirit 

today, I would like to introduce a vision of the Philippines. It is entitled the ‘Archipelagic Sentinel’, 

‘Guardian of the Freedom of the Seas’, or ‘a Guardian of the Freedom of the Seas’. The idea was 

developed by a renowned Filipino expert on maritime law, Professor Jay Batongbacal. It is unfortunate 

that Professor Batongbacal is not with us today, but I must give credit to the distinguished professor. 

And it begins, first and foremost, with our geography. Our archipelagic waters are at the heart of busy 

and vital maritime trade routes that link the Indian and Pacific oceans, making them indispensable to 

Southeast Asia and the Indo-Pacific. 

 

Hence, the Philippines is well placed to safeguard maritime liberty and the legal and physical 

infrastructure that enables the world to sail, to trade and to prosper. Guided by this vision, we commit 

ourselves to four important principles. Firstly, our sovereignty and territorial integrity: we will 

maintain the absolute integrity of our lands, waters and resources as recognised in international law 

through modern defence capabilities.  

 

Secondly, the international rule of law: we will continue to adhere to international law, including the 

UN Charter, the 1982 UNCLOS and the 2018 Arbitral Award, which binds the Philippines to UNCLOS, 

as well as the peaceful settlement of disputes through existing UN systems – dispute-settlement 

systems which are fair, transparent and aimed not to gloss over major contradictions or problems but 

to solve the root causes of our disputes. Through UNCLOS, the international community has 

recognised the extent of sovereignty, rights and entitlements that we seek to protect. And on the basis 
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of pacta sunt servanda, we, in turn, will exercise these rights and entitlements in full accord with the 

norms and expectations of the international community. We do this openly and transparently, with 

nothing to hide.  

 

Thirdly, Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) centrality: we will do our part in defending 

the autonomy of ASEAN member states, and ensuring that Southeast Asia remains peaceful, stable and 

free from undue influence of any single hegemon, particularly those that have interests actively 

antagonistic to any of our member states. Now, we recognise that we have divergence of views and 

interests, especially in the maritime sphere. Nevertheless, we hold true to the original ideals of ASEAN, 

that in diversity lies our strength, and through genuine autonomy we will establish the basis of our 

unity. Thus, in our capacity as chair of the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting (ADMM) and the 

ADMM-Plus, we will strive to preserve and enhance our internal cohesion and resist external attempts 

to speak for ASEAN. 

 

Fourthly, deterrence: we will continue to work with countries that share our goal of protecting our 

rights and interests under UNCLOS. Ultimately, as Strategic Sentinel, we will stand watch over our 

sovereign rights and entitlements. And as Guardian of Freedom of the Seas, we will stand watch with 

the international community for this part of the world. This vision is already coming to life through our 

ever-expanding network of allies and partners. We have conducted maritime cooperative activities 

with partners such as Australia, Canada, France, Japan, New Zealand and the United States, and we 

are open to participation of other countries that share our commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific. 

May I make note that none of the ASEAN countries has ever claimed that these maritime cooperative 

activities are destabilising to regional peace and security. 

 

In a similar vein, we have robust ties with our neighbour and fellow archipelagic country Indonesia, 

and we welcome its enhanced defence partnerships with our treaty partners: Australia, Japan and the 

United States. These developments reflect a shared recognition across the Indo-Pacific that we need 

more convergence. Understandably, it is a challenge for countries to find common ground while 

attending to our own national interests. Nonetheless, this exercise has been facilitated by growing 

concern over a certain actor’s behaviour against its much smaller neighbours. To this day, the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC), upon – and it is our assertion – upon whom the 2016 Arbitral Award is legally 

binding, continues to disregard it. I would like, therefore, to reiterate that the refusal to participate in 

Annex VII proceedings under UNCLOS by a party that ratified UNCLOS does not absolve that party 

of responsibility to comply with the judgment of the arbitral tribunal. 

 

The refusal to participate, and subsequent denial of the tribunal’s jurisdiction and validity of its award, 

is contrary to international law. Instead of honouring their obligations under UNCLOS, the PRC exhorts 

the Philippines to ‘return to the path of negotiations’. This reflects what retired Indian Foreign Secretary 

Vijay Gokhale describes in his recently published book, China Wars, as a ‘talk and take strategy’. In the 

context of the South China Sea, the author wrote, and I quote: ‘The diplomacy gives the impression of 

restraint and a commitment to a peaceful negotiation, even as the ground realities are fundamentally 

altered.’ This is consistent with a pattern of behaviour that we have seen exercised against the 

Philippines. To name but one example, former US Representative Mike Gallagher and Aaron MacLean 

wrote in Foreign Affairs that during the Korean War, communist forces who were losing on the 

battlefield shifted to negotiations where they could still achieve what they could not win by force. For 

the PRC, therefore, in the Philippine experience, negotiations are therefore not a path to conflict 

resolution but a means of gaining advantage. And we will not be deceived. 

 

For our part, the Philippines has consistently adhered to UNCLOS and its dispute-settlement 

mechanisms. Any diminution of UNCLOS cannot be accepted under the Philippine constitution. It is 
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the basis of our territory and maritime rights which we are mandated to defend, not only for us but for 

subsequent generations of Filipinos. 

 

Beyond challenges in the maritime domain, sadly, we have monitored foreign activities that are 

inimical to our national interests. Recent espionage convictions in Britain and an elected US official 

pleading guilty, acting as an illegal agent, are not isolated incidents. They are indicative of a pattern of 

interference that demands our consistent vigilance. 

 

A recent raid of the Chinese national-owned Philippine Sanjia Steel Corporation is just as revealing. 

The factory produced and sold substandard steel at artificially low prices, distorting market 

competition and eroding our industrial resilience. It, likewise, discharged contaminated materials and 

waste water into a nearby river, posing serious risks to the environment and the health of surrounding 

communities. It is also being investigated for former linkages to online gambling and criminal 

networks. This case illustrates the need for like-minded countries to build mutually beneficial and 

reliable supply chains. 

 

In the information domain, unfortunately, we are witnessing the improper use of history, including the 

unfair vilification of Japan, to obscure one’s own misbehaviour at present. Japan certainly is a model 

citizen of the world, and I think there is unanimity among almost all of us. Our convergence is therefore 

necessary, first as defence specialists, to resist malign activities, and preserve the political, economic 

and social fabric of our individual societies. In the face of these challenges, diplomacy is extremely 

important, but it cannot, on its own, keep pace with the rapid changes in the world order, which 

certainly allows some actors to exploit. Hence, it falls upon us, defence and military practitioners, not 

only to safeguard our own country’s sovereignties and territorial integrities but also to protect our 

people from the fallout of transitions in the world. 

 

And so I close with a call for convergence, to protect human life, to protect future generations, to protect 

the rights of smaller and archipelagic countries. In last year’s Shangri-La Dialogue, I advocated for 

cross-regional security cooperation, because disruptions in the international system, whether in Europe 

or in the Middle East, have spillover effects throughout the world. Earlier this year, I echoed the same 

message at the Paris Defence and Strategy Forum, because recent events have made it all the more 

necessary. In that forum, on the sidelines, we signed our first Status of Visiting Forces Agreement with 

a European country, that is, France. Filipinos form the backbone of the global seafaring industry, as 

well as many healthcare systems around the world. And regrettably, our nationals have been caught in 

the crossfire, particularly in the Middle East. 

 

It must therefore be said that the international order should have a special concern and obligation to 

protect migrant workers from the Philippines, among Asian countries, smaller countries, not only 

because their rights and dignity must be upheld as a fundamental obligation of humankind, but also 

because their very services and sacrifice underpin the global economy and quality of life of the countries 

they serve, and on the sea lanes they ply. Ultimately, in a fragmenting world, convergence is not merely 

an option. It is an imperative, and the Philippines is actively embracing and acting on this imperative. 

Thank you, and a pleasant good morning to each and every one of you. 

Dr Bastian Giegerich, Director-General and Chief Executive, IISS 

Minister, thank you very much for your speech and outlining the principles that have, of course, also, 

as you mentioned, infused your President’s keynote address here in this very forum and the 

chairmanship of ASEAN. Thank you very much, and, of course, for good reasons, you focused on the 

maritime domain, which we will come back to. 
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