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Abstract 

 
The sea acts as an essential bridge linking the Pacific and Indian oceans, holding great significance due to 

its major role in trade and military routes connecting East Asia to Europe and the Middle East. Covering 

over 3 million square kilometers (1.16 million square miles) on the western edge of the Pacific, the South 

China Sea (also known as the West Philippine Sea) stands as a focal point. This research aims to assess the 

maritime security level in Malampaya, particularly in terms of human resources. It includes the installation 

of EDCA sites, Philippine Rise, and southern backdoor security. Through focused group discussions, the 

study concludes and outlines recommendations.  It highlights the limited overall capability of the AFP 

(Armed Forces of the Philippines) and PCG (Philippine Coast Guard) in defending against threats in 

maritime and air environments in the said area. Moreover, safeguarding the security of major areas such as 

the Camago Malampaya Petroleum Resource Area, Mindanao Southern backdoor and the Ayungin Shoal 

remains a challenge. Furthermore, a call for increased budget allocation to procure proper equipment and 

military hardware is emphasized. This investment aims to fortify deterrence against potential military 

intrusions, particularly from nations like China, thus safeguarding the Philippines' sovereignty, maritime 

security, safety, and interests. It will also prevent future terrorist attacks, particularly in the southern 

Mindanao area and sea borders from our neighboring countries. 

 

Keywords: Maritime Security, Maritime Safety, Maritime Cooperation 

 

Introduction 

 “That whoever controlled the seas controlled the world because the seas were the key to world 

dominance.” Alfred Thayer Mahan. According to Mahan’s book, “The Influence of Sea Power upon 

History”, he asserted that “a nation that has a coastline must have a navy to maintain its national and foreign 

security. “ The sea acts as an essential bridge linking the Pacific and Indian Oceans. It holds great 

significance due to its major role in trade and military routes connecting East Asia to Europe and the Middle 

East.  Covering over 3 million square kilometers (1.16 million square miles) on the western edge of the 

Pacific, the South China Sea (also known as the West Philippine Sea) stands as a focal point. The Philippines 

is one of the countries and one of the five archipelagic sovereign states in the world ( Fiji, Indonesia, Papua 

New Guinea, the Bahamas, and the Philippines) with very rich natural resources.  

According to the Mines and Geosciences Bureau (MGB ), the Philippines' mining potential is ranked 

fifth largest in the world. In 2019, the Philippines was the world’s second-ranked producer of nickel and 

accounted for 12% of the world's production and 5.1% of the world's reserves. 

http://www.apjaet.com/
mailto:lexusrapide@gmail.com
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The potent part of the Philippine’s sovereignty that needs to have maritime security are the following: 1) 

The Camago Malampaya Area and Ayungin Shoal Area in the West Philippine Sea; 2) The EDCA Sites 

surrounding the Philippine Archipelago; 3) The Philippine Rise (Benham Rise) in the East Philippine Sea. 

4) The Southern backdoor in the Sulu Sea and the Celebes Sea. 

The West Philippine Sea is the main maritime link between the Pacific and Indian oceans, giving it 

enormous trade and military value. Its shipping lanes connect East Asia with Europe and the Middle East.  

The South China Sea (West Philippine Sea) covers more than 3 million square kilometers (1.16 million 

square miles) on the western edge of the Pacific.  

It is also home to some of the world's biggest coral reefs and, with marine life being depleted close 

to the coasts, it is becoming increasingly important as a source of fish to feed the growing population. Major 

unexploited oil and gas deposits are believed to lie under the seabed. 

Rival claims to the South China Sea have for decades been a source of tension in the region. Both 

China and Taiwan claim nearly all of the sea; while Vietnam, Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei each have 

often overlapping claims to parts of it. 

The Philippines occupies nine of the Spratlys, including Thitu Island, the second largest in the area. 

The Philippines has a military presence and civilians living on Thitu, which it calls Pagasa. 

China's claim over the sea is based on a historical map of "ten dashes" that approaches the coast of other 

countries. But rival countries complain that these dashes are kept deliberately vague so that no one knows 

China's exact claims. Beijing and most other countries refer to this body of water as the South China Sea. 

Hanoi calls it the East Sea and Manila officially refers to it as the West Philippine Sea. 

China has held all of the Paracel islands since a conflict with South Vietnam in 1974 that left 53 

Vietnamese military personnel dead. Vietnam is believed to occupy or control more than 20 of the Spratly 

islands and reefs, the most of any claimant. The Philippines occupies nine of the Spratlys, including Thitu 

Island, the second largest in the area. The Philippines has a military presence and civilians living on Thitu, 

which it calls Pagasa. 

 
 

Figure 1. Spratly Islands 

http://www.apjaet.com/
http://www.rappler.com/nation/12277-west-ph-sea-now-official-so-what
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China occupies at least seven of the Spratlys including Johnson Reef, which it gained after a naval 

battle with Vietnam in 1988. In 1995, China began building structures on Mischief Reef, within the 

Philippines' exclusive economic zone. Tensions between the Philippines and China started to ratchet up 

significantly in March 2011, when Chinese vessels harassed a Philippine-chartered gas exploration vessel 

at Reed Bank. 

The Philippines then accused the Chinese of a pattern of intimidation, including firing warning shots 

at Filipino fishermen and laying buoys around Philippine-claimed islets.   A stand-off between Chinese and 

Philippine vessels that began in April 2013 at Scarborough Shoal further inflamed tensions gym. former 

Philippine Foreign Minister Albert del Rosario accused China of "duplicity" and "intimidation". 

The 10-member Association of Southeast Asian Nations and China adopted a non-binding 

"declaration of conduct" in 2002 to discourage hostile acts. But attempts to turn it into a legally binding 

"code of conduct" have failed.  The dispute has created divisions within ASEAN. A meeting of foreign 

ministers in July ended for the first time in the bloc's 45-year history without a joint statement because of 

infighting over the issue.  Meeting host Cambodia, a China ally, rejected a Philippine push for the statement 

to take a harder line against the Chinese. 

China has claimed new territory less than 50 miles (80 kilometers) from a Philippine province, 

boosting tensions over potentially resource-rich areas of the South China Sea, but the Philippines has 

dismissed the claim. Beijing has been asserting its territorial claims more aggressively as its economic and 

diplomatic muscle has grown.  

Its new claims are likely to bolster the Philippine resolve to seek a U.N. ruling on the long-

simmering disputes, which involve China, the Philippines, and four other claimants. In its ruling, the arbitral 

tribunal rejected any PRC territorial or maritime claim to areas determined by the tribunal to be part of the 

Philippines' Exclusive economic zone and continental shelf. As provided under the convention, the 2016 

arbitral decision is final and legally binding on the PRC and the Philippines. (Antony  J. Blinken, A.J., 

2024)  

With regards to our territorial waters, according to a Philippine Star article last September 18, the 

Philippine Coast Guard has deployed one of its newest vessels to fight terrorism, piracy, and armed robbery 

at sea in the southern backdoor to enhance public safety and security in the conflict area. The PCG vessel 

BRP Bagacay will help boost security along the border in the southern Philippines where Abu Sayyaf-

linked pirate groups operate. Evaluating and enhancing the maritime security level in Malampaya and 

adjacent strategic locations such as Camago Malampaya area, Ayungin shoal, EDCA sites, Philippine Rise, 

and the Southern Backdoor (Sulu and Celebes Sea), focusing on human resource capacity, strategic 

positioning, and the readiness of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) and Philippine Coast Guard 

(PCG). 
 

Objectives of the Study 

 

The purpose of this study was to 1) assess the Level of Maritime Security in the  Malampaya Area in 

terms of  Human Resources; 2)  evaluate the Gap Bridged in the Study; 3) discuss the contemporary view on 

the Spratly Island group controversy. 

 

Research Methodology 
 

 

The study necessitated a credible source of data from the experience, knowledge, and decision-

making of current officers of the Armed Forces of the Philippines, Maritime Police, and Merchant Mariners 

both onboard vessels and onshore. 

http://www.apjaet.com/
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Specifically, the study uses a qualitative research design through focused group discussions and 

interviews with subject matter expert stakeholders. The study concludes and outlines recommendations 

upon collation of data. 

 

Results and Discussion 

1. The Malampaya gas field 

 

 
Figure 2. Location of Malampaya gas field 

The Malampaya gas field is a natural gas field located in the West Philippine Sea with a Latitude of 11.56, 

and Longitude of 118.85, and 80 km Northwest of mainland Palawan, Philippines, which is 3,000 meters 

below sea level. Natural gas resources in the Philippines total 25.7 - 39.5 trillion cubic feet (Tcf), of which 

3.4 - 5.4 Tcf are discovered recoverable reserves.   

It began production in 2001 and produces natural gas and condensates. The total proven reserves of the 

Malampaya gas field are around 3.7 trillion cubic feet (105 km³). The Malampaya gas field is the first such 

facility in the country, helping the government trim the need for imported energy 

 

 
 

Figure 3. The Malampaya gas field 

http://www.apjaet.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_gas_field
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Philippine_Sea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_gas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_gas_condensate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proven_reserves
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2. Level  of Maritime Security in the  Malampaya Area in terms of  Human Resources 

 

A joint air and sea capability and interoperability was conducted among the Maritime Task Group 

Malampaya (MTGM), Air Task Group Malampaya (ATGM), and Special Operation Task Group 

Malampaya (SOTGM). the demonstration exercise displayed the capability of the said task groups to 

quickly respond in different situations involving threats to MALAMPAYA through detection, interception, 

handling of apprehended persons, raid, patrolling, extraction, fire, and maneuvers. 

The security of the Malampaya Deep Water Gas to Power Project is among the Philippine Coast 

Guard’s (PCG) priority operations. To protect substantial private investments and preserve energy security 

for the country, certain waters, submerged lands, and foreshore areas are reserved as safety and exclusion 

zones.  PCG forces carry out sustained patrols in the area which covers hundreds of kilometers of submerged 

pipeline from Ilin Point to Batangas.“The NTF WPS according to  Secretary Eduardo Ano, has already 

directed patrols on all features within the West Philippine Sea, within our 200 nautical miles ( EEZ) because 

no other country has the right to guard it except the Philippines. ( Gascon, M.,  Philippine Daily Inquirer, 

2024). The Philippines relies heavily on the electricity and natural gas acquired from the Malampaya gas 

fields.  This reserve is expected to run dry in 2027, causing an energy crisis. The nation must now choose 

between transitioning to renewable energy or exploring new fields in the gas-rich South China Sea. Western 

Command recently upgraded its naval air power with the acquisition of the Scan Eagle UAS in coordination 

with the JUSMAG. The Philippines is beefing up the capabilities of the Joint Task Force Malampaya to 

ensure we can protect the country’s crown jewel from all forms of threats. 

The Puerto Princesa, Palawan-based Western Command (WESCOM) announced that there are no 

reported intrusions or security threats around the Malampaya Natural Gas to Power Project (MNGPP) 

platform.This came after the BRP Artemio Ricarte (PS-37), one of the three Jacinto-class patrol vessels in 

service, completed its three-day maritime patrol mission off the platform and its more than 500 km.-long 

pipelines. ( Nepomuceno, P.,  2022) 

“The NTF WPS according to  Secretary Eduardo Ano, has already directed patrols on all features 

within the West Philippine Sea, within our 200 nautical miles ( EEZ) because no other country has the right 

to guard it except the Philippines ( Gascon, M., Philippine Daily Inquirer,  May 2024) 

The Philippines relies heavily on the electricity and natural gas acquired from the Malampaya gas 

fields. This reserve is expected to run dry in 2027, causing an energy crisis.  

 

 
 

Figure 3. Ships sent off by the Philippine Fleet based in Sangley Point, Cavite to conduct maritime patrol 

and surveillance; maritime law enforcement; and maritime security operations 

http://www.apjaet.com/
https://palawan-news.com/author/priam-nepomuceno/
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The nation must now choose between transitioning to renewable energy or exploring new fields in 

the gas-rich South China Sea. Two multi-purpose attack craft (MPAC) and a Naval vessel were deployed 

to patrol the waters off Palawan, particularly the Malampaya gas field area will also be utilized in rescue 

operations the Philippine Navy said. The Naval Forces West (NavForWest), confirmed that BRP Nestor 

Reinoso (PC380) and the 3rd Boat Attack Division composed of two MPACs, will be under the operational 

control of Joint Task Force-Malampaya of the Palawan-based Western Command (WesCom). 

The three ships were sent off by the Philippine Fleet based in Sangley Point, Cavite to conduct 

maritime patrol and surveillance; maritime law enforcement; and maritime security operations.  

The Western Command is beefing up security at the Malampaya natural gas platform located off the 

coast of this province to ensure its continued operation in case of any unforeseen threats. According to Vice 

Admiral Alberto Carlos, “Securing the energy crown jewel is paramount, necessitating elevated security 

measures that include training the facility personnel to collaborate with the military. 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Security at the Malampaya natural gas platform 

3. Maritime Waters 

 

Figure 5. Maritime Waters 

http://www.apjaet.com/
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3.1. EDCA sites 

The United States stands steadfast in support of the Philippines as  announced plans  to expand the 

Enhanced  Defense Cooperation Arrangement ( EDCA ) to include four new sites : 

Naval Base Camilo Osias in Santa Ana Cagayan;  Camp Melchor De  La Cruz in Gamu Isabela; Balabac 

Island in Palawan;and Lal-Lo Airport in Cagayan. 

In addition to the five existing sites, these new locations will strengthen the interoperability of the U.S. 

and Philippine Armed Forces and allow us to respond more seamlessly together to address a range of shared 

challenges in the Indo-Pacific region, including natural and humanitarian disasters. 

The Department of Defense will work in lockstep with the Philippine Department of National Defense 

and Armed Forces to rapidly pursue modernization projects at these locations. 

      

      

      

      

      

      

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. EDCA Sites 

 

4. Philippine Rise 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Philippine Rise 
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Figure 8. Maritime Zone 

The Philippine Rise formerly known as the Benham Rise, is part of the Philippines’  as declared by 

UNCLOS and is within our exclusive economic zone and extended continental shelf which is only 12 miles 

from land. We must assert our sovereignty over the large ocean region off the country’s northeastern coast. 

The oil and gas exploration projects being undertaken particularly in the Camago Malampaya Sea area are 

also at risk. With the intrusion of the Chinese and Taiwanese vessels in particular near the subject sea area 

maritime security was seriously breached. 

Essential to our maritime security is the strengthening of our Philippine Navy and Philippine Coast Guard 

vessels and hardware to effectively monitor, patrol, and defend our territorial waters. 

The UN approved the Philippines’ claim to the area in April 2012. On May 16, 2017, former President 

Duterte signed an order renaming it the Philippine Rise. 

A team of Filipino scientists sailed to the Philippine Rise on the country's eastern side, exploring 

unknown treasures in the resource-rich undersea region. Scientists are looking at prospects for energy 

sources in the area, and the possibility of obtaining compounds on marine organisms that may benefit the 

medical and pharmaceutical fields 

The UN approved the Philippines’ claim to the area in April 2012. On May 16, 2017, former 

President Duterte signed an order renaming it the Philippine Rise. A team of Filipino scientists sailed to the 

Philippine Rise on the country's eastern side, exploring unknown treasures in the resource-rich undersea 

region.A ceremony was held on May 15 aboard the Philippine Navy’s BRP Davao Del Sur simultaneous 

with the laying of an underwater flag marker at the Benham Bank, the shallowest point in the Philippine 

Rise. Scientists are looking at prospects for energy sources in the area, and the possibility of obtaining 

compounds on marine organisms that may benefit the medical and pharmaceutical fields. 

The Philippine Rise is a 13-million-hectare underwater plateau located some 250 km east of northern 

Luzon. The Philippine Rise Bank exhibits a rich marine biodiversity. Its roofscapes contain corals, algae, 

sponges, and Halimeda, which sustain a variety of fish.  

 
 

Figure 9. Marine organisms 

http://www.apjaet.com/
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Results of exploratory fishing suggest that the Philippine Rise yields the highest catch rate of tuna 

species compared with other country areas. The Philippine Rise may also contain seabed resources such as 

cobalt-rich ferromanganese crusts, and hydrothermal polymetallic sulfides that contain minerals used in the 

aerospace industry. Experts have revealed vast deposits of methane hydrate in the area, which is believed 

to be a larger hydrocarbon resource than the world’s oil, gas, and coal resources combined. 

5. The Southern Backdoor 

 
 

Figure 10. Philippine backdoor 

 

The Philippines' porous border with Malaysia has, since time immemorial, been a gateway leading 

to opportunities for Filipinos in the country's southern region. In recent years, the so-called Philippine 

backdoor, however, has become a "highway" for smuggled goods and people. Philippine authorities 

implemented stricter anti-trafficking measures after a recruitment syndicate was discovered to have used 

this backdoor to traffic people to the Middle East. 

The Celebes Sea emerged as a vital security flashpoint in the wake of the siege of Marawi City by 

the Islamic State-linked Maute Group. In 2014 Manila and Jakarta signed a landmark agreement that 

established boundaries to their overlapping maritime territories in the Celebes Sea, ending a decades-old 

dispute. Both countries have since conducted annual coordinated patrols intended to strengthen security in 

sea lanes Manila and Jakarta have since closely cooperated to intensify security measures in Celebes Sea 

waters to thwart the possible reinforcement of Indonesian militants with the Maute Group fighting the 

Philippine military in a battle that has raged for over four months and destroyed most of Marawi, a major 

Islamic city in the Catholic-dominated nation. 

 

6. Trilateral Maritime Patrol 
 

Philippines, Indonesia, and Malaysia established the Trilateral Maritime Patrol at the Tarakan Naval 

Base in North Kalimantan, Indonesia. The Sulu Sea, which separates the Mindanao Muslim provinces of 

Basilan, Sulu, and Tawi-Tawi from Malaysia’s Sabah state, has been cited by the military as another possible 

entry point for pro-Islamic State militants from Malaysia. 

 
 

7. Maritime Piracy 

 

http://www.apjaet.com/
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Data from the Philippine Coast Guard obtained by Maritime Fairtrade shows at least two incidents 

happened in the southern part of the country during the first quarter of the year – one involving the robbery 

of a ship and the other an attempt at an unauthorized boarding of a bulk carrier. 

According to statistics from the Coast Guard, such incidents have been common in the Philippines over 

the last few years, with 12 other similar incidents and 14 attempts recorded since 2016. of this number, a 

single incident happened in 2020. 

According to the Philippine Star, Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines launched joint air patrols. The air and 

maritime patrols are aimed at "deterring the use of these back channels and counter the movement of violent 

extremists and terrorists across the borders of our three nations."  It is especially important to secure the sea 

lanes because about $40 billion worth of trade transits through the Sulu Seas each year. 

 

 
 

Figure 11. Maritime Patrol 
 

The military has activated a new naval base in Barangay Rio Hondo in Zamboanga, five years after 

the infamous siege that brought turmoil to the city. The Philippine Navy and Royal Australian Navy (RAN) 

conducted joint maritime patrol exercises in the Sulu Sea, the site of frequent cross-border kidnapping and 

hijacking attacks by militants linked to the Abu Sayyaf group. The exercise between the Philippines and 

Australia is embodied in the Code of Unplanned Encounters at Sea, an agreement signed by 21 countries, 

including Manila and Canberra, that limits the occurrence of incidents at sea and prevents the escalation of 

tensions. 

8. Update Philippine Defense 

 
 

Figure 12. Cutting-edge submarine 

http://www.apjaet.com/
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Top Korean shipbuilding firm Hanwha Ocean has offered to help the Philippines boost its maritime 

defense capabilities through a cutting-edge submarine. 

 

 

Figure 13. The  2
nd

 Pohang-class corvette from South Korea 

The Philippine Navy finally received the 2
nd

 Pohang-class corvette from South Korea on July 28, 

2023. 

 
 

Figure 14. The BRP Tubbataha 

 

The BRP Tubbataha, the first of 10 patrol vessels provided by Japan. Three MPACs had officially 

been added to the 3rd Boat Attack Division of the PN’s Littoral Combat Force (LCF) in May 2017 under 

Philippine defense modernization plans, and they were made available for use for a variety of purposes 

including patrols, search and rescue, ship boarding, and surface warfare operations. 
 

Multipurpose Assault Craft (MPAC) is a type of fast assault craft developed for the Philippine 

Navy. It is designed to transport troops at a high speed and then land them on the beach. After some delays, 

Philippine defense officials confirmed subsequently that the missile system had finally arrived in late April 

2018. 
 

9. Gap Bridged by the Study 
 

In the past almost 4 decades we have seen the continuous negligence for the modernization of the 

military hardware of the Armed Forces of the Philippines which resulted in the intrusion of our national 

http://www.apjaet.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philippine_Navy
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sovereignty. Our national territory particularly our maritime security has been breached. This study 

uncovered the strengths and weaknesses of maritime security in the West Philippine Sea as well as in the 

Camago Malampaya Petroleum Resource Area by using the facts and gathered information to improve its 

present maritime security status. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Based on the findings of the study the following conclusions are derived. 

The AFP  and PCG's overall capability to defend the country against external threats in the maritime, and 

air environment and for deterrence, and security of the Camago Malampaya   Petroleum Resource Area, the 

Ayungin Shoal, the Philippine Rise, the  Philippine Backdoor Area, and the whole Philippine archipelago 

remains inadequate. 

1. The Philippines’ maritime geographical configuration and location of its maritime security are vital 

for its survival as a maritime nation. EDCA sites are very important to the Philippine national 

defense. 

2. Sovereignty Protection, there is a critical need to secure and fortify the country’s maritime areas of 

interest to push its economic development, particularly in strategic locations such as Malampaya, 

Ayungin shoal, Philippine Rise, and the Southern Backdoor. 

3. We need more oil and gas fields to sustain our economic growth and military modernization for the 

protection of our territorial waters and EEZ. 

4. The government to invest in modernizing the AFP and PCG, thereby strengthening deterrence 

against external and internal threats. 

5. We need to increase the budget allocation to procure proper equipment and military hardware. 

Recommendations 

 

      In relation to the findings and conclusions of this research, the following are recommended: 

1. While military action remains the last resort, the AFP must possess a credible deterrent force capable 

of defending the sovereignty of the Philippines and preventing the incursion and aggression of 

unfriendly foreign forces. 

2. Anti-submarine capability for new Philippine Navy and Philippine Coast Guard vessels and new air 

assets of the Philippine Air Force will enhance its credible patrol capability not only in the internal 

waters but also in the whole EEZ of the Philippines. 

3. Land-based missile silo could be put in the Palawan and Corregidor area to serve as an unsinkable 

aircraft carrier.  

4. An increase in the budget allocation to procure proper equipment and military hardware and 

technologies must be prioritized.  

5. More EDCA sites in the northern and eastern parts of the Philippines are needed to provide swift 

mobilization of military assets in times of war and calamities. 

http://www.apjaet.com/
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6. Enhance the oil and gas exploration, for the identified undrilled resources, particularly in the 

Palawan area and Philippine Rise. The nation must now consider transitioning to renewable energy. 

 

7. Revive the National Steel-making plant to support the shipbuilding industry and boost the country's 

 economy. 
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