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1. Introduction 

 

Sections of the following article are from the chapter “Making Sense of Behavioural 

Restrictions and Institutional Controls: The Philippine COVID-19 Experience” by the authors 

in the book Pandemic, States and Societies in the Asia-Pacific, 2020-2021: Responding to 
COVID published in 2023. Authors of the current article have contributed to the chapter. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic is among the most recent human security crises. The Philippine 

government, through the COVID-19 Inter-agency Task Force for the Management of 

Emerging Infectious Diseases (IATF-EID), adopted a response that heavily featured 

population control mechanisms and an extensive social protection program. It specifically 

implemented community quarantines and the Social Amelioration Program (SAP). 

Community quarantines refer to lockdown measures adopted by the Philippine government 

to contain the spread of the virus. It specifically involved travel restrictions, suspension of 

classes and work, closure of public areas and nonessential business establishments, and the 

implementation of curfews, social distancing, and hygiene measures (e.g., wearing face masks 

and face shields). The SAP, on the other hand, was enacted to provide immediate relief for the 

country's most vulnerable sectors. It involved the distribution of financial assistance to low-

income households and individuals affected economically by the pandemic. 

 

The IATF-EID directly and indirectly affected the implementation of community quarantines 

and the SAP, particularly in its distribution to affected families during the pandemic. Chaired 

by the Department of Health, the IAT-EID is an intersectoral body mandated to provide 

guidelines on managing emerging infectious diseases such as COVID-19. Other members of 

the body include representatives from other government agencies such as the Department of 

the Interior and Local Government (DILG), Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA), Department 

of Justice (DOJ), Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE), Department of 

Transportation (DOTr), Department of Information and Communications Technology (DICT), 

and Department of Tourism (DOT) to name a few. Eventually, the IATF-EID was relegated to 

a policy-making body under the National Task Force (NTF) on COVID 19 that was headed by 

Secretary Delfin Lorenzana of the Department of National Defense (DND). The NTF was then 

the primary implementer of the Philippine government’s National Action Plan against 

COVID-19 (Imbong, 2021). 

 

The IATF-EID provided guidelines on pandemic management including the implementation 

of community quarantines or lockdown measures. These pandemic-imposed mobility 

restrictions specifically entailed travel restrictions, suspension of classes and work, closure of 

public areas and nonessential business establishments, and the implementation of curfews, 
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social distancing, and hygiene measures (e.g., wearing face masks and face shields). Different 

regions, provinces, cities, and communities across the country vacillated between the different 

forms of community quarantines for small chunks of time as imposed by the IATF-EID over 

the course of the pandemic. Specifics such as the particular areas, degree, and lengths of 

lockdown have significant bearing on the lives of citizens. By restricting their mobility, the 

government was simultaneously keeping them away from the virus as well as their 

livelihoods. Community quarantines, then, hav exacted a stiff toll on many disadvantaged 

communities including many informal settlements within the country’s National Capital 

Region (NCR). Moreover, the same pandemic-imposed mobility restrictions from the 

community quarantines implemented resulted in delays and other complications in SAP 

distribution (Pedrosa, 2020; Cervantes, 2020b; Cortez, 2020). 

 

This paper reviewed the various guidelines released by the IATF-EID concerning community 

quarantines as well as the Republic Act 11469 or the “Bayanihan to Heal as One Act” 

(Bayanihan 1) and the Republic Act No. 11494 or the “Bayanihan to Recover as One Act” 

(Bayanihan 2) that concerned the Social Amelioration Program (SAP) of the DSWD. It seeks 

to trace the Philippine COVID-19 pandemic response and view these vis-a-vis the human 

security framework. 

 

 

2. Securitisation (Militarisation) of the Pandemic Response   

 

2.1. Community Quarantines for Pandemic Management 

 

Various democratic tensions such as those between globalism and nationalism, public health 

and civil liberties, as well as political and technical governance emerged as states worldwide 

tried to manage the COVID19 pandemic (Amit, et al., 2020). The Philippines under the 

authoritarian leadership of President Rodrigo R. Duterte adopted a more technocratic-

authoritarian approach. The country dealt with COVID as a security issue and employed 

measures reflecting extensive use of state security forces. These measures primarily consisted 

of population control mechanisms which resulted in massive curtailment of civil liberties and 

infringement of human rights. Instead of exploring more geographically and culturally-

nuanced responses to the pandemic, it expanded the role of the Philippine National Police 

(PNP) and the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) from ensuring health protocols and 

quarantine guidelines to providing technical, administrative, and logistical assistance to other 

frontline agencies in the Duterte Administration's pandemic response. Throughout the 

pandemic, the PNP and AFP not only arrested corrupt and dishonest local officials (DILG, 

2020) but also assisted the Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD) in 

distributing aid through the Social Amelioration Program (SAP) (Caliwan, 2020; Gita-Carlos, 

2020). 

 

The Philippine government’s pandemic response is often met with criticism. Generally, it has 

been described as ‘militarised’ (Imbong, 2021; Hapal, 2021, Agojo, 2021; Gibson-Fall, 2021) 

and ‘war-like’ (Hapal, 2021; Agojo, 2021). Both these descriptors, however, were not entirely 

unexpected. Allusions to war had already been rampant as they trace back to Duterte’s 

notorious ‘war on drugs’. The initial war narrative where Duterte securitised an otherwise 

broad public concern against drugs was extended to the Philippine government’s pandemic 

response (Hapal, 2021). Analysts also view this securitisation or militarisation of pandemic 

response as a deployment of Bargu’s (2019) biopolitical state apparatus (BSA). In Bargu’s 

(2019) own words, the BSA : 

 

 

“. . .is neither simply to interpellate nor to repress but rather to discriminate—that is, 

to mark, separate, and distribute subjects through surveillance, to differentiate 

subjects according to the main lines of antagonism that emerge from an existing field 



of social differences within and based on the power relations in a specific context, and, 

further, to use these differentials for the subjects’ selective treatment and 

administration”  (p. 313) 

 

The ‘discrimination’ of subjects is aligned with Hapal’s (2021) analysis on the production of 

oppositional archetypes during the pandemic: the virtuous (personified by frontline workers 

and law-abiding citizens) and the ‘pasaway’ (the errant, stubborn, law-breaking citizens). In 

such a narrative, the errant ‘pasaway’ are justifiably punished often through the involvement 

of police and military forces. Jensen and Hapal (2018) also suggests that this depiction of a 

‘bifurcated society’ is aligned with Duterte’s populistic brand of leadership. The IATF-EID, 

composed primarily of senior military staff, exacted policing practices that brand citizens as 

good or bad and assign them to either the ideological or the state apparatuses. 

 

There is much that hinges on the nature of these imposed community quarantines and by 

extension, the discernment of the members of the IATF-EID. The over-reliance on the 

uniformed sector by the Duterte Administration is witnessed both before and during the 

pandemic. Aside from the IATF-EID, it must be noted that higher positions of the NTF are 

also crowded by military officers. Its head, Secretary Lorenzana of the DND, is assisted by 

DILG Secretary Eduardo Ano with Peace Process Adviser Carlito Galvez as the chief 

implementer (Agojo, 2021). Lorenzana, Ano, and Galvez are all retired military officers. Such 

a composition in members of the main bodies tasked with pandemic management effectively 

expanded the military powers to areas beyond their traditional expertise, providing them with 

global powers and effectively subordinating various civilian government agencies (Imbong, 

2021). The securitization of a broad public concern such as the COVID-19 is a natural 

extension of the administration’s attempts to securitise issues. This strategy makes perfect 

sense given the inadequacy of the government to respond holistically to the problems brought 

about by the pandemic. Thus, the use of uniformed men, specifically the PNP, was the strategy 

adopted to portray an image of invincibility amidst the crisis brought by the pandemic (Agojo, 

2021). 

 

Although the military's organisational structure may allow the government to respond 

smoothly to the crisis, military leadership may similarly negatively affect other dimensions of 

people’s lives such as their hard-earned civil liberties. For one, there is the expected pushback 

to civil society organisations of the military, a sort of “clawback to civilian power”,  which was 

also witnessed in Indonesia (Gibson-Fall, 2021: 164). An instance of this was President 

Duterte’s instructions to the police and the military to shoot lockdown violators. Other 

instances include the documented cases of human rights abuses such as putting violators in 

dog-cages, coffins, or making them sit for hours in the midday sun. This expanded police and 

military power can be normalised during prolonged lockdowns (Chen, 2020). Further, the war 

and military metaphors are dangerous because they effectively exclude “alternative ways of 

understanding the disease and what fuels it” (Gibson-Fall, 2021: 168). 

 

 

2.2. Social Protection Programs for COVID-19 Recovery 

 

Aside from population control mechanisms, the State also enacted laws aimed to provide 

economic relief to the most vulnerable sectors. These laws include Republic Act 11469 or the 

“Bayanihan to Heal as One Act” (Bayanihan 1) and Republic Act No. 11494 or the “Bayanihan 

to Recover as One Act” (Bayanihan 2). Bayanihan 1 grants the President special powers to 

carry out necessary and proper measures to combat the transmission of the virus further. It 

mandated the realignment of ₱275 billion ($5.37 billion) from the 2019 and 2020 national 

budgets, an act normally disallowed by law, to fund the Social Amelioration Program (SAP) 

for vulnerable families. It also enforces provisions against price manipulation and 

profiteering. Other provisions include support programs for workers affected by the pandemic, 

small businesses, and the agriculture sector, as well as augmented LGU resources through 



the Bayanihan Grant (Asian Development Bank, 2021). Bayanihan 2, on the other hand, 

allowed for the continuation of SAP distribution to vulnerable families, cash for work and 

employment programs, and support for the agriculture sector and small businesses. It also 

allocated funds for the health, education, transport, and tourism sectors (Asian Development 

Bank, 2021). 

 

Bayanihan 1 and 2 allowed the Philippine government to embark on perhaps its most 

expensive and expansive social protection program: the Social Amelioration Program (SAP). 

Implementation of the SAP is led by DSWD in coordination with DILG and local government 

units (LGUs) in the country. Overall, implementation of the SAP had several lapses that 

ushered various criticisms. These lapses resulted in delays and other complications in the SAP 

implementation. Main lapses witnessed involve the following: (1) distribution delays resulting 

from ongoing community quarantines;  (2) coordination between national and local 

governments; (3) inaccurate targeting systems for beneficiaries with issues of politicking and 

corruption; and (4) insufficiency of financial assistance. 

 

Imposed mobility restrictions and health protocols from implemented community 

quarantines, while necessary for pandemic management, resulted in delays in SAP 

distribution (Pedrosa, 2020; Cervantes, 2020b; Cortez, 2020). Mobility restrictions 

compounded with the severely limited availability of public transportation affected the 

capacities of implementers and beneficiaries alike in reaching distribution venues. This is 

especially so for those living in rural and remote areas where populations are not concentrated 

in specific areas. Health protocols such as the required 14-day quarantines for affected 

individuals contributed to delays as SAP  implementers got infected. The required physical 

distancing also discouraged the assembly of individuals in specific venues in fear of possible 

infection especially in the midst of pronounced scarcity in supplies of personal protective 

equipment (PPEs) and hygiene items in the country. However, given the allure of cash 

distributions at a precarious time in people’s lives, instances of overcrowding and neglect of 

physical distancing rules have been observed (Malasig, 2020; Pedrajas, 2020a). Instances such 

as complete suspension of payouts (Kabagani, 2021) and even death (Masculino, 2020; 

Pedrajas, 2020b) also occurred. Thus, while the SAP-ESP was initially scheduled to be 

distributed in April and May 2020, both first and second tranches of the cash-aid had not been 

completed by November 2020 (Reyes et.al., 2020). 

 

Administrative concerns related to coordination between national and local governments 

(Reyes et.al., 2021) also posed challenges to SAP implementation. The pandemic constrained 

effective communication between the national (whose policy decisions impact subnational 

agencies) and local government units (tasked to manage SAP distribution on the ground). 

Dissonant messages between the two in terms of the delivery mechanisms of the SAP led to 

public confusion, exasperation, and misinformation (Aceron, 2020). The monitoring, reporting, 

and auditing of fund disbursements (Gudmalin et.al., 2021) also necessitated close 

coordination between the two, but this proved to be arduous as field offices on the local level 

found it difficult to give real-time feedback to the national government. 

 

The scale of the SAP, which some lauded (Cho, 2021), also became its weakness in the absence 

of a pandemic-responsive beneficiary targeting system (Gudmalin et.al., 2021; Aceron, 2020). 

This resulted in an inaccurate targeting system that ultimately yielded 675,933 duplicates 

(those who were already part of the government’s other cash-aid programs) and 239,859 

ineligible beneficiaries during the SAP distribution (Cudis, 2020). As such, the DSWD had to 

undergo a validation and deduplication process before releasing the second tranche of the 

SAP-ESP (Lalu, 2020; Mateo, 2020; Cervantes, 2020b). Beneficiary targeting relied on the 

following lists: (1) the National Household Targeting System for Poverty Reduction (NHTS-

PR) or Listahanan 20151 of the DSWD for those who were already 4Ps beneficiaries and (2) 

 
1The Filipino word “listahan” literally translates to “list”. 



the listings of LGUs based on Social Amelioration Cards (SACs) distributed to non-4Ps 

families. Only 25% of the target beneficiaries of the SAP-ESP were identified using the NHTS-

PR, the rest relied on the local listings of LGUs (Dadap-Cantal et.al, 2020). Issues of 

politicking and corruption arose especially at the LGU-level as a result of the weight their 

respective list is to the entire roster of eligible beneficiaries for the SAP. Narratives of 

‘palakasan,’ the “assertion of personal interest via lakas (power or strength) while subtly 

bypassing prescribed rules and procedures” (Eadie, 2022), were reported as LGUs were 

accused of giving preference to politically favored beneficiaries (Abad, 2021a). In September 

2020, anomalies in the SAP-ESP distribution even caused the Office of the Ombudsman to 

suspend 89 barangay chiefs (Rappler.com, 2020). Thus, to some extent, the SAP-ESP allowed 

for discretionary allocation that made the ‘palakasan’ system possible during its 

implementation. 

 

The most questioned among the listed lapses in SAP implementation is the adequacy of the 

cash-aid provided. While beneficiaries may have expressed gratitude, the ₱5,000.00 – 

₱8,000.00 a month for two months (April and May 2020) subsidy may simply not suffice. This 

is especially so given the sustained community quarantines that affect the capacity of 

beneficiaries to earn a living. In the first place, SAP-ESP beneficiaries were already from low-

income and vulnerable households. With reduced or loss of livelihood, these households were 

subjected to even more burden rendering them bearing the economic brunt of the pandemic. 

In April 2020, 24 Oras (GMA Network’s primetime news show) aired a brief interview2 

between its reporter, Tina Panganiban-Perez, and Alma Aquino, a 4Ps beneficiary: 

 

Panganiban-Perez: ‘Yung ₱8,000.00 po ba na tulong pinansyal, kakasya po ba iyon sa 

inyo sa isang buwan? (Is the ₱8,000.00 financial assistance enough for you and your 
family’s monthly expenses?) 

 

Aquino: Ma’am, hindi po. Ano nga lang po ‘yun eh, one week lang yata. (No, Ma’am. 
That might only be enough for one week.) 

 

Online, people ridiculed Aquino for being ungrateful for the cash assistance. This response 

mostly came from the middle class, who are not eligible to receive either 4Ps or SAP but who 

emphasise paying taxes as entitlement to some form of pandemic assistance. While 

considerably a generous amount, ₱8,000.00 might not prove enough for a large family (Aquino 

belongs to a family of 8) living in Manila, where the average cost of living is relatively more 

expensive compared to its ASEAN counterparts (Simeon, 2021). Further, the SAP-ESP was 

supposed to cover only 2 months in spite of the ECQ restrictions being held until mid-August 

2020.   

 

 

3. The Human Security Framework  

 

3.1. The Pandemic as a Human Security Issue 

 

The human security approach is a framework to assess, develop, and implement integrated 

responses to address a broad range of complex issues from multiple interconnected factors. It 

has five (5) fundamental principles namely: (1) people-centred; (2) comprehensive; (3) context-

specific; (4) prevention-oriented; and (5) protection and empowerment. It also identified 

various types of human insecurities namely economic, food,  health, environmental, personal, 

community, and political. In contrast to traditional notions of “security” that  feature the 

nation as its object of safeguarding, the human security framework refocuses on human beings 

instead. Instead of merely relying on military power, other more holistic approaches to 

addressing crises are explored by the framework. In the ensuing discussion, the paper will 

 
2Panganiban-Perez’ tweet reporting on Aquino’s comment may be accessed through this link: shorturl.at/juIX6. 
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first frame the COVID-19 pandemic as a human security issue. After which, it will discuss 

how the failure to acknowledge it as such may explain aspects in the implementation of 

community quarantines and the SAP. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic is more than just a health issue; it is a complex multidimensional 

crisis with broad implications. It is a human security issue thereby involving various 

(in)securities identified by the human security framework. At its core, the pandemic poses a 

direct threat to health security. The rapid spread of the virus led to illness and death on a 

massive scale which in turn overwhelmed most healthcare systems as well as exposed and 

exacerbated existing issues in public health infrastructure. The pandemic has also resulted in 

economic disruptions including job losses, business closures, and reduced income for many 

households especially given the various lockdown measures implemented. Many individuals 

faced financial instability that led to increased poverty and inequality. Although economic 

relief measures were implemented such as the SAP, these have often been inadequate or 

delayed. This leaves vulnerable populations without necessary support that then subject them 

to even more burden. Food security was also threatened as lockdowns and supply chain 

disruptions impacted food production and distribution. This resulted in food shortages and 

increased prices of goods. Many vulnerable populations including low-income households and 

other marginalised communities then faced the risk of hunger and malnutrition as they 

experienced difficulties in accessing affordable and nutritious food. This specific link between 

health, food, and economic security further highlights the interconnectedness of the different 

(in)securities identified by the human security framework. The pandemic also involved threats 

to environmental security. Though short-term improvements in air quality during lockdowns 

were experienced, significant plastic and medical waste were also produced.3 These could then 

contribute to environmental degradation which, in turn, could threaten public health when 

left unchecked. Personal, community, and political security are all threatened especially in 

consideration of the widespread fear, anxiety, and uncertainty about health and safety. 

Further, enforcement of stricter measures in the name of curbing the spread of the virus could 

easily slip into more authoritarian measures that curb civil liberties and challenge democratic 

norms. 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic illustrates the interconnectedness of various forms of human 

(in)security as with most of today’s development or humanitarian issues. Such issues result 

from multiple factors that are interconnected as well as mutually reinforcing. In order to 

address these, the human security framework offered the five principles mentioned above that 

promote more comprehensive and context-specific solutions focused on prevention that involve 

multiple stakeholders. Acknowledging the pandemic as a human security issue thus imply the 

adoption of distinct approaches in responding to issues.  

 

The Philippine government’s pandemic response could be conceived to have adopted a more 

traditional and perhaps literal notion of security. As mentioned in a separate section, its 

strategies have been generally characterised as ‘militarised’ (Imbong, 2021; Hapal, 2021; 

Agojo, 2021; Gibson-Fall, 2021) and ‘war-like’ (Hapal, 2021; Agojo, 2021). The involvement of 

the PNP and the AFP was evident and significant in the implementation of a majority of the 

government’s initiatives. The ubiquity of military personnel in high positions within the main 

entities with direct responsibility over pandemic management effectively expanded military 

powers, thereby subordinating various civilian government agencies (Imbong, 2021). 

 

The emphasis on enforcing individual compliance through strict measures and penalties 

rather than the actual health and safety of the population resulted in the massive curtailment 

of civil liberties. The state’s use of the war narrative, the ‘discrimination’ of subjects as defined 

 
3This includes both plastic and medical waste. Plastic waste could come in the form of single-use personal protective 

equipment (PPEs) (i.e., masks, gloves, face shields, etc.). Medical waste, on the other hand, includes  syringes, vials, and other 

hazardous materials. 



in Bargu’s (2019) biopolitical state apparatus (BSA), and the production of oppositional 

archetypes (i.e., the virtuous and the ‘pasaway’) as in  Hapal’s (2021) analysis further drive 

home the point of the dehumanising effects of what was supposedly a human security 

alleviation initiative. 

 

4. Conclusion  

 
Applying the human security framework in the Philippine government’s pandemic efforts 

further supports the framework's compatibility in approaching the various compounded crises 

that resulted when the government took a piece-meal approach that prioritised the control of 

population movement and the biomedical components of COVID-19. The interplay of these 

lapses demonstrates a significant deviation from the human security framework in 

implementing social protection programs. Addressing these gaps is crucial for ensuring that 

responses to crises are effective, equitable, and centred on the needs of the people the 

government aims to serve, as they are, where they are. 

 

While health considerations were of the utmost importance, the context of many daily-wage 

Filipino workers who were forced out of jobs and seriously displaced by the community 

lockdowns indicates that the government's overall response to the COVID-19 pandemic did 

not emphasise the people-centeredness and context specificity of the human security 

framework as much.    

 

The militarised pandemic response adopted by the government of former President Rodrigo 

Duterte seriously undermines the people-centred principle of the human security framework 

by prioritising enforcement over well-being, sidelining community engagement, criminalising 

health behaviours, disproportionately impacting vulnerable groups, and emphasising control 

rather than empowerment. This approach ultimately detracts from the goal of ensuring the 

health and safety of individuals and communities, which is central to human security. 

 

These lapses highlight significant shortcomings in adhering to the human security framework 

during the implementation of community quarantines and the Social Amelioration Program 

(SAP) in the Philippines. Addressing these issues in future responses could enhance the 

effectiveness and inclusivity of public health measures. 
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