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MANILA, The Philippines and Australia have launched their largest-ever joint military
exercises, amid ongoing tensions in the South China Sea. The drills, which began on August
15 and will run through August 29, are taking place in Palawan province, a strategic location
facing the contested waters.

The Philippine military confirmed that the exercises involve 3,600 personnel from both
countries, along with additional participation from the Royal Canadian Navy and the United
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States Marine Corps. Military officials described this iteration as the “most extensive and
complex” of the bilateral defense exercises since their inception in 2023.

The drills aim to enhance interoperability, strengthen maritime security, and improve
readiness for coordinated responses to potential regional threats. They include naval
maneuvers, amphibious landings, and joint tactical operations, according to the Philippine
military.

Manila has increasingly turned to like-minded nations to bolster its defense capabilities and
maintain stability in the South China Sea. The region is a strategic maritime corridor through
which roughly one-third of global shipping passes, and territorial disputes have escalated
tensions in recent years.

China’s claims over large portions of the South China Sea overlap with those of neighboring
countries, including the Philippines. A landmark ruling by the Permanent Court of Arbitration
in The Hague invalidated China’s claims, but Beijing has continued to assert sovereignty
over the disputed waters. The joint exercises signal the Philippines’ efforts to reinforce its
maritime security in the face of these ongoing disputes.

Australian officials emphasized the significance of the exercises for regional stability. “This
exercise demonstrates our commitment to working with partners in the Indo-Pacific to
maintain a rules-based order and ensure freedom of navigation,” an Australian defense
representative said.

The United States has maintained a presence in the drills to strengthen its regional
partnerships. The inclusion of the US Marine Corps reflects ongoing strategic cooperation
between Washington and its allies in the Indo-Pacific. Analysts note that such exercises are
part of broader efforts to deter potential aggressive actions and reassure smaller nations in
the region.

The exercises also provide an opportunity for all participating forces to test joint logistics,
communications, and tactical coordination. Canadian naval vessels are taking part in
maritime maneuvers, enhancing multinational collaboration and interoperability.

The South China Sea has been a focal point of geopolitical tension for over a decade.
Efforts to resolve disputes diplomatically have been limited, prompting countries like the
Philippines and Australia to reinforce their defensive capabilities through joint exercises.
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While the drills are primarily military, experts suggest they also serve as a strategic message
to Beijing and other regional actors. By demonstrating coordinated capability and readiness,
the participating countries aim to maintain stability, protect international maritime law, and
safeguard regional trade routes.

The exercises are scheduled to conclude on August 29, after which participating forces will
review operational lessons learned and continue planning for future collaborations in the
region.
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