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Infrastructure is central to a country’s development:
1. It increases mobility of goods and services within

and outside of the country

2. It facilitates trade and tourism

3. It links markets and economies together

4. It allows exchange of knowledge and technology
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The water transport sector takes a much larger role to
an archipelagic country like the Philippines:
• 99.9 percent of goods are being traded through
water (Philippine Statistic Authority 2021)
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Seaports are the main infrastructure in the water
transport sector, and they are regarded as economic
catalysts in areas where they are located as well as in
peripheral areas near the port.
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Contribution of ports to economic development:

➢ Offers the cheapest way of transportation (Berköz and 
Tekba 1999).

➢ Serve as the most convenient location for import and 
export activities (Fujita and Mori 1996).

➢ Seaports act as assembly points and linkage to other 
transport systems such as road or railway transport (Cong et 
al. 2020). 

➢ Ports not only act as enabler of trade, but also offer value-
added activities as port infrastructure boosts domestic 
employment and facilitates innovation, research, and 
development (Merk 2013).
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STATE OF WATER TRANSPORT 
INFRASTRUCTURE IN THE PHILIPPINES
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Role of water transport sector
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❖Water is heavily 

utilized as the 

primary mode of 

transfer for 

domestic 

products.
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❖Top 3 traded 

commodities 

are machinery 

and transport 

equipment, 

food and live 

animals and 

manufactured 

goods.
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❖Water trade activities are 
high in Central Visayas, 
Northern Mindanao, 
National Capital Region 
and Central Luzon.
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…
❖Water transfer is also a 

popular mode of 

travelling domestically; 

76M domestic 

passengers in 2018.



Seaports inventory
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Domestic utilization
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❖In recent years, 
our ports have 
seen a general 
increase in total 
cargo throughput.
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❖International 
import volume 
has increased 
while the volume 
of international 
exports has 
decreased since 
2014.
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❖The Manila 
International 
Container Port (MICT) 
receives 19 percent of 
the country’s exports 
(in terms of value).
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❖ The ports of Manila 
South Harbor, Subic 
Area Free Port and 
the Clark Airbase 
serve as important 
gateways for imports 
as they are for 
exports. 



20

❖Port utilization has 
increased over the 
years as indicated 
by the increase in 
passenger traffic.
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❖The higher demand for domestic cargo and passenger traffic was 
complimented by an increase in the number of domestic ports.



International comparison
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❖The Philippines has 
more international 
seaports than most 
ASEAN countries.
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❖The Philippines 

appears to be 

trailing behind 

other ASEAN 

countries in terms 

of volume of 

international cargo 

and international 

shipping container



25



26



27

❖Perceived quality 
of ports in the 
Philippines is low.
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❖Port connectivity to 
global liner shipping 
networks is also weak.



ISSUES AND CHALLENGES
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1) Seaports are sufficient in quantity, but most are underdeveloped 
and have inadequate equipment. 

➢ The quantity of seaport infrastructure fares well with other countries but the quality, capacity 
and service delivery need much improvement (World Bank 2009).

➢ Infrastructure development in Asia is more focused on quantity rather than quality; quality 
however, has better impact on economic growth through improved productivity and efficiency 
(Ismail and Mahyideen 2015).

➢ The Philippine government is financially constrained; hence, the strategy to turn to the private 
sector for support (Llanto et al. 2005).

➢ The Philippines continue to lag behind other ASEAN countries in terms of port development 
(Baek and Kim 2018).
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➢ Government-operated seaports outside of Manila need major upgrades as they usually lack
cargo-handling equipment needed for an efficient supply chain –based on interviews in
preparation of the Philippine Multimodal Transportation and Logistics Industry Roadmap by
the Institute for Development and Econometric Analysis (2016)

➢ Limited cargo base and inadequate port infrastructure are part of the factors affecting high
logistics cost in the country (MARINA 2016).

➢ The absence of proper port infrastructure as one of the reasons for the high export cost in the
Philippines (Ho et al. 2018).
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2) Congestion in major ports

➢ Congestion remains a problem in Manila port; the World Shipping Council lists Manila as 
one of the top 50 busiest ports in the world based on 2019 data.

➢ The increasing cargo and passenger traffic in the Greater Capital Region is further straining 
the already-congested port of Manila and is also affecting nearby road networks (JICA 2013).

➢ Mismanagement of shipping containers as well as the lack of depot areas further exacerbates 
the congestion problem in Manila port (Patalinghug et al. 2016).

➢ Initiatives to address the cargo traffic situation in the port of Manila includes the development 
of Batangas and Subic ports but majority of shippers and shipping lines still prefer to use 
Manila port because of reliable shipping schedule and efficient cargo processes. 
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3) Conflicting role of government agencies

➢ Conflicting roles as operator, developer and regulator is unfavorable for the growth of the
sector; there is a need to provide checks against influence of operational interests in the
formulation of policy and regulations (World Bank 2009)

➢ Impacts port competition and drives rates upwards (Llanto et al. 2005)

➢ Revisit the functions granted to Ports Authority (Llanto et al. 2005, World Bank 2009,
Patalinghug et al. 2016, Baek and Kim 2018, Ho et al. 2018, Tongzon 2018)

➢ Give the development and operation functions to the private sector (Llanto et al. 2005)

➢ Turn over the development of less economically viable ports on LGU land, to the LGUs (Ho
et al. 2018)
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➢Establish a separate entity to regulate ports (Tongzon 2018).

➢ Instead of collecting fees, lease port facilities to terminal operators to induce competition and
encourage them to improve port services (Baek and Kim 2018)

34



3) Lack of nationwide coordination in port planning. 

➢ The main challenge is that there is no institutional anchoring for overall integrated planning 
for multi-modal transport (World Bank 2009).

➢ The inefficiency of the national port network as well as the imbalance of port investment, can 
be attributed to the lack of nationwide coordination in port planning; port development bodies 
manage ports independently (Baek and Kim 2018). 

➢ There is also a need to strengthen data reporting to be used for effective national port system 
planning.
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GOVERNMENT STRATEGIES
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Infrastructure investment was not a priority in the
Philippines for many years.

➢ allocation for public infrastructure less than 2% of
GDP (1993-2010)

➢ slightly increased to 3% of GDP (2011-2016)

➢ still below World Bank’s recommended level for
developing countries: 4.5% of GDP
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POLICY DEVELOPMENTS
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Important legislative agenda listed in updated PDP
2017-2022:

➢ enactment of the National Transport Policy

➢ enactment of a law establishing independent
regulatory bodies for the railway and maritime
transport sectors

➢ enactment of a law establishing an independent
body for transport safety and security.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
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➢Water transport infrastructure has an undeniably crucial role in
facilitating a balanced growth within the Philippine economy.

➢As shown by data and discussed in previous studies, most ports in
the country are small and have insufficient equipment and facilities.

➢ There also exists an imbalance in the usage of ports; partly driven
by the unevenness in the capacity and capability of ports.

➢ The conflicting roles of government agencies and the lack of
coordination in port planning have contributed to the low quality of
services and inefficient functioning of ports.
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➢ Little attention has been given to providing a conductive
institutional environment to allow ports to compete and operate
efficiently.

➢ There is an urgent need to pass the law adopting the National
Transport Policy to ensure coordinated planning and efficient
functioning of the whole transport system.
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