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A newly cleaned plot in Sitio Bakal, 
Brgy. Bagong Silangan, Quezon City. 



Even before the pandemic, rural and urban poor communities in the Philippines 
have long lived in hunger and poverty. There has been a constant exodus from the 
provinces to the cities, driven by abject hardships brought about by landlessness 
and shrinking agricultural livelihoods. Joblessness, lack of opportunities, food 
insecurity, and low incomes – these are the problems of a rural life. Yet, as it 
turns out, living in or near the city is no guarantee of an easier life. Many 
families continue to struggle to make ends meet, with incomes often falling short 
despite their best efforts.

Poverty and hunger
Some breadwinners hold regular jobs, but their incomes are often insufficient. For 
both farmers and those working odd-jobs – vendors, domestic helpers, construction 
workers, or pedicab drivers, every day has been a struggle to even just put food on 
the table. 

What they earn is barely enough to cover their basic needs such as food, water, 
electricity, and a few household items. Three complete meals a day are a luxury. 
Clothes are mostly secondhand or from thrift stores. Sending children to school is 
a major expense, and getting sick is not an option because of the unpredictable 
cost of medical care. The struggle to get by each day is made even harder by the 
uncertainty surrounding more fundamental concerns like land or home ownership and 
secure livelihoods. 

Food is a basic human need to continue living – people have the right to food. 
Yet, too many Filipinos are deprived of food due to poverty and the neglect of 
agriculture. Despite official claims of food systems modernization, hunger remains 
one of the world’s most pressing issues.

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) reported that the 
Philippines had among the highest prevalence of undernourishment in Southeast Asia 
in 2020-2022 at 6 percent.1

Fertile
Prelude
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This situation is especially ironic given that the Philippines is one of the most 
biodiverse countries in the world, with rich natural resources that make it ideal 
for agricultural and livestock production. The country was once a top producer 
of agricultural products like rice, coconut, mung bean, yam, and taro. But long-
standing government neglect of the agriculture sector has shrunk its contribution 
to the Philippine economy. From 2016 to 2022, the agriculture sector’s share of the 
gross domestic product (GDP) contracted from 10.4% to 8.9 percent.

Almost seven decades ago, agriculture accounted for around 40% of the country’s 
economy.2 Productivity has also declined, and the condition of Filipino farmers 
has worsened.

Instead of strengthening domestic agriculture, the Philippine government has 
prioritized meeting global market demands for raw materials and agricultural exports, 
including abaca, coconut oil, pineapple, and tuna, among others.

From 2016 to 2022, agriculture and agrarian reform budgets remained at a low average 
of 4.2% of the national budget.3 The Rice Tariffication Law, which liberalized the 
importation of rice, was enacted during this period. The absence of genuine land 
reform, coupled with challenges of accessing the already limited government support 
for production, has long been a persistent problem for Filipino farmers. Research 
and development (R&D) in agriculture and food systems also remains underfunded.

It’s no surprise that Filipino farmers remain trapped in poverty and landlessness, 
while workers struggle with a chronic shortage of decent jobs. This stems from the 
deliberate weakening of agriculture and manufacturing – sectors that could have 
generated sustainable livelihoods – by powerful traders and corporations. As a result, 
farmers and workers alike are left vulnerable to exploitation and unfair wages.

Sowing hope
The government’s harsh lockdowns during the pandemic magnified these difficulties. 
Filipino farmers, who were frontliners in producing and providing food, faced 
blockades and other restrictions. Meanwhile, the broader workforce was prevented 
from earning a living, further straining already limited incomes. Millions of low-
income families were unable to afford the costly delivery services that became 
essential for purchasing food and other necessities under restricted mobility.

In this context, the practices of bungkalan and bagsakan – expressions of Filipino 
farmers’ and communities’ collective assertion of their rights to land and food – 
fostered sustainability and self-sufficiency during these difficult times.

Bungkalan pertains to the collective land cultivation that originated in haciendas 
and was driven by widespread hunger during tiempos muertos or the dead seasons.

Bungkalan refers to the collective planting of vegetables and other crops to ensure 
the community has food during the gap between the harvesting and planting seasons 
of main crops, such as sugarcane.
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Bagsakan refers to the direct selling of farmers’ produce to consumers, doing away 
with traders and middlemen who exploit farmers by buying their products cheap and 
selling these at much higher prices.

The practice of growing food right outside the home proved invaluable, not just for 
meeting a household’s needs but also for sharing resources with those who have even 
less. The replication of rural and urban farms and gardens in other municipalities 
continues to inspire hope, offering a pathway to resilience and sustainability in 
a system that is otherwise unsustainable.

This essentially underscores the importance of controlling one’s land, not only for 
food production but also for shaping self-sustaining and caring communities.

Pagpupunla 
This book presents the stories of community farming and urban gardening from 11 
clusters of IBON’s partner communities that IBON visited in 2021 and 2022. These 
are: Sitio Bakal and Area 5, Bona, and Tagumpay in Bagong Silangan, Quezon City; 
the cluster of barangays Paradise III, San Roque and Tungkong Mangga, and Muzon in 
the City of San Jose Del Monte; San Mateo, Norzagaray; Creekside in Parañaque City; 
Polangui and Guinobatan in Albay; San Nicolas, Pampanga; and Sitio Maisan in Manila. 
The stories highlight the communities’ sustainable farming efforts to recover from 
the pandemic. Pagpupunla, meaning sowing, celebrates and narrates the practice of 
greening backyards in rural and urban spaces across these communities.

Under the Albay sun, a farmer from 
Muladbucad Grande prepares the soil.
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In Brgy. San Roque, hands of peasants 
and advocates meet in the soil —– 
cleaning, clearing, and claiming the 
right to live from the land.
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Unevenness
in the plains
Four of the focus communities are located in Central Luzon (Region III). The region  
spans across a series of mountains – the Caraballo Mountain Range to the northeast, 
and the Sierra Madre Mountain Range to the west. The Pampanga River, the largest 
and longest in the region, runs through it. Known as the country’s largest plain, 
Central Luzon is surrounded by the provinces of Pangasinan to the northwest, the 
South China Sea to the west, the Pacific Ocean to the east, and Manila Bay to the 
southwest.4 It is comprised of seven provinces: Aurora, Bataan, Bulacan, Nueva Ecija, 
Pampanga, Tarlac, and Zambales.5

With a population of over 12 million, Central Luzon is home to diverse ethnolinguistic 
groups such as the Aetas, Sambals, Capampangans, Tagalogs, Ilocanos, and Pangasinenses.6 7

   
A significant contributor to the national economy, Central Luzon is considered one 
of the country’s primary agricultural and industrial centers, with great potential 
for further development. Its share to the GDP in 2022 was the third largest among 
all regions at 11%, after the National Capital Region (NCR; 31.4 percent) and Region 
IV-A (14.8 percent).8

Often called the “Rice Granary” and “Food Basket” of the Philippines, Central Luzon 
is a top agriculture producer. It leads the country in palay (rice) production, 
contributing at least 18% of the national output, and is also a major producer of 
sugarcane, corn, onion, hog, chicken, eggs and tilapia.9

The region also houses several industrial estates and economic zones including 
those converted from former US military bases. Its extensive road networks serve as 
major passageways, linking Northern and Southern Luzon and connecting the region to 
the rest of the country.10

 
Despite its recognized potential, the government has failed to channel this development 
towards strengthening domestic agriculture and Filipino industries. Instead, it has 
prioritized the interests of big local and foreign big businesses, resulting in a 
lack of promised job creation and poverty alleviation.

5Pagpupunla



Central Luzon’s Regional Development Plan, aligned with the national development 
strategy, focuses on attracting profitable investments, mainly in infrastructure, real 
estate, and industrial zones that cater to foreign manufacturing and agribusiness.

While the government touts the region’s capacity to create jobs and alleviate 
poverty, the adherence to neoliberal policies – even before the pandemic – has 
instead perpetuated inadequate work opportunities, agricultural decline, and growing 
threats to food security. This approach has also displaced communities, as large-
scale private sector projects increasingly encroach on agricultural lands and degrade 
the environment, forcing farmers and their families from their livelihoods.11

 
During the pandemic, Central Luzon was the hardest hit region economically, 
experiencing a significant 14% contraction in 2020. However, the region eventually 
rebounded in 2022 with a growth rate of 8.1%, outperforming the national average of 
7.6 percent.12

Employment rates also reflected this trajectory, dropping from 95% in 2019 to 87% in 
2020, before rebounding to 92% in 2021 and 95% in 2022. Despite this, underemployment 
became more prevalent. It increased from 10.1% in 2019 to 12.1% in 2020, fell to 7.4% 
in 2021 but shot up to 11.1% in 2022. This indicates that while more people were 
employed, many were seeking more earnings or additional work to make ends meet.13 14\

Moreover, the region saw a rise in poverty incidence among families, climbing from 
5% in 2018 to 8% in 2021, underscoring the lingering economic difficulties faced by 
many households in Central Luzon.15 

Map 1. Central Luzon (Region lll)
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The government identified the need to address key challenges in the region, 
including increasing palay and corn production, mitigating the effects of urban 
sprawl on agricultural land, reducing unemployment and poverty, and addressing 
climate-related and human-induced hazards. The region was seen as critical to the 
country achieving the government’s goal of upper-middle-income status.16

However, government initiatives remain trapped within the same neoliberal framework 
that has perpetuated the region’s challenges. Promises of job creation still focus 
on attracting investors and aligning labor skills with global market demands. Eco-
tourism, agri-forestry, and urban amenities are proposed as partial solutions for 
balancing production and environment protection.

But without substantial efforts to improve domestic agriculture and Filipino 
industries, Central Luzon along with the rest of the country, will continue to 
grapple with a persistent jobs crisis, deepening poverty, and ongoing threats to 
food security and livelihoods.

San Jose Del Monte, Bulacan
San Jose Del Monte (SJDM), the oldest city and the only highly urbanized city in 
the province, is known for its growing commercial districts and booming real estate 
developments. The majority of its population works in nearby Metro Manila. SJDM is also 
home to several government housing projects for NCR residents displaced by construction 
undertakings. Thus, the city’s population is a mix of locals and relocatees.

The city’s proximity to Metro Manila, along with major infrastructure projects like 
the MRT-7, have made SJDM an attractive site for investments. These include large 
real estate subdivisions, exclusive residential villages, shopping malls, business 
districts, and eco-tourism destinations.
 
However, this profit-driven “development” has led to the displacement of local 
communities and the widespread conversion of agricultural lands, further worsening 
the conditions of many residents.

A huge part of SJDM remains dedicated to agriculture despite challenges. Some 
farming communities are found in the eastern part of the city, along the slopes of 
the Sierra Madre mountain range. These communities cultivate various vegetables and 
crops, although only a few barangays are classified as agricultural. Some areas are 
partly designated as ecotourism areas, which reflects the city’s ongoing struggle to 
balance development with the preservation of its agricultural and ecological assets. 

Tungkong Mangga, San Roque, and Paradise lll

Along the Quirino Highway, beyond the rows of cookie-cutter subdivision houses and the 
grey monolith of an SM City Mall, lie the farming communities of Tungkong Mangga, San 
Roque and Paradise III, nestled near the slopes of the Sierra Madre mountain range.

The farmers of these three barangays have cultivated the land for decades. Now numbering 
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around 90 families, some of them arrived as settlers in the 1940s and 1960s, migrating 
from the Visayas, particularly Iloilo, Samar, Bicol, and Negros. Initially, they were 
employed as caretakers and laborers by the Puyat and Araneta families, cronies of the 
late dictator Ferdinand Marcos, who claimed ownership of the land. Some of the migrants 
used to work in the Puyat-owned poultry farm and stone brick factory near Paradise III. 
After these operations were shut down in the 1980s, the settlers shifted to farming as 
their main livelihood.17

Since settling in the area, the farmers have transformed the fertile soil at the 
foot of the mountain range into productive farmland, planting a wide variety of 
fruits, vegetables, and root crops. Their produce – mangoes, langka (jackfruit), 
duhat (blackberries), guyabano, guavas, bananas, eggplants, string beans, okra, 
squash, ampalaya, alugbati (Malabar spinach), camote (sweet potato), cassava, and 
more – has not only sustained their communities but has also served as vital source 
of agricultural products for both Bulacan and Metro Manila residents.

Threats to farmers and landgrabbing

However, the farmers and their cultivation efforts face constant threat from large-
scale commercial projects and landgrabbing schemes orchestrated by local oligarchs 
in collusion with the government authorities. The Marcos-associated Araneta clan, 
has been particularly aggressive. Through their private armed security forces, 
they have repeatedly harassed, attacked and displaced farmers from their land and 
livelihoods to pave the way for their real estate and other business ventures.18

In 1988, the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program (CARP), enacted under president 
Corazon Aquino, initially covered lands in SJDM, including those in Tungkong Mangga, 
San Roque and Paradise III. However, in the early 1990s, without the farmers’ 
knowledge, the Department of Agrarian Reform (DAR) cancelled CARP coverage, citing 
faulty claims that the land was too steep and undeveloped. Shortly thereafter, the 
DAR reclassified the land as residential, opening the door for oligarch families, 
such as the Aranetas, Ayalas and Villars, to drive out the farmers, seize the 
farmland and develop it into lucrative real estate and commercial ventures.19

A TMUFAI farmer removes dead leaves in a 
banana tree so new life can thrive.
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Araneta Properties Inc. (ARA), helmed by Greggy Araneta, the husband of Irene Marcos and 
cousin-in-law of President Bongbong Marcos, has spearheaded several projects encroaching 
on the SJDM farmers’ agricultural lands. These include the 261-hectare Colinas Verdes 
Residential Estates and Country Club, located in the SJDM central business district 
in Tungkong Mangga, and developed in partnership with the Ezequiel Robles-owned Sta. 
Lucia Realty. ARA has also partnered with Ayala Land Inc. (ALI) for the 71-hectare 
Altaraza mixed-use estate. Both projects are targeted for further expansion.

Meanwhile, the Villar family, through their company Vista Land Inc., has extensive real 
estate interests in the area, including developments such as Palmera, Camella, and 
Bria Homes. While most of these developments are on the west side of SJDM, similar 
developments are emerging in the east and encroaching on agricultural lands. The Villars 
also have commercial ventures, including malls and business districts. Additionally, 
through Prime Water Infrastructure Holdings, Inc., they control the city’s water services 
and distribution under a joint venture with the San Jose Del Monte Water District.20

Farmers fight back

Attempts to intimidate and drive out the SJDM farmers began in the 1990s, but the 
communities have united to protect their land and livelihoods. 

Cecilia “Ka Cecil” Rapiz, Alyansa ng Magbubukid sa Bulacan (AMB) chairperson and 
a Bagsakan producer-seller, and Ronnie Manalo, secretary-general of the Kilusang 
Magbubukid ng Pilipinas (KMP; Peasant Movement of the Philippines), recounted how 
the farmers organized themselves into two local groups to assert their rights and 
push for genuine agrarian reform – the Tungkong Mangga Upland Farmers Association 
Inc. (TMUFAI) and the Samahan ng mga Magsasaka sa Pulong Paraiso (SAMAPA). Their 
organizations later became a part of the AMB, which was established in the 1980s. 

From the heights of Brgy. Tungkong 
Mangga, the sprawl of Caloocan and 
Quezon City unfolds —— a view of 
cities growing, as the farmlands fade.
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“TMUFAI not only fought for the right to land but also for basic social services,” said 
Ka Ronnie. Through their efforts, the local government built primary and secondary 
schools, enabling many in the community to finish high school and even attend college.

Despite the farmers’ gains, the Aranetas collaborated with the local government, led 
by the Robes clan, who are also land developers, to pursue land acquisition efforts. 
Although some farmers, through persistent lobbying, managed to obtain Certificate 
of Land Ownership Awards (CLOAs), the Aranetas and Robeses forcibly acquired some of 
these certificates and continued to devise ways to evict the farmers. 

The Aranetas’ armed guards have constantly destroyed crops, demolished homes, and even 
resorted to violence to force the farmers off the land. In one standoff in 1999, the 
Aranetas sent goons and large trucks to fence off farms in Brgy. San Roque and blocked 
the farmers and their families from entering or leaving the community. This disrupted 
the farmers’ livelihoods, preventing them from bringing their produce to market. 

“Many of them went hungry for days or had to rely on farmers from neighboring 
barangays for food. But they stood their ground and refused to leave their farms, 
even at gunpoint,” Ka Cecil recalled. Piqued at the farmers’ tenacity, the guards 
uprooted many of their vegetables and crops in retaliation. The farmers, however, 
simply replanted, saying that while the destroyed crops would regrow, leaving the 
land meant losing any chance of reclaiming it. Eventually, the Aranetas called off 
their goons and trucks, unable to break the farmers’ resolve.

But this would not be the end of the fight. The landlord-local government collusion 
continued to discredit and invalidate peasant rights in order to make way for more 

In Brgy. Paradise III, SAMAPA members 
share stories of their struggle and 
resistance against land grabbing.
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profitable ventures. Several agricultural barangays were converted into ecotourism 
areas, and farmlands are being demolished to make way for real estate and infrastructure 
projects. Roads were built not for farmers to easily transport their goods but to 
lure tourists or potential homebuyers.

A huge portion of the farms in Tungkong Mangga were seized by API for its Colinas Verdes 
subdivision project. Hired goons at the project intimidated and drove the farmers away, 
even from the areas surrounding Colinas Verdes that were not owned by the Aranetas.

The Tungkong Mangga farmers also experienced harassment and intimidation when they opposed 
the construction of the MRT-7, which would run over their farms. The railway line is a 
multi-billion peso public-private partnership (PPP) project with the San Miguel Corporation.

Farmers in Paradise III also contend with the Villar family, who want to convert 
agricultural land into subdivisions. Paid goons harassed the residents, forcing them 
to sell their land at cheap prices. The guards were also notorious for stealing 
crops and livestock, and wrecking plants and trees in the middle of the night. 

Resistance through collective action

Despite these attacks from such powerful entities, the farmers remain steadfast. 
Through efforts like Bungkalan, they have collectively asserted their right to till 
the land, preventing abusive landlords and the local government from taking over. 
Their seven-hectare communal farm, planted with banana shrubs, vegetables and root 
crops, not only sustains their families but supports entire communities.

During the pandemic, they actively supported and provided fresh produce to the 
community pantries in Metro Manila. They also supplied goods to markets and talipapas 
(neighborhood wet markets) in places like Novaliches and Bagong Silangan, Quezon City.

Ka Cecil and Ka Ronnie agree that unity and persistence have been key to their 
resistance. “This land is our life,” they said, “and we will continue to fight for it.” 

In Brgy. Tungkong  Mangga, IBON staff 
and local farmers sit in dialogue 
to sow ideas of agrarian reform and 
dreams of rural development.

11Pagpupunla



Box 1. Bungkalan
The SJDM farmers have developed a system to 
manage their seven-hectare communal farm. 
They designate specific days, either weekly 
or monthly, when all members come together 
to work on a common patch of land. While 
each member oversees their own section of 
the farm, communal tasks, such as pulling 
weeds, plowing, planting, or harvesting, 
require the coordinated efforts of several 
farmhands to meet the day’s goals.

To ensure fairness and that all farmers 
benefit, they have established a system of 
distributing and allocating the earnings 
from their harvests.  The earnings are 
divided based on each member’s attendance 
and contributions throughout the year. 
Additionally, a portion of the earnings 
is set aside to fund the next production 
cycle, ensuring the sustainability of 
their operations.

Lacking the capital to buy expensive farm 
equipment, most small farmers rely on 
hand tools like the gulod, itak (different 
forms of heavy-duty, single-edged knives), 
and karet (sickle) to clear weeds, dead 
plants, or trees from their plots. They 
construct makeshift fences from old tree 

branches and bamboo to protect their farms. 
For irrigation, only one farmer in the 
community owns a water motor which other 
members borrow, as the nearby stream often 
dries up during the summer months.

Seed sharing is another common practice 
among the Bungkalan farmers. They exchange 
surplus seeds and seedlings with one another, 
and many have learned how to inseminate their 
vegetable and root crops. This eliminates 
the necessity of purchasing seeds. Without 
this cooperative system, support from the 
local government would be unreliable and 
the financial burden of buying expensive 
seeds, which cost up to Php2,000, would 
fall entirely on the farmers.

The SJDM farmers are active participants in 
the Bagsakan food program organized by KMP 
and other farmer groups. During Bagsakan 
events, produce from the communal farm 
is sold directly to consumers at various 
venues, including forums, fairs, hospitals, 
schools, government offices, parks, and even 
walkways. This direct-to-consumer approach 
helps the farmers earn fairer prices for 
their goods while providing fresh produce 
to urban communities.
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Muzon 

Brgy. Muzon, located on the western side of SJDM, is mainly an urban and residential 
area. It is one of the largest and most densely populated barangays in the city with 
approximately 127,506 residents.21  

Many residents relocated to Muzon under the Pabahay 2000 Housing Project, part of 
the 752-hectare National Housing Authority (NHA) relocation program that began in 
the 1970s. The program primarily targeted informal settlers previously residing in 
danger zones, such as flood-prone areas, under bridges and in condemned buildings, 
particularly in Caloocan, Malabon and Navotas. Others moved from distant provinces 
like Davao, Iloilo, Masbate, Leyte, and Pangasinan, hoping to find work. These 
residents have lived in Muzon for about 9 to 20 years, paying monthly installments 
for their houses and lots for over 25 to 30 years.22

Overcoming challenges for PWDs

In 2008, the Boses ng May Kapansanan sa Pilipinas (BKP; Voice of Persons with 
Disabilities in the Philippines) established a chapter in Muzon to raise awareness 
and address the situation of persons with disabilities (PWDs). The organization aims 
to promote the rights of PWDs, ensure their full access to basic services and equal 
opportunities, and advocate for fair treatment.

BKP has been instrumental in facilitating assistance and services for PWDs in the 
community. For instance, it ensured that children with disabilities, as well as 
those with parents who are PWDs, were able to enroll in the public school with 
Special Education (SPED) Classes. The organization also helped secure Php15,000 in 
livelihood assistance from the Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD) 
for 40 to 50 families with PWD members. However, navigating the process took two 
years before the DSWD finally provided aid to the beneficiaries.

Despite the presence of four health centers in the barangay, these lack the programs 
and capacity to meet the specific needs of PWDs. Barangay health workers do not have 
proper training to assist them, particularly during emergencies. As a result, PWDs 
or their relatives often have to seek hospitals that can accommodate and address 

In Brgy. Muzon, the PNFSP team teaches 
BKP members to turn small patches of 
soil into sources of life.
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their concerns. In some cases, they must travel all the way to the Philippine 
General Hospital in Manila just to obtain a prescription.

Job opportunities for PWDs in Muzon remain limited, leaving many BKP members in 
informal work. Some earn a living as ambulant vendors, construction workers, sari-
sari store owners, or operators of small businesses, such as computer shops or 
selling ready-to-wear (RTW) apparel.

lmpact of the pandemic

“Being among the most vulnerable sectors, the difficulties faced by PWDs during the 
COVID-19 pandemic were magnified,” said Lauro Teodosio, a BKP founder and leader who 
is also a PWD. The government’s lockdowns significantly disrupted their livelihoods. 
Many were forced to shut down their small stores, while employees were laid off when 
businesses closed. With their incomes affected, the essential needs of persons and 
children with disabilities also suffered.

Unfortunately, the COVID assistance from the local government unit (LGU) for the PWD 
community was scarce and insufficient. Financial assistance was given only once, or for 
the lucky ones, twice, and food packs were provided on just two occasions throughout 
the extended lockdown. It was challenging for them to go out to seek any additional aid, 
whether financial or health-related, leaving their vulnerability largely overlooked. 

Many were unable to visit their doctors due to lack of transportation and financial 
resources. Their difficulties in seeking medical attention before the pandemic 
worsened when COVID-19 struck and lockdowns were enforced.

To cope with diminished incomes and lack of aid, members of the BKP and their families 
tightened their budgets, prioritizing the purchase of rice and other necessary food 
items and paying for utilities. Some used their limited savings, while many relied 
on the generosity of neighbors who shared what they had and offered assistance. 

In a small circle of shared dreams, 
BKP members and IBON staff discuss 
what every garden needs —— soil, 
seeds, and the will to begin.
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Building resilience

The emergence of community pantries across the country, along with the Bungkalan 
stories, inspired the members of BKP to take action. They recognized that many Muzon 
residents, like themselves, were struggling to put food on their tables. A community 
pantry provided a way to cope while also helping others. BKP decided to set up 
their own pantry with the assistance of the Asuncion Perez Memorial Inc. (APMI), the 
social service and rehabilitation arm of the United Methodist Church. 

Additionally, the organization saw urban gardening as another way to support not only 
their own families but also the community. Instead of relying solely on government 
aid, they decided to produce their own food.

BKP identified potential sites for their urban garden, including a plot in the front yard 
of homeowners, and vacant lots in Muzon Heights and San Jose Heights. With assistance from 
organizations like APMI and IBON, they conducted an ocular inspection and a needs assessment 
to determine what tools, seeds and inputs were needed for their makeshift gardens. 

The BKP also participated in an organic gardening training facilitated by the 
Philippine Network of Food Security Programmes (PNFSP), building on what they had 
learned from previous trainings. They learned how to maximize limited space and 
available materials for their urban garden and planned which types of vegetables 
to plant. In the beginning, only a handful of BKP members tended vegetable plants 
– pechay is the most common. 

Motivated by the success of the community pantry and Bungkalan efforts in other areas, 
BKP members worked diligently in starting or cultivating their urban gardens while 
asserting their rights as a part of a vulnerable sector. From two-feet by three-feet 
flower beds in front of small rented apartment units, and recycled containers, to small 
– say one-and-a-half-meter patches of land around their homes, they grew okra, string 
beans, alugbati, eggplant, tanglad (lemon grass), malunggay, and sweet potato (camote).

In a small backyard, a BKP member’s 
container garden thrives.
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San Mateo, Norzagaray, Bulacan
Norzagaray, a municipality in Bulacan, is bordered by SJDM and Rizal province to the 
south, and Angat municipality to the northwest. It is known for its marble processing 
and cement industries, with prominent companies like Republic, Holcim, and Continental 
operating in the area. Norzagaray is also home to the Angat River Hydroelectric Plant, 
or Angat Dam, a vital source of water and power for Metro Manila.23 

In recent years, Norzagaray has been attracting local tourists and is being developed 
as an ecotourism destination alongside modern real estate projects. Its population has 
been steadily rising, particularly with government housing projects established in the 
municipality for displaced urban settlers from Metro Manila. 

Like SJDM, local agriculture is also a major industry and source of livelihood in Norzagaray. 
However, small farmers who have cultivated the land at the foot of the Sierra Madre for decades 
face increasing threats and displacement from real estate corporations. These developers are 
eagerly acquiring and converting large swathes of agricultural land, significantly affecting 
small farmers, whose produce sustains local and nearby communities, including Metro Manila.   

The plight of San Mateo farmers

Brgy. San Mateo, with a population of over 12,145 as of 2020, has a history rooted in agriculture.24 
Most residents were born and raised in Norzagaray, but families began settling and farming 
the fertile lands near the Sierra Madre in 1959. Since then, the barangay has relied primarily 
on agriculture to sustain their families. The small farmers of San Mateo cultivate banana, 
avocado, rambutan and mango trees, along with rice and corn. They mostly sell their produce in 
the nearby markets of Sampol, or even farther in Novaliches, Quezon City.25

However, the farmers have been forced to leave their homes and farms due to harassment 
and demolitions orchestrated by the Royal Moluccan Realty Holdings, Inc. (RMRHI), which 
is allegedly a dummy corporation or agent of the Villar family. Through their subsidiary 
Golden MV Holdings Inc., the Villars already own real estate developments in the area, 
including Bria Homes in Brgy. Bigte and the Golden Haven Memorial Park in Brgy. San 
Mateo. RMRHI is aggressively pursuing the acquisition of adjacent agricultural lands.26

In 2006, DAR issued a Notice of Coverage for the distribution of 75.5 hectares of 
agricultural lands to the San Mateo farmers. Although RMRHI contested this decision, its 
petitions were rejected by the Office of the President in 2015 and the DAR Adjudication 
Board (DARAB) in 2017.
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Despite these rulings in favor of the farmers, DARAB sheriff Virgilio Robles Jr. executed 
writs of demolition in 2018 and 2019, facilitating RMRHI’s landgrabbing activities.27

Organizing against landgrabbing

In response, the farmers organized themselves into the Samahang Magsasaka ng San Mateo (SAMA-SAMA) 
in 2018 to collectively assert their right to the land they have long tilled and made productive. 

Catherine “Cathy” Magdato, a farmer from Sitio Compra and a SAMA-SAMA member, recounted how 
RMRHI sent bulldozers and armed security guards to destroy their farms and raze their houses 
in 2019. This demolition was carried out without orders from the local government since the 
lands were embroiled in ownership disputes. The farmers were displaced and the contested land 
was fenced off with barbed wire.

Along with the other farmers, Cathy helplessly watched as trucks destroyed their crops and trees 
while the RMRHI goons held them at gunpoint. They sought help from the police, barangay officers, 
and other authorities, but received only token sympathy. “The mayor even visited us, and we talked 
to the governor, but neither of them really helped,” Cathy narrated. Those who resisted were 
arrested and jailed on absurd charges, such as theft of crops from their own farms.

During this difficult time, the local United Methodist Church provided temporary shelter for 
the displaced and distraught farmers, while other religious, legal, youth and food rights 
groups offered various forms of assistance and support.

Despite its earlier rulings in favor of the small farmers, DAR kept turning a deaf ear on their 
pleas. Before the lockdown, SAMA-SAMA farmers visited the DAR office in Bulacan to voice their 
concerns, but no action was taken. They then traveled to the DAR national office in Quezon City, 
only to be redirected to the provincial or regional offices, leaving their grievances unresolved.

Amid the fields of Bulacan, the rhythm 
of Batarisan or collective labor 
echoes, planting the seeds of shared 
struggle and survival.
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Persistent challenges

The lack of production support poses an additional challenge for the farmers. With meager 
incomes, small farmers often cannot afford the expensive inputs needed for production.

Irrigation is another major issue, as streams and deep wells often dry up during the 
summer. Ironically, despite Norzagaray hosting Metro Manila’s primary water source, the 
municipality lacks a consistent water supply. Water for both production and consumption 
eats into the farmers’ limited incomes. For instance, they must pay Php30-45 pesos per 
drum of water for household needs, consuming up to six drums weekly.

Government support for agriculture is severely lacking. The absence of proper irrigation, input 
subsidies, farm-to-market roads, and other infrastructure limits the farmers’ productivity. 
SAMA-SAMA members also suspect their exclusion from government subsidy programs, such as 
the Social Amelioration Program (SAP), is tied to their dispute with the RMRHI.

The COVID-19 pandemic further compounded the farmers’ struggles, with income scarcity 
and, continued disputes with RMRHI exacerbating hardships. Their situation worsened when 
Typhoon Ulysses destroyed their homes in November 2020. They could not afford to rent 
housing, even those offered at a supposedly low cost of Php4,000 were beyond their means.

Harassment against the farmers also escalated, resulting in the killing of SAMA-SAMA 
member and farmer Rommy Torres. Allegedly carried out by RMRHI’s armed security guards, the 
incident occurred when Rommy went missing while harvesting bananas on his contested farm. 
His body was found days later inside a plastic drum thrown in a creek in Mabitac, Laguna.28

In Norzagaray, a vacant lot lies in 
waiting, holding the quiet promise of 
another planting season.
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A new path forward

Despite their dire situation, the farmers persist in asserting their land rights and 
have found ways to support their families. 

After their lands were seized by RMRHI, the farmers were forced to take on other 
jobs, including working in tailor shops, truck deliveries, and even providing 
massage services. Some male family members found construction work in Metro Manila, 
while women like Cathy managed their households by stretching the minimum wages 
earned by their husbands. 

Wielding their farming skills, the farmers began building urban farms using containers 
and idle lands near their rented homes. These urban farms have since become a vital 
source of livelihood for their families.  

Through Bagsakan, the SAMA-SAMA farmers have been able to grow sustainable produce 
including taro, taro roots, cassava, sweet potato, bananas, jackfruits, eggplants, 
okra, pechay and string beans, and sell it directly to consumers at various markets 
and venues. This initiative not only supports their families but allows them to 
share their ongoing struggle for land with a wider audience. 

“These issues have hounded, even traumatized the farmers, but they did not give up,” 
said Cathy. Despite losing their homes and farms, the farmers remain determined to 
reclaim their land. Unwaveringly, SAMA-SAMA members continue to lobby, organize, 
and assert their rights.

From the soil to the market, the 
journey begins. SJDM farmers’ harvest 
is ready for the Bagsakan, where 
livelihood meets life’s daily need.
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San Nicolas, San Simon, Pampanga
San Nicolas is one of 14 barangays in the municipality of San Simon, Pampanga and is 
about a 20-minute drive from the Northern Luzon Expressway (NLEX) and MacArthur Highway. 
It is bounded on the west by the Pampanga River and surrounded by several barangays in 
San Simon and San Luis, including San Juan, San Agustin, San Miguel, San Isidro, Santa 
Rita, San Pedro, Santa Cruz, and Santa Monica.29

According to residents, San Nicolas was once part of the two barangays it is now located 
between – Santa Cruz and San Agustin – until boundary adjustments established it as 
a separate barangay. A local legend tells of siblings Cruz and Agustin, whose father, 
Nicolas, was revered as the most benevolent of all patrons. The legend holds that Nicolas 
intervened to restore order among his wayward children, which may have inspired the 
naming and formation of these barangays.30

As of the 2020 Census of Population and Housing (CPH), the population of San Nicolas was 
2,485 with a total of 549 households.31 Most members of the local Disaster Preparedness 
Committee (DPC), who aim to establish a communal farm, have lived in San Nicolas since 
birth. Only a few come from neighboring municipalities and have married into or decided to 
settle in San Nicolas.

Livelihoods

Like many barangays in San Simon, agriculture is a major source of livelihood in San 
Nicolas, primarily rice production and fishing in the Pampanga River Basin. DPC members and 
their families commonly engage in rice farming, fishing and fish vending. To supplement 
their small earnings and cope with rising living expenses, some depend on work in nearby 
poultry farms, construction, or even seek opportunities overseas.

Located in the Pampanga floodplain, rice and fish production are integrated and seasonal 
depending on the water levels of the Pampanga River. Rice farming is usually in the dry 
season, with farmers using the river as a water source for pump irrigation. In contrast, 
fishing mainly takes place during the rainy season or when the river’s water level is high. 
Many residents alternate between rice farming and fishing to sustain their livelihoods. 

Farmers in the barangay primarily grow rice, augmenting their income by fishing in the 
river. Some rice farmers in the communal farming group are tenants who give a portion of 
their harvest as land rent to landowners. For example, Paulino Simbulan, a 67-year old 
rice farmer and DPC member, rents a 1,500-square-meter plot of land. From his usual harvest 
of 15 cavans per cycle, Simbulan pays two cavans as land rent, two cavans for irrigation 
costs, and two cavans (Php3,500) for a sack of fertilizer. This leaves him with roughly 9 
to 10 cavans or a net income of Php17,500 to stretch across around three months, for his 
family’s needs.

The farmer tenants in the group also expressed their concern with the rising cost of 
inputs that are eating away at their incomes. Paulino shared that a big chunk of his 
Php6,000 monthly expenses are for farm inputs, especially fertilizer and pesticide. 
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Fisherfolk in San Nicolas face similar challenges. Husbands usually fish in the river, 
while their wives sell the catch at nearby markets. But when the catch is not enough or 
earnings are low, they work in the rice fields. DPC member Irenea Claudio, a fish vendor, 
said that her husband is a fisherman who mainly catches tilapia (African carp), gourami, 
and catfish. They only earn Php150-Php300 per day or about Php4,200-Php8,400 per month 
from selling fish. To supplement their earnings, Irenea’s husband plants rice once a year.  

The DPC communal farm members shared that the more prominent landowners in the 
barangay – in whose farms they work for extra income – are the Pangan, Alfaro, and 
Simbulan families. Meanwhile, Lacsamana is a major player in microfinancing, from whom 
the communal farm members borrow whenever they tend to run out of cash on hand.

Economic realities

Despite their hard work, many families in San Nicolas struggle to make ends meet. Their 
spending priorities include food, basic necessities, farming or fishing inputs, and school-
related expenses such as daily snacks and transportation (averaging Php100 roundtrip).

In terms of infrastructure, the barangay has had a well-paved main road for about a decade. 
Electricity was only installed in 2020 through the Pampanga Electric Cooperative (PELCO). While 
some households are connected to the Sta. Monica Water District, most still rely on traditional 
water pumps. Electricity costs range from Php14-16 per kilowatt-hour, and water costs about 
Php700 per month, making utility rates in San Nicolas more expensive than in Metro Manila. 

To make up for their insufficient income, almost all families resort to borrowing money or rice. 
But they must comply with stringent terms; for example, for every cavan of rice borrowed, they 
must pay back one cavan plus Php1,000, turned in on a weekly basis until their loan is paid off. 

A bicycle stands ready in San Simon, 
the vessel of a fish vendor’s hope.
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Financial difficulties worsened further after Typhoon Ulysses. While the Pampanga River 
can be a source of livelihood and water for their fields, living in a floodplain exposes 
the community to vulnerabilities especially during typhoons and heavy rains. San Nicolas, 
along with many other barangays in San Simon, was devastated by Typhoon Ulysses, which 
struck right before harvest. The destructive flooding inundated and destroyed their 
palay, while fisherfolk saw their catches swept away by the rising waters. 

Some DPC members recalled that although the floods caused significant damage, they 
also brought home an unexpected abundance of fish, which some residents were lucky 
to catch. 

Potential for a communal farm

In the face of economic challenges, planting vegetables has become a viable option 
for some families in San Nicolas to supplement their incomes and provide food for 
their households. Families shared that they are able to sell the vegetables, including 
eggplant, camote, string beans and okra from their backyards, to their neighbors or 
the market. Others share their harvests with those who cannot afford to buy.

The idea of establishing a communal farm has sparked optimism among residents, driven by 
their participation in the DPC. According to Casimero Amada, the DPC coordinator, the group 
proved helpful in organizing relief efforts, especially during the devastating floods 

In a circle of exchange, DPC members 
and IBON staff speak of livelihood, 
dignity, and the daily fight to make 
ends meet.

In San Simon, Pampanga, the soil lies 
bare and ready.
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brought by Typhoon Ulysses in November 2020. Despite some organizational challenges, the 
DPC played a critical role in gathering and distributing aid during the disaster.

Ricky also shared that the DPC once attempted to establish a community farm, but the 
initiative faltered due to a lack of resources to sustain and expand it. Meanwhile, 
the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE) initiated a planting project in the 
nearby barangay of Sta. Cruz. However, it faced criticism for delayed payments to 
its workers, which has deterred enthusiasm for similar programs. 

Although the prospect of a communal farm is relatively new to the residents, there 
is hope that it could succeed, taking off from individual experiences and the proven 
benefits of collective farming. Their previous farm effort yielded  some positive 
outcomes – they exchanged eggplants, stringbeans, munggo, sweet potatoes, cassava, 
and more – but was hindered by participants that tended to be individualistic rather 
than working for the group’s success. 

Kagawad Valeriano Sanguyo has offered a 1/4-hectare piece of land in Purok 4, 
surrounded by irrigated rice fields, for the establishment of a communal farm. 
While he initially doubted whether the farm could flourish, he expressed hope that 
the residents would actively engage and eventually cultivate their own farming or 
gardening practices. The initiative was seen as a promising step toward addressing 
food insecurity and fostering collaboration among the community.

In San Simon, Pampanga, rice fields 
and fish ponds lie side by side.

DPC members tell their stories through 
their community map.
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Dearth in
vast lands
Bicol, designated as Region V, is home to two of our community farming support areas - 
Polangui and Guinobatan, province of Albay. Located in the southernmost part of Luzon, Bicol 
comprises 5.6% of the total land area in the Philippines. Clockwise from the Northeast, it 
is bordered by the Philippine Sea, the San Bernardino Strait, Samar Sea, the Visayan Sea, 
the Asian Gulf, the Sibuyan Sea, Ragay Gulf, and CALABARZON. The region has six  provinces: 
Camarines Norte, Camarines Sur, Albay, Sorsogon, Catanduanes, and Masbate.32

Bicol serves as the gateway of Luzon to the major islands of Visayas and Mindanao. Strategically 
situated, the region is a key market and business take-off point for trade from the Philippines 
to the Pacific Rim, Europe, the United States, and other global markets. 

Renowned as one of the country’s most popular tourist destinations, Bicol is home to the 
famous Mayon Volcano, pristine beaches, caverns, and more. It is also known for its native 
cuisine, particularly dishes cooked with gata (coconut milk) and chili, such as laing or 
pinangat (taro leaves and chili cooked in coconut milk), Bicol Express (meat, chili and tiny 
shrimps cooked in gata), and the pili nut.33

The region’s economy is hugely agricultural with four out of ten employed persons dependent on 
the sector. Its major crops include palay, corn, coconut, and abaca. Other economic activities 
include commercial fishing, mining, handicrafts, and jewelry manufacturing.34 

Despite official reports of economic growth and labor market gains, Bicol continues to face 
decades-old challenges in terms of job creation and poverty alleviation.  Regional growth 
expanded by 8% in 2022, a significant increase from 4.3% in 2021. This growth follows an 8.4% 
decline in 2020 and 8.2% increase in 2019.35

The employment rate in the region fell from 94.9% in 2019 to 90.5% in 2020, but it rebounded 
to 91.8% in 2021 and reached 94.3% in 2022. Meanwhile, the underemployment rate slightly grew 
from 27.4% in 2019 to 27.5% in 2020, but decreased from 26.7% in 2021 to 22.8% in 2022.36

However, the poverty incidence among families increased from 20% in 2018 to 22% in 
2021.37 This rise could be attributed to not only the impacts of the pandemic but 
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also to long-standing neglect and decline of the agriculture sector, which remains 
a critical component of the regional economy.

According to the NEDA 2022 regional situationer, while the mining and tourism sectors 
experienced faster growth, the agriculture sector had slowing production in key 
areas such as palay, corn, and fisheries production.38 This deceleration highlights 
the persistent problems affecting the sector. 

The government claimed it will target faster growth in agriculture. But its strategy to 
achieve this is anchored on agribusiness initiatives that rely on large corporations and 
foreign investments. By neglecting to prioritize land distribution and direct support for 
local producers, this approach perpetuates the downward trajectory of the agriculture sector 
and failing to address the root causes of poverty and inequality in the region.

Polangui and Guinobatan, Albay
The historic province of Albay, located approximately half a day’s travel from Metro 
Manila, is home to two farming communities that practice Bungkalan: one in Brgy. Cotnogan 
in Polangui and the other in Brgy. Muladbucad Grande in Guinobatan.

Camarines Sur

Albay

Catanduanes

Sorsogon

Masbate

Camarines 
Norte

Map 2. Bicol (Region V)
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Cotnogan, Polangui

Polangui, one of the first towns in Albay when coming from Camarines Sur, is a small, 
landlocked municipality where 6.5% of Albay’s total population resides.39 The majority of 
Polangui’s residents depend on agriculture as their primary source of income, with major 
crops including palay, coconut, abaca, pili, corn, and various root crops.40

Brgy. Cotnogan is one of Polangui’s 44 barangays, with a population of just 1,390 and 
325 households, as of the 2020 CPH.41 The barangay is bounded by Polangui, Albay and 
Bato, Camarines Sur. Cotnogan is basically electrified and its roads asphalted, but its 
residents rely on wells and pumps for water. The lower-lying areas of the barangay are 
usually quite a distance from the farms.

Many of the barangay’s residents have been forced to find additional work elsewhere due 
to the small wages they receive as agricultural workers in palay and coconut areas. The 
minimum wage for agricultural workers in Bicol is only Php310, which is not even enough 
to cover the daily food expenses of a family of five. Male family members usually seek 
employment as construction workers in Metro Manila and other nearby cities. The women 
meanwhile take on side jobs, such as selling viands and merienda like pancit, suman and 
rice cakes, running sari-sari stores, or working on small farms owned by wealthy farmers.42

The harsh pandemic lockdowns further affected their livelihoods. Women who worked as 
ambulant vendors and agricultural workers were restricted from leaving their communities, 
while their husbands lost jobs in the cities due to the shutdown of construction work. 
In response, they turned to Bungkalan (also known as rabusan in Bicolano). Members of 
the Samahan ng mga Paraoma sa Cotnogan began scouting for idle lands where they could 
plant vegetables and crops to support their community’s food needs.

Marivel Garlando of Cotnogan, said “We believe starting Bungkalan here in the community 
can help with our livelihood and food supply, and reduce our daily expenses, as long as 
we help each other.” Through Bungkalan, the community members not only cultivated the 
land but also worked together to clear it, removing weeds and stones, and preparing the 
soil for planting, even on small plots, such as vacant lots in front of their homes.

In Brgy. Cotnogan, women farmers 
prepare the earth with hands that have 
long nurtured both land and life.
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Muladbucad Grande, Guinobatan

Guinobatan is a municipality nestled at the foot of Mayon Volcano, famous not only for 
its longganisa (local sausage) but also for its agricultural products. Much of Guinobatan’s 
agricultural land is dedicated to coconut, with the remaining areas cultivated with corn, 
bananas, vegetables, and other crops. 

Coconut trees, often referred to as the “tree of life” due to their many uses, provide vital 
resources for the community. However, farmers earn meager incomes due to the low price of copra 
- the dried coconut meat from which coconut oil is extracted. As of 2022, Albay was a notable 
player in the Bicol region’s copra production and export sector.43 Despite this, copra is sold 
as a raw material, meaning its market price remains far below the value of the farmers’ labor 
and efforts to produce it. 

Brgy. Muladbucad Grande, one of 44 barangays in Guinobatan, has a population of 2,497 as of 
2020.44 The barangay is highly vulnerable to disasters, particularly volcanic eruptions. Located 
within the six-kilometer danger zone of Mayon Volcano, the residents are frequently displaced 
from their homes and farms for months when the volcano erupts. Purok 7, a community within the 
barangay, is particularly at risk because it is separated from the rest of the barangay by a 
stream that becomes a lava path during these eruptions. 

Frequent typhoons are another challenge for the community, as Albay is one of the most typhoon-
prone provinces in the Philippines. These typhoons destroy their vegetable and fruit farms, damage 
coconut trees, and wash away the gravel that residents rely on as an alternative source of income.

Most of the community members are farmers, either tending to their own small farms or working 
on the community farm located in Purok 7. Some are seasonal farm workers, hired only during 
planting or harvest season, and with no regular income. Gathering and selling the gravel found 
near Mayon also helps to augment their low earnings. They collect gravel over several days, 
selling it for Php250 per cubic meter or about ten sacks. The earnings are then divided among 
everyone involved in the gravel collection.

A growing concern is the increasing expansion of mining and quarrying operations in the area, 
which encroach on agricultural land. The land around Mayon Volcano is rich in sand and gravel, 
highly sought-after materials for construction, and large quarrying operations have become more 
common. Previously, farmers supplemented their income by gathering and selling black sand to 
construction companies. But the barangay allowed a big quarrying firm owned by Luis Catangui 
to establish a five-hectare site near Mt. Mayon. This firm does not hire local workers, and 
instead has displaced the farmers, forcing them to collect gravel elsewhere or even seek jobs 
in other cities in Southern Tagalog and Metro Manila. 

In addition to these livelihood challenges, the community lacks adequate utilities and 
social services. For instance, Purok 7 must source its water and electricity from the 
adjacent barangay of Buga, as it is closer than the center of Muladbucad Grande. The 
fragile bridge connecting Purok 7 to the rest of the barangay is also susceptible to 
damage, especially during rainy season, making it difficult and dangerous to access 
electricity and water from the barangay proper.
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Although residents own their houses, they are built on lots belonging to the Muladbucad Grande 
farmers’ organization  president who is also a relative. It is common for relatives to live 
close by since most of the residents are extended family members.

Health services are provided through Barangay Health Stations, where residents can avail of 
free check-ups and, sometimes, medicine if available. However, for more serious medical needs, 
they must travel 30 to 45 minutes to the nearest hospital. Since the barangay does not provide 
free ambulance services, residents must find their own means of transportation. 

Box 2. Muladbucad Grande Community Farming Calendar
January

February

April

June

September-October

November-December

July-August

May

•	Generally warmer weather  
with no rains or typhoons

•	Crops readied for planting 
include watermelon, 
cucumber, squash, upo 
(bottle gourd)

•	Tabas/bayubo (cleaning    
and preparing plots)

•	Inputs needed are seeds   
or beans (Php1,000-1,200      
per can)

•	Tools like araro, asarol, 
kalaykay, and suyod rented 
for plot preparation 

•	Carabao, workers are hired 
for this at Php700 a day

•	Tabas/bayubo and abono 
(fertilizer) spraying

•	Hot and dry season
•	Tabas and preparing 
plots for next planting 
season

•	Planting of camote  
(sweet potato), other 
tubers for consumption

•	Unpredictable weather, 
alternating between hot 
and rainy conditions

•	Pests more active and 
need to be manually 
removed from produce

•	Strong typhoons begin  
to impact the province

•	Continue planting 
vegetables and fruits

•	Planting of watermelon, 
other fruits to be sold    
next summer

•	Continue planting root 
crops and vegetables

•	Unpredictable weather, 
but the rainy season 
usually begins

•	Pechay, beans, other  
crops planted, harvested

•	Taggutom (hunger season)
•	New crops planted  
include string beans, 
baguio beans, kulis 
(lettuce tree), and lada 
(chili), in addition to 
crops planted in January

March
•	Harvest season begins 
(Bayanihan)

•	Jeepneys are rented to 
transport produce for sale

•	Selling and preparing 
produce to prevent 
spoilage and wastage

•	Materials include 
runners or plastics    
for harvests
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Regarding education, the barangay only has one elementary school. Secondary schools are a 
considerable distance away, requiring students to spend Php15-20 daily on transportation. 
On weekends, some students assist with family or community farming.

Although the barangay is relatively accessible for the residents’ day-to-day concerns, during 
the pandemic, it was unable to provide sufficient support. The Mayor’s office was primarily 
responsible for distributing relief goods. Despite these challenges, the community farm 
in Purok 7 has become a vital source of sustenance for the farmers. It not only provides 
a regular supply of vegetables to help sustain their families and serves as an additional 
income source, but enables them to share produce with others in need.

The farmers, who are also members of the Muladbucad Grande farmers, women and youth groups, 
began planting vegetables and root crops on the community farm amidst the hardships caused 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and the powerful typhoons that struck the barangay.

For example, Typhoon Rolly destroyed almost all the coconut trees in the latter half of 
2020, further exacerbating the difficulties of already struggling farmers. Rehabilitating 
the coconut trees would take more than three years, and the lockdown further hindered 
their ability to find alternative sources of income. Many residents were left jobless and 
government aid arrived in trickles, leaving them in dire circumstances. Growing vegetables 
helped them cope and feed their families. 

But getting their vegetable farming off the ground was not easy. The farm’s proximity to Mayon 
made the soil unsuitable for some types of vegetables. Despite numerous failed attempts, 
the farmers maintained a lighthearted attitude, though their fatigue and determination to 
succeed were evident. “We will do our best to thrive here, since we have nowhere else to 

Beneath the gaze of Mayon, farmers of  
Muladbucad Grande share their stories.

Beneath the shadow of Mayon lies 
Guinobatan’s gift, a dark soil that 
remembers eruption and renewal alike.
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go,” said Fernando Gonzales, a local farmer. “All we have is our strength to till the land, 
and we believe that Bungkalan can help increase production”, he added.

Farmers also faced challenges such as limited access to production inputs and an unreliable 
water supply for growing vegetables. Yet, they made do with what they had, believing that 
taking action, no matter how small, is much better than waiting for help.

The Muladbucad Grande farmers, women, and youth groups have played an essential role in 
managing and ensuring collective land cultivation in Purok 7. They maintain a planting 
calendar that plots which crops to work on each month and organizes related activities. 

They also work together to address the challenges of community farming such as the lack 
of storage. Without proper storage facilities, farmers are forced to sell their produce to 
traders at very low prices, who then resell the crops at much higher rates in the market. 
Sometimes the farmers must let the produce spoil rather than sell at a loss. 

To combat spoilage, they have found ways to process certain crops, like making squash 
or camote donuts, to extend their shelf life and provide additional food to the 
community. However, erratic weather patterns also affects the planting cycle, adding to 
the uncertainty they face.

All members of the Muladbucad Grande groups are involved in the community farm activities, 
from cleaning and preparing the plots to planting, watering, and harvesting. During harvest, 
the produce is divided between what is sold and what is kept for consumption. Additionally, 
they have a contribution system, where some of the money earned from sales is saved as 
capital for the next planting cycle or as contingency funds for emergencies.

A farmer from Polangui stands among the 
paddies guarding the growth that his 
hands and patience have made possible.

Around a simple calendar, the farmers 
of Muladbucad Grande align their 
labor with rain, sunlight, and the 
quiet wisdom of the land.
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lronies in
the Capital
Five of our urban farming snapshots are located in Metro Manila (also known as the National 
Capital Region or NCR), the Philippines’ largest metropolitan area. These are Creekside in 
Paranaque City; Sitio Maisan in the City of Manila; as well as the cluster of Sitio Bakal, 
Area 5, and Sitio Bona and Sitio Tagumpay in Bagong Silangan, Quezon City.

The massive, populous megacity that is the NCR had a population of 13.5 million 
people, as of 2020.45 NCR is often seen as the country’s political, financial and 
cultural hub – home to key government institutions, business districts, industries, 
academic centers, and a thriving media, fashion and cultural scene. Because of 
these prospects, many Filipinos from across the nation have migrated to Metro 
Manila in search of better opportunities.

Despite its reputation as a center of progress, Metro Manila faces significant 
challenges. Even before the pandemic, the region was grappling with social, economic 
and environmental issues.

Despite economic growth, the NCR lagged behind other Asian cities in terms of quality 
of life. A lack of urban planning has contributed to problems such as severe traffic 
congestion, a growing urban poor population, poor infrastructure, and vulnerability 
to extreme weather events and resulting flooding.

The region’s economy has also faced setbacks. The growth of its gross regional 
domestic product (GRDP) dropped sharply from 7% in 2019 to negative 10% in 2020 due 
to the pandemic. Growth then rebounded to 4.4%  in 2021 and 7.2% in 2022.46

As in the rest of the country, employment in the NCR plummeted in 2020 but appeared 
to rebound in the following years, although an increasing number of Filipinos were 
underemployed. Employment dropped from 94% in 2019 to 88.3% in 2020, but recovered 
to 89.4% in 2021 and 92.8% in 2022. However, the NCR’s unemployment rate remained 
higher than the national average of 7.4% during these years. Underemployment, a 
significant concern, soared from 5.3% in 2019  to 9.2% in 2020 and 10.2% in 2021, 
before slightly improving to 9% in 2022.47 48
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Meanwhile, official poverty incidence 
among families in the NCR increased from 
1.4% in 2018  to 2.2% in 2021.49 However, 
unemployment and poverty numbers could 
be higher since official figures tend to 
discount millions of discouraged workers 
and use a low poverty threshold.

To address these challenges, the 
NCR Regional Development Plan 2017-
2022 emphasized two major sources of 
growth: tourism and infrastructure. The 
plan, while promoting the region as 
an attractive destination for foreign 
visitors and investors, has focused more 
on big-ticket projects such as roads, 
subways, highways, flood control, and 
connectivity infrastructure. These 
primarily benefit big businesses rather 
than addressing the region’s basic needs 
and services like public shelters, 
hospitals and health facilities. As a 
result, many of the region’s most pressing 
issues remain unaddressed, exacerbating 
the disparities within the NCR.

Creekside, Parañaque City
Creekside, UPS IV, is located within a huge industrial subdivision in Parañaque 
City, surrounded by factories producing processed food. The community is difficult 
to access via public transportation and far from basic amenities such as markets, 
schools, the barangay hall, and health center.50

Some families rent their homes, while others have built small shelters by the creek. 
Many residents hail from Cagayan Valley, Isabela, and Iloilo, having settled in the 
area between 1997 and the early 2000s. Around 200 families live in Creekside.

Daily struggles

Most families in the community struggle daily to make ends meet. The men typically work 
in nearby factories, as drivers, or in delivery services, while the women usually stay 
at home to care for their children and manage the household budget. Some families earn 
extra income by renting out rooms to workers from surrounding industrial companies.  

The women stretch their husbands’ earnings to cover food especially rice, electricity, 
water, and rent, but these often fall short. They sometimes rely on loans from relatives 
or friends in the province.

Map 3. National Capital Region (NCR)
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Challenges during the pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the community’s struggles. Job losses among the workers added 
to the difficulties, and accessing healthcare became a challenge because of the distance to the 
Barangay Health Center. During the lockdown, the fare to the health center cost Php100 per trip. 
Since it was sometimes unmanned, the community members felt it was not worth spending that much 
to travel there. At times, families were forced to go to a nearby private clinic that always had a 
doctor available, but this was expensive. There was also a lack of information about the pandemic. 
No health workers or barangay staff came to explain the lockdown measures. Armed personnel were 
even sent to the barangay to enforce restrictions, preventing some residents from making a living.

A lifeline through urban gardening

Amid these challenges, the Creekside families had to seek alternative sources of food and 
income. The United Council of Churches of the Philippines, through the Asuncion Perez 
Memorial Center, generously offered the community use of a backyard space, which they 
considered a blessing. This inspired and emboldened the women of Creekside to pursue urban 
gardening. With limited space and surrounded by concrete buildings and a small creek, they 
maximized plastic containers as planting pots and found ways to source and use limited soil.

Initially guided by YouTube tutorials on urban gardening techniques, they later received 
training from the local government and encouragement from the Pamilyang Pantawid Pilipino 
Program (4Ps). Follow-up workshops were held with the Philippine Network for Food Security 
Programmes (PNFSP) and other community farming partners from the Pinagkaisang Lakas ng 
Maralita (PLM) on container gardening which featured pechay, papaya, string beans, sweet 
potato, bitter gourd, eggplants and okra.

Despite having no prior knowledge, the mothers of Creekside persevered to learn the ropes 
of urban gardening. Marilyn Demingoy, one of the community members, explained, “This helps 
lessen expenses, since food and other goods are costly and we have to commute to get to the 
market.” Urban gardening has provided the community with fresh produce, helping families 
reduce market expenses. Surplus harvests are either sold for additional income or shared 
with other families in need. 

In the face of low earnings, high inflation, and the challenges of pandemic lockdowns, 
urban gardening became a significant source of relief for the Creekside families. It not 
only helped them put food on the table, support others, and earn a little extra income, but 
fostered resilience and a spirit of community amid adversity.

In the narrow spaces of Creekside, women 
gather to learn how to turn concrete 
corners into gardens of possibility.
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Bagong Silangan, Quezon City
Bagong Silangan is one of the largest barangays in Quezon City. It encompasses three of 
the featured urban farming communities: Sitio Bakal and Area 5; Sitio Bona; and Tagumpay.51 

Covering approximately 118 hectares of mostly idle land, the barangay is bounded by Quezon 
City and San Mateo, Rizal. It lies near the Marikina River, making its soil naturally fertile 
and conducive for growing different types of vegetables, fruits and crops.

Sitio Bakal and Area 5

Sitio Bakal residents, many of whom originated from the provinces of Isabela, Cagayan Valley and 
Iloilo, started settling in the area in 1997. Nanay Marisa Rico’s family is among the longest-
standing residents in the community.  

Unlike other urban poor communities where houses are densely packed, the homes in Sitio Bakal 
are spread out. However, this space does not equate to better living conditions, as the sitio 
lacks basic utilities like electricity and constant water supply -- this is ironic for a barangay 
within one of the country’s wealthiest cities. In terms of education, while many residents were 
able to complete their secondary schooling, few can pursue college due to the lack of resources. 
Younger children attend nearby elementary and secondary public schools.

The community’s breadwinners are mostly informal workers. The men typically work on construction 
sites, while the women take on odd jobs, such as on-call housekeeping or ambulant vending. To 
earn extra money, they also sell vegetables sourced from other residents at nearby markets. 
Despite their efforts, household incomes are often insufficient, and families make do with what 
little they have.

The pandemic made their lives harder. With construction sites closed during the lockdowns, many 
families lost their primary source of income. In response, the residents turned to farming, 
growing easy-to-cultivate vegetables such as kangkong (water spinach), mustard greens, and cassava 
tops to feed their families and sell in the local market.

This experience empowered residents to grow more varieties of vegetables and root crops in their 
urban farms, reducing their dependence on government dole-outs. However, they still struggle with 
the high cost of farming inputs.

The people of Sitio Bakal learn to 
cultivate life amid the dense sprawls 
of Quezon City.
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Box 3. Sharing in the community
Despite limited resources and numerous 
challenges, the residents of Sitio Bakal 
have diligently sustained community farming 
as a vital source of livelihood, relying on 
the Tumana Collective Farm as a fallback 
when needed.

The usual crops grown on the members’ 
available land include saluyot (jute 
leaves), spinach, cassava, purple, and 
sweet potatoes. Each member contributes 
to tending the communal plots, and the 
harvests are divided among them.

A small portion (1-2%) of the produce is set 
aside for the organization. Savings from 
these contributions are pooled together 
and used to address immediate community 
needs, with the organization carefully 
tracking expenditures. 

When the community farm does not produce 
enough to meet their needs, residents turn 
to buying and selling vegetables from 
Tumana to sustain their livelihood.

However, the farm faces several challenges, 
including animals damaging the crops, a 
lack of tools, mold, insufficient capital, 
unsuitable soil types, flooding, and the 
proliferation of weeds. Through many training 
sessions and meetings the community has 
learned to troubleshoot and resolve these 
problems effectively. 

The residents place great value on developing 
internal systems for decision-making and 
group coordination. This collective effort 
has strengthened their organization, and 
they remain committed to further improvement 
for the benefit of all members.
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SB Manna, an area in Sitio Bakal that is home to around 50 families, faces additional threats, 
including the construction of a proposed dam that could wipe out the entire community. Manna 
is prone to severe flooding during heavy rains. Houses are built from light materials to allow 
quick reconstruction after storms submerge their homes, but residents often lose belongings 
they cannot carry to higher ground. With no nearby evacuation centers and safe roads to tread, 
residents flee to the mountains when floods rise above their homes. 

Access to basic services is also a challenge. Post-rain and flood illnesses are common, yet 
health services are scarce. The barangay health center staff only visits the area for child 
vaccination drives. There is also no nearby primary school and roads are only built during 
elections. Residents rely on and pay the Maynilad Water Systems Inc. for water, which is delivered 
through hoses. The community hopes for an artesian well to provide a more stable water source.

During the height of the pandemic, only those with close connections to authorities received 
government aid. Those who don’t, including registered voters, are used to being left out. 
Fortunately, private and religious organizations like the Good Neighbors International 
Foundation and St. Benedict Church extended assistance by distributing food supplies such 
as rice and chicken. Residents said that private aid is more reliable than support from the 
national government.

To sustain their livelihoods, SB Manna families depend on selling vegetables and plants 
sourced from the Tumana Collective Farm (an established community farm in the adjacent 
barangay), sewing, and animal husbandry. However, with monthly earnings ranging from Php2,500 
to Php10,000, they often struggle to meet their families’ needs, resorting to high-interest 
loans from ‘five-six’ lenders or skipping meals.

The Kalikasan at Komunidad (2K), a Quezon City-based  civic organization, facilitated support from 
the local government’s Public Employment Service Office (PESO), helping Sitio Bakal residents 
gain recognition within the barangay and city. Through 2K, the community has advocated for 
electricity access and more support for urban farming.

In Area 5, most of the community farming participants were mothers also looking for other sources 
of income to help their families. Some participated in Quezon City’s DOLE-Tulong Panghanapbuhay 
sa Ating Disadvantaged/Displaced Workers (TUPAD) program, which hired them to plant vegetables in 
the urban gardening sites of various barangays. However, despite months of work, they have yet to 
receive their promised wages. Undeterred, the Area 5 mothers continued to plant and searched for 
more idle lands to convert into urban farms. They organized plots, designating some for saleable 
vegetables and others for community consumption.

In Area 5, Brgy. Bagong Silangan, 
an abandoned school lot reborn as a 
communal farm tended by hands that 
refuse to give up on the land.
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Sitio Bona

The residents of Sitio Bona hail from various provinces, including Laguna, Rizal, Bicol, 
Northern and Eastern Samar, and Misamis Occidental. Most were driven to Metro Manila by poverty, 
and the hope of pursuing an education or finding work.52 While some found opportunities, they 
soon realized how limited these were.

Norman Diamante, for instance, worked in Jeddah for five years until 2021 and became an 
electrician in an upscale subdivision, but a foot injury reduced his mobility and ability to 
earn.

Namel worked as an all-around construction worker, yet even with his son’s earnings from a gas 
station and his own daily wage of Php550, their combined income was not enough – particularly 
as he needs medicine for his lung disease.

Before the pandemic, Thelma Aspa earned only Php8,000 monthly as a manicurist. However, the 
salon she worked at closed during the lockdown and business remained slow after reopening. 
Her children, who work at nearby construction sites, now help support her. 

Similarly, the families of Patria Moseride, a domestic helper, and Elisa Ventura, a housewife, 
depend on their husbands’ meager earnings from precarious construction work and pedicab 
driving. The financial strain often forces them to borrow money, adjust budgets, eat less, 
subsist on porridge, or even go an entire day without food.

The pandemic further worsened their livelihoods, and the lack of proper information drives 
left many confused about the restrictions preventing them from going out to work. 

In a small gathering in Sitio Bona, words 
become tools of change in a focused 
discussion with IBON staff in strengthening 
their organizational unity.
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Residents in Sitio Bona are a mix of homeowners or renters. However, during floods, 
they all face the challenge of finding safe, dry shelter due to the lack of 
proper evacuation centers. The elementary school and barangay hall become temporary 
evacuation centers during emergencies, although a covered court and multipurpose 
hall currently under construction will soon include designated refuge areas.

Access to healthcare is another issue, as health centers and doctors are seldom 
available. While special services such as the tuberculosis diagnostic system (TB DOTS) 
exist, they are privatized and require fees, making them inaccessible to many residents. 

Assistance is scarce despite the vulnerability of families in Sitio Bona. When aid 
does arrive – such as relief goods from the barangay or mayor, or as a draw-lots 
distribution by the Philippine Army for 10 kilograms of rice and 35 pieces of canned 
goods – it is often limited and delayed. Those with patronage connections to the 
local government unit are also prioritized.

Venturing into cooperative livelihoods, like the community farms, has given Bona 
residents a sense of hope amid their difficult situation. Through the 2K, the Bona 
community organized the Community Development Center (CDC), a small cooperative, 
which started two farms in the area. These farms have provided a vital means of 
support and a pathway toward greater resilience.

In Sitio Bona, a small garden blooms.

In Sitio Bona, the community cultivates 
mushrooms  for nourishment and livelihood.
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Box 4. Two farms in SItio Bona
Sitio Bona has both a community farm and a 
mushroom farm that support the families in 
the area. The community farm is actively 
maintained by three members, while the 
rest takes care of the mushroom farm.

On the community farm, the members grow 
water spinach, tomatoes, okra, chili, 
sweet potato, mustard greens, and lettuce. 
They water the plants and weed the plots 
on a rotational schedule. However, the 
frequent floods in Bagong Silangan, 
particularly between July and December, 
pose significant challenges. These floods 
often drown and kill the community’s 
vegetable seedlings, forcing them to 
replant. Despite efforts to elevate the 
plots and secure the crops, floodwaters 
still manage to seep in, damaging even the 
protected plants like the more vulnerable 
lettuce and mustard greens.

Meanwhile, the mushroom farm is managed by 
four active members who were trained under 
the Social Institution for Workmanship and 
Advanced Knowledge (SIWAK). The mushrooms 
were sourced for free from the Bureau of 
Plant Industry. The first harvest, completed 
three to four days after set-up, yielded 
1,100 grams or 11 plastic bags with each bag 
priced at Php30-40. Eventually, the daily 
number of grams sold ranged from 300 to 600 
grams. Proceeds are handed to the treasurer 
and used to pay for monthly water and 
electricity expenses, with the remaining 
profits divided among the members.

Farm maintenance is a collaborative effort, 
with members watering and sweeping the 

garden three times daily on a rotational 
basis. To maintain the necessary moisture 
for the mushrooms, they keep the curtain 
lining the farm wet. Since their source of 
water is from Maynilad, they let the water 
sit to remove the chlorine before use.

The benefits outweigh the challenges that 
the team has so far faced in tending 
the mushroom farm. Floods disrupt their 
sleep as they must check the mushrooms 
to prevent damage. Insects also infest 
the farm, requiring constant attention. 
Nonetheless, they earn a modest profit 
and have a daily supply of food – they 
keep the mushroom stems for their own 
consumption after orders are delivered. 
The farm has become a space for community 
bonding where members share meals, stories, 
mutual support, and providing some relief 
from daily stresses. 

To improve their operations, the farm needs 
sprinklers, gloves, a hoe, axe, and boots. 
They are also seeking flood-resistant soil, 
as described by a trainor from partner 
Magsasaka at Siyentipiko para sa Pag-unlad 
ng Agrikultura (MASIPAG) during a community 
farming workshop in nearby Sitio Bakal. 

While they await government assistance, 
limited barangay resources leave much to 
be desired. In the meantime, the group is 
focused on strengthening their coordination 
and unity. They are developing ways to 
expand their program, such as being able 
to respond to future crises like pandemics. 
For now, the CDC serves as their foundation 
of empowerment and growth.
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Sitio Tagumpay

Sitio Tagumpay, part of the Tagumpay, Greenfield and Extension cluster of Bagong 
Silangan, is home to 275 families. Among them, 175 families are participants in 
a 125-member Community Mortgage Program (CMP), which they have been paying for 
since 1998. The first settlers in this area were those displaced by demolitions 
on Makatarungan Street and Visayas Avenue in 1994 and 1995. Most residents came 
from Masbate, Southern Leyte, Bohol, Negros Oriental, Isabela, Cagayan De Oro, and 
Mindanao. On average, each family consists of five to six members.53  

The residents’ main sources of income include construction work, fish and vegetable 
vending, call center jobs, pedicab and tricycle driving, home and laundry services, 
government employment, and community farming. Construction workers earn between 
Php600 and Php800 daily, depending on their skill levels. But many families 
struggle to make ends meet, often requiring residents to take on double jobs or 
borrow money to cover expenses. 

During the pandemic, the community occasionally received aid such as food and 
medicine from the barangay, as well as rice and vegetables from Gabriela, a national 
women’s alliance. Promises of assistance from higher government officials sometimes 
went unfulfilled. Residents reported not receiving medicine aid from a councilor or 
the Php8,000 second tranche of the Social Amelioration Program. Similarly, the Vice 
Mayor’s pledged support never materialized. 

Amid these difficulties, residents supported one another by sharing whatever relief 
goods they received, including vegetables, rice, and canned goods.

Community farming has also been a significant source of hope for Tagumpay. Initiated 
with help from the Rotary Club, the residents identified a 50 square-meter plot of 
land for their urban farm. Initially, only three mothers, namely Jekris Alcantara, 
Valentina Lombres and Annaliza Antonio, cleared the area and began planting. Over 
time, the number of plots increased from three to six, with four to five people 
managing each plot.

Gathered in Sitio Tagumpay, residents 
and IBON staff discuss the importance 
of strong collective will and action 
in urban gardening.
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They planted crops such as sweet potatoes, tomatoes, okra, kangkong, and pechay, 
later adding malunggay, chili, papaya, string beans, eggplants, and taro. A structured 
system was implemented, with a rotating schedule for planting, watering (twice 
daily), and harvesting. Proceeds from harvests are managed by a treasurer and 
reinvested into the farm to improve operations.

However, participation in farming fluctuates. At times, the once-enthusiastic group 
dwindles back to the original trio. Several factors contributed to this decline, 
including Metro Manila’s urban culture, which doesn’t favor farming, muddy conditions, 
and a lack of materials and inputs. The group requested tools, a water pipe, and 
soil from the Rotary Club but only received the tools and soil – though it took some 
time before these were actually put to use. They also realized that their knowledge 
of the entire farming cycle was limited, though they have learned to avoid planting 
in May due to frequent floods. Instead, they have learned to  focus their gardening 
efforts between December and June.

Despite the challenges encountered in their initial attempt at urban farming, the 
participants recognize the benefits, noting the better quality and lower cost of the 
produce. Jekris shared that although only a few members are consistently involved, 
several residents still occasionally lend a hand to help maintain the community farm. 

The Tagumpay residents were able to identify lack of teamwork and know-how as the 
particular issues they need to resolve in order to improve their community farming. 
To address these, an on-site gardening needs assessment and training were held. 
These efforts are paving the way for a more sustainable approach to urban farming.

In Sitio Bona, MASIPAG Luzon guides 
residents on which vegetables will 
best thrive in their community garden.
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Broader challenges in Bagong Silangan

Barangay Bagong Silangan has the huge potential to be an agricultural hub within 
highly urbanized Quezon City. Even the local government has initiated programs in 
the area such as the “JOY of Urban Gardening”. But the lack of basic utilities like 
water and electricity hampers the productivity of the residents.

Land ownership remains a pressing issue. Bagong Silangan residents do not have 
land titles but are instead granted “land rights” by the local officials, requiring 
monthly payments without ever owning the land. This leaves them vulnerable to 
eviction or demolition if the landowners assert their claim. 

The uncertainty is heightened by Banco Filipino which reportedly reclaimed ownership of 
the area after government seizure when the bank was ordered closed in 2011. It plans to 
build a subdivision, putting residents at imminent risk of displacement. Banco Filipino is 
also behind the BF Homes subdivisions in Caloocan, Quezon City, Parañaque, and Las Piñas.

Housing remains a critical issue, particularly in urban areas. Despite the government’s 
emphasis on pro-oligarch, big-ticket infrastructure projects, it has failed to address 
the housing backlog, estimated at 4.5 million to 6.5 million units. This neglect is 
evident in the persistent lack of basic services, as seen by the experiences of the 
featured communities.

In Sitio Tagumpay, the small urban garden 
becomes a living symbol of shared survival.
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Box 5. Unity in advocating for community rights
The various levels of organization and 
collective urban farming efforts in Bagong 
Silangan stems from the communities’ 
history of asserting their rights to 
basic services.

The establishment of SIWAK played a pivotal 
role in fostering harmony among advocacy 
groups, enabling professionals to contribute 
by helping build a school. Religious 
groups also supported these efforts such 
as forming the Ecology and Environment 
group of the San Isidro Labrador Parish, 
which worked with community teachers to 
improve literacy in Sitio Bakal. They also 
raised issues like muddiness and the lack 
of water to local authorities.

The communities remained steadfast in 
their fight for their rights. Residents 
became increasingly vocal against attempts 
to demolish their homes, even facing red-
tagging by authorities for their resistance.

The CDC was instrumental in the anti-
demolition campaign and actively defended 
urban farms from landgrabbers backed by 
local officials. They emphasized that the 
land being coveted or seized by outsiders 
was their source of food and livelihood.

The CDC also conducted seminars and 
forums on the people’s real conditions 
and to counter  the false claims of 
corrupt officials who argued there was no 

need to rebuild shanties washed out by 
Typhoon Ondoy. Despite facing persecution, 
trumped-up charges, and vilification by 
the government, community leaders, with 
the help of the church, were acquitted and 
continued their advocacy.

Through persistent efforts to secure their 
right to food and environmental protection, 
Bagong Silangan communities gradually 
gained support from the local government. 
Between 2019 and 2021, the residents 
implemented farming initiatives, with the 
local government providing assistance in 
the form of seeds and coordination with 
other organizations.

Zarah Diamante, a community organizer, 
credited the solidarity of the residents 
for Bagong Silangan garnering the Quezon 
City Government’s recognition and support, 
albeit with challenges. She emphasized the 
importance of unity:

“It’s different when there are many of 
you working as one – it becomes a single 
voice. Each person feels empowered and 
steadfast. If one falters, the stronger 
ones will support them. The importance of 
a consolidated organization is to ensure 
the well-being of the people and help them 
overcome their problems. The oppressed 
must come together and sustain one another. 
That support is worth more than any amount 
of money,” said Zarah.
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Sitio Maisan, Brgy. 432, Sampaloc, Manila
The residents of Sitio Maisan on Geronimo Street, Brgy. 432 in Sampaloc, Manila, 
are mostly migrants from the Visayas, specifically Leyte, Samar and Cebu. These 
probinsyanos ventured to Manila in search of better job opportunities, though they 
acknowledged that life in the city was hard. For them, persevering in Manila was a 
necessity to survive and provide for their families.54

Initially, they managed to settle into decent shelters in Maisan. However, their 
homes have been the subject of a series of demolitions several years before the 
pandemic as the local government earmarked the area for business development. Around 
100 families have been living in makeshift roadside shelters made only of tarpaulin 
and soft plywood. The structures offer little more than a space to sleep. It’s a 
common sight to see residents cooking, bathing, and doing laundry along the road. 
During the day, the men are often busy preparing food to sell in the afternoon, 
while their wives and children spend most of their time outside the shanties, only 
retreating inside when night falls. The Maisan community’s experience exemplifies 
the severe lack of decent housing in Metro Manila.

The local government’s promises of a housing plan from several years ago have gone 
unfulfilled, and residents fear these promises will remain empty as the mayor’s term 
nears its end in 2022. Social services in the community are almost nonexistent. 
Residents have been left to fend for themselves to secure other basic needs like 
water and electricity. They buy containers of water from nearby households with their 
own water supply, but the cost is steep. Electricity is also prohibitively expensive.

At the height of the harsh 2020 COVID-19 lockdown, their already fragile situation 
worsened. The local government once again demolished their shelters, forcing them 
to live in privately-owned storage facilities housing broken trucks and equipment. 
Living under such conditions, their proximity to Ospital ng Sampaloc, a designated 
COVID center, exposed them to even greater health risks.

Beside a busy Manila street, Sitio 
Maisan residents build lives from 
what little they have.
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Demolitions and clearing operations are nothing new for the community. To cope, residents 
would rent rooms in the looban (inner portions of the barangay) to store their belongings 
during these local government clearing operations. Confiscated materials from their 
shanties were impounded and often never returned – retrieving them required payments 
they could not afford and would rather spend on food. 

The majority of the residents earn a living by selling sliced fruits such as papayas, 
watermelons, and pineapples, as well as boiled corn on the cob with cheese, hence the 
term maisan (corn area). They buy these goods in bulk from a supplier and sell them in 
various areas like Quiapo Church, the University Belt, Luneta Park, and the Quezon City 
Memorial Circle. To augment their insufficient incomes, others take on temporary jobs in 
construction or as canteen servers, depending on demand. When lockdown restrictions forced 
them to stop selling, they relied on financial assistance from others and borrowed goods 
from nearby stores to survive.

Parents also found it difficult to supervise their children’s learning during the pandemic, 
especially with the shift from in-person to modular education. This constrained their ability 
to focus on income-generating activities. They also struggled to support their children 
academically, as many parents had only completed elementary or high school themselves. 

Food resources and aid from the Manila government during this time were scarce. In response, 
the residents turned to container gardening to supplement their food supply. Although their 
efforts were constrained by limited water access, lack of space, and the threat of clearing 
operations, they managed to grow some vegetables to help sustain themselves. 

“Urban gardening has been a big help, especially during times when we had nothing to eat 
because we lost our livelihoods,” shared members of the Samahan ng Nagkakaisang Mamamayan 
ng Maisan (SAMANA). “The Mayor has time and again promised housing, but we still have 
nothing. The LGU itself destroys our homes and evicts us.”

In Sitio Maisan, residents turn cans 
and buckets into vegetable gardens 
showing their determination despite 
the absence of land.
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Community leader Zarah Diamante and 
Sitio Bakal residents share their 
stories of collective action and 
unwavering hope.
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Green
Hows
Farmers and the urban poor persist in practicing Bungkalan and community farming 
despite numerous challenges because of the valuable benefits these bring. For small 
farmers in Bulacan, Pampanga and Albay, farming is their primary means of livelihood. 
For urban poor communities in Quezon City and Manila, vegetable gardening has made 
food more accessible during trying times, especially during the pandemic . Post-
pandemic, as incomes fell short and the cost of goods and services continued to 
rise, urban gardens provided much needed relief. 

Bungkalan and community farming go beyond addressing food security. These collective 
efforts have fostered cooperation, mutual trust, and reliance among farmers and 
residents, creating a strong sense of community. Even when faced with setbacks, 
such as displacement, natural disasters, or lack of resources, they have remained 
determined to overcome these obstacles. Bungkalan and community farming have proven 
to be vital and sustainable parts of their livelihoods and daily lives.

Farmers in San Jose Del Monte and Norzagaray persist in their Bungkalan and Bagsakan 
despite militarization and other threats. Farmers in Polangui and Guinobatan endure 
flooding and volcanic eruptions to maintain their collective farming.

Similarly, despite limited organizational and farming experience and threats of forced 
evacuation and demolition, the farmers and residents in San Nicolas, Tagumpay, Bona, 
Bakal and Area 5, Creekside, and Maisan are steadfast in developing their skills for 
vegetable gardening in small lots, backyards, community  parcels, or even improvised 
containers. Even persons with disabilities in Muzon and their families have found 
empowerment through urban farming, pursuing it as a collective endeavor despite 
physical and mental challenges.

This resilience persists amid the government’s continued reliance on a neoliberal 
agricultural framework that harms farmers and aggravates food insecurity. The 
pandemic highlighted the urgent need to overhaul the agriculture system to ensure 
food production, availability and accessibility for all Filipinos. 
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Bungkalan and community farming have shown that sustainable consumption and 
production are possible through collective action. These are effective because 
they are devised and developed by the people themselves, drawing from their lived 
experiences and community collaboration. 

To realize the full potential of these farms, substantial government support 
is necessary. In the short term, direct input and subsidies are needed for the 
Bungkalan and community farms. Most importantly, these efforts must be part of a 
larger, genuinely comprehensive and transformational plan for domestic agricultural 
development and national industrialization. This approach would not only ensure 
steady job creation but also drive the nation toward equitable progress.

Unfortunately, these efforts are constrained by a neoliberal state catering to big 
business-biased policies that further immiserate the people. The national government 
prioritizes big-business infrastructure projects like roads and airport networks, 
ecotourism complexes, hydropower and flood management systems; debt servicing; and 
defense modernization, while relying heavily on foreign investments.

These mispriorities have caused displacement, environmental destruction, and the 
marginalization of ordinary Filipinos. Additionally, the lack of meaningful land 
distribution, substantial wage hikes, and basic services in education, healthcare, 
and housing, coupled with the unabated rising cost of living, continues to take a 
heavy toll on the majority.

The repression of progressive initiatives is further compounded by militarization, 
the weaponization of laws, and systemic impunity that protect the status quo. 

The challenge lies in sustaining the advocacy for a more sustainable economy of 
the many – one rooted in agroecology and people economics. This advocacy is being 
advanced through campaigns focused on education, communication and grassroots 
mobilization among people’s organizations, civil society groups, and government 
agencies, all working to strengthen communities for progressive nation-building.
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Green Beginnings
Published September 1 2021, excerpts

lnspiration

The victories of Bungkalan or collective land cultivation in various regions 
across the nation inspire. Farmers’ and farmworkers’ communal actions have yielded 
not only stronger unity from the collective and principled assertion of the right 
to till and to make productive especially idle land. Bungkalan has also brought 
greater harvests and a bargaining point for farmers to sell at better farm-gate 
prices, compelling middlemen and buyers to make direct purchases of produce at 
producer-set prices. Some Bungkalans have caught the ire of powers that be and 
as with other people-powered initiatives, receive various kinds of threats. But 
Filipino producers persevere, sure that they can prevail with the tangible and 
moral benefits of collective farming for the community and future generations.

Optimism

The urban communities look forward to planting vegetables and herbs as a 
community so they can produce the food that their families need for nourishment. 
Primarily this is to counter hunger not only in the home but in their own 
and in other communities. Partly this is also for medicinal and ecological 
purposes. Life is hard, and even harder with the pandemic prevailing. But they 
have each other to depend on, and have partners that help with various start-
up and medium-term needs: space, seeds and tools, urban farming trainings, 
documentation and more linkages that bring in knowledge from the farms and 
connect the small communities to so many others with the same goals.

Open spaces

What land can be cultivated in a mostly urban setting? The possibilities are 
finite because of land ownership concerns. But informed action wields spaces 
for cultivation: Some are borne of generosity by religious institutions. Some 
from negotiation with owners or even government units that empathize with the 
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families and their plight. Some from the community’s assertion or decisiveness 
over idle spaces – even a front lawn, relocation housings’ flower beds or 
abounding patches, an office’s rocky 1.5 x 4-meter front, church walls, or 
alleys lined with soil-filled pet bottles are production spaces.

Energy

There is a lot to hurdle. Orientations and unification sessions, trainings, 
gathering tools and inputs including the maintenance of negotiated space, and 
taking the first steps are for everyone. As relocatees, struggling families, 
church groups and as disabled persons, these communities are determined to 
grow food in the backyard or in shared lots regardless of size. This will not 
only bring food to the table. In time and with due perseverance, selling and 
sharing of produce may be possible.

Freedom

Communities are free to decide what, when, how, and where to produce. It is 
for them to decide how to go about their work and how to divide and distribute 
the harvest. There are no fees nor rent to pay, no owners or bosses. The groups 
agree on their objectives, assess their situation and needs, and discuss and 
arrive at an action plan together. They divide the work among themselves and 
look forward to accomplishing their goals together.

Joy

These green beginnings add to communities’ sources of vigor and hope. These may be 
small at the start, but are already big in the community members’ hearts as they 
look forward to the day of the first harvest and beyond. For some of them, this 
is also a story of helpful community pantry initiatives evolving into community 
action for sustainable food production and other livelihood initiatives. They 
also look forward to the day when they will be productive enough to help other 
communities, recognizing the bigger, common fight for food security alongside 
other changes that Filipinos need as a people and as a nation.

In Sitio Bakal, residents and the Urban 
Poor Resource Center discuss the dire 
housing conditions in Quezon City.
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We will green more backyards
Published October 16, 2021

From sweat-and-blood-stained rural land 
 greened by united farmers’ hands
 To urban Church grounds, factory belts,
 mass housing patches, informal decks, 
 Add to the school plots, herb and vegetable walls, 
 rooftops and flowerbeds,
 We are greening more backyards.
  
 From sweat-and-blood-stained rural land 
 greened by united farmers’ hands
 To urban communities and collaborations 
 producing fruit to feed the nation
 Expand the produce 
 with more planters aboard,
 We are greening more backyards.
  
 From sweat-and-blood-stained rural land 
 greened by united farmers’ hands
 That bring food to tables, improve harvest, 
 strengthen communities, fight hunger
 To urban poor households coming together 
 to plant for healing, to survive this life better,
 We are greening more backyards.
  
 From sweat-and-blood-stained rural land
 greened by united farmers’ hands
 Cityfolk learn the science no less
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 Sowing seeds, tending crops based on actual needs
 Collectively finding the courage to fight
 who will take all away in the dark of night
 Because we are greening more backyards.
  
 From sweat-and-blood-stained rural land
 Greened by united farmers’ hands
 The religious, families of factory workers, 
 Disabled persons, other urban dwellers,
 Gain knowledge, assert, struggle for the right to food
 And the right to produce for the common good 
 As we green more backyards.
  
 From sweat-and-blood-stained rural land
 Greened by united farmers’ hands
 Urban farms keep on evolving
 The people decide to address what needs solving
 Bureaucrats billionaires local and foreign
 Plunder resources and leave us with nothing
 So we need to green and defend more backyards.
  
 From sweat-and-blood-stained rural land
 Greened by united farmers’ hands
 More tillers arise determined to reclaim 
 More toilers stand up to join them
 More mothers, fathers, sons and daughters
 Pick up from many who have fallen 
 And pledge: We will green more backyards.
 Green and defend more backyards.
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Fighting for our rights to food, a healthy environment and development
Published October 20 2020, excerpt

Call to consumers

As rights holders, consumers can establish solidarity with producers and themselves 
begin sustainable practices in producing and consuming food. They can demand the 
production of and access to safe and sufficient food. Consumers need to also thwart 
the corporate onslaught on agriculture. Consumers can assert not only the right to 
food but the right to produce it, and other economic, social and cultural rights.

Solidarity with producers can range from forming relationships to directly procure 
local farmers’ produce and help raise farmers’ incomes, to standing with farmers 
in their campaigns for land and life. While maintaining this connection with local 
producers, consumers can also engage in urban farming to grow what they eat and 
eat what they grow.

In demanding the production of and access to safe and sufficient food, consumers 
can call out government neglect of the country’s own production sectors. They 
can push for ample budget allocation to agriculture and industry, free land 
distribution and stopping land use conversion, and boosting local production by 
giving farmers financial and infrastructure support. They can push government to 
procure local produce and to ensure local stocks for adequate supply.

Consumers can demand that the price of food be reasonable. They can demand subsidies 
in times of crises and emergencies such as during the COVID-19 pandemic. There are 
so many households, displaced workers, farms and small businesses in need.

The corporate onslaught on agriculture and on Filipino producers and consumers 
also has to be thwarted for local production systems to break free from big 
business and foreign profit-driven objectives. This means saying no not only to 
the highly chemical and artificial farm inputs detrimental to the soil and the 
people’s health, but also to all policies that prevent Philippine agriculture 
from flourishing into the nation’s giver of food and material for development. 
This means saying yes to Filipinos’ indigenous, traditional ways of farming, 
while improving food and agricultural programs towards being ecologically sound, 
scientific and sustainable conduits of progress.

Multisectoral groups in Albay protest 
against the slow action of the local 
government in addressing their needs 
during the pandemic.
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Why can’t food sufficiency be our new normal?
Published May 8 2020, excerpt

Build the momentum

Surely, food self-sufficiency can be our new normal. But first in the face 
of a pandemic, farmers need fast and sufficient relief assistance, both for 
their daily needs and health services and as production subsidy.

In the same manner that urban consumers should be relieved of paying their 
bills during COVID-19, farmers should have been long ago condoned of their 
mounting debts from unpayable land amortizations, loans from unscrupulous 
traders, and even from availing of government lending programs. Then, 
farmers and fisherfolk should be allowed to go to their farms and on fishing 
trips and deliver their produce to the markets.

But in the long-term, food self-sufficiency is about the assertion of an 
entire range of human rights. The state should recognize the right to food, 
the right to produce food, the right to till the land, and to have control 
of the land that farmers have been tilling for generations.

Farmers have the right to choose their own production system, so as not 
to be dictated by the whims of the market and made vulnerable to market 
vagaries. We can envision an agriculture that is moving away from the 
profit-oriented concept of value chain that disregards the small producers 
and their environment, and move towards sustainable farming practices.

In the end, we can build the momentum for food self-sufficiency only from 
the farmers’ struggle and movement for genuine agrarian reform. And that 
should be our new normal.

Farmers’ call for production support 
during a Bagsakan Farmers’ Market in 
Quezon City.
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