
Case studies in PHILIPPINES

How urban poor
communities in Asia
are dealing with
the Covid crisis

COMMUNITY GARDENS:  This case study profiles just
three of the many community gardens that communities
in the Homeless People’s Federation have been planting
during the Covid crisis, to feed hungry and out-of-work
families and to make a little extra income by selling the
surpous produce.  The two gardens in Quezon City were
developed in collaboration with the progressive mayor.

COMMUNITY KITCHENS:  This case study profiles three
of the community kitchens which federation communi-
ties set up to feed unemployed and vulnerable families -
and especially children - during the lockdowns and ex-
tended periods of economic downturn because of the
pandemic.  Some of the kitchens were managed in close
collaboration with local organizations.

LIVELIHOOD BOOSTING:  Several community-managed
livelihood initiatives are profiled in this case study, in which
women-led community savings groups found innovative
ways to boost people’s incomes and access food essen-
tials at cost during a time when many were not able to do
their usual informal sector jobs, like vending, informal la-
bor work and informal transport.

COVID MITIGATION:  This case study describes many
of the community-managed systems that the Homeless
People’s Federation developed to slow the spread of the
virus, keep people healthy during the strict community
quarantines and look after people who did get infected by
the virus, when access to hospitals and formal health
care was almost impossible for poor communities.
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These case studies documented projects that were designed and implemented by community
networks and their support NGOs in several Asian countries during the Covid crisis.  These groups
took part in an “action research” study on community-driven responses to the Covid crisis that was
facilitated by the Asian Coalition for Housing Rights (ACHR), with support from the International
Institute for Environment and Development (IIED), between August 2021 and January 2022.
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and also on public land under the Bureau of Corrections, within the sprawling prison compound.  Besides lack 
of basic services, the new site has problems with the access road.  Most of the families in Agaw-Agaw are now 
living in temporary shacks on the new site, in very bad conditions, but some are still staying on the old 
communities, since the remaining plots reserved in the new site are for employees of the Bureau of Corrections.  
The situation is still very difficult and insecure, and negotiations with the government are ongoing.  To let 
everyone know how determined they were to keep this new piece of land, they decided to call the new 
community Agaw-Agaw, which means to grab something or snatch it away quickly.  But when it came time to 
formally register their new community with the government, they chose for a name the more diplomatic and 
more hopeful Green Forest Valley Community Association. 
 
Smart Tower Community: 
Smart Tower (with about 250 households) is one of the informal communities on the sprawling Bilibid prison 
land.  The community was supposed to be relocated to Agaw-Agaw, and there are house plots ready there to 
receive them.  And the people mostly welcome the resettlement, with the hopes that it will lead to greater tenure 
security.  But the Bureau of Corrections has stopped the relocation process, and nobody knows why or whether 
it will happen at all.  So the community is still staying in their old place.  In this atmosphere of uncertainty, the 
Smart Tower community has faced the layers and layers of problems brought upon by the pandemic - 
particularly the loss of jobs and income. 
 
Nita Malveda and Daisy Joaquin are community leaders in the Smart Tower community.  Nita is the federation's 
coordinator for all the communities on the Bilibid prison land, and Daisy is the Secretary of the community 
association in Smart Tower.  Here is their account of the "rice loan" project their savings group initiated in the 
community. 
 
For some years, our savings group, which has 40 members, has 
run a rice-buying cooperative in our area of Smart Tower, in which 
by buying rice together in large quantities, at bulk prices, our 
savings members can get good quality rice at cheaper rates.  But 
as incomes dwindled and access to food became a serious issue 
during the lockdowns, we developed the idea of providing the rice 
as a loan, and letting people pay back the loan over a period of a 
month, in installments.  We started our rice project in January 
2021, with a grant from Cities Alliance (through SDI), and then 
extended it recently with a grant from the ACHR-IIED funds.   
   
How the “rice loan” scheme works:   
Using capital provided by these donor funds, the savings groups 
buys the rice in bulk, in 25-kilo sacks, at 950 pesos (US$ 19) per 
sack.  We then "loan" the rice sacks to community members for 
1,150 pesos (US$ 23) per sack.  People are supposed to repay in 
one month, and most do.  It's a trust system.  If someone is really 
having a hard time, they can repay the rice loan in two months, 
with no extra interest.  In the Philippines, people with formal jobs 
are usually paid on the 15th and the 30th of the month, so we tied 
the rice repayments to this schedule, to make it easier for people 
to pay for their rice.  Once a family pays off their rice "loan", they 
can borrow another bag of rice.  We purchase the rice once a 
month, according to orders, and then distribute the rice sacks right 
away - that is one cycle.   
 
Since we began the rice loan project in January 2021, we have 
made 11 cycles of rice loans, and a total of 52 sacks of rice have 
been loaned, with between four and nine sacks of rice being 
loaned per cycle.  Some families have borrowed a few times.  One family finishes one sack of rice per month, 
on average.  Most borrowers are savings group members, but 12 sacks have been loaned to outsiders of the 
savings group. 
 
If you bought the same 25-kilo sack of rice in the market, it would cost the same amount - about 1,150 pesos 
(US$ 23).  The rice is not discounted.  So why would anyone buy the rice from us?  In a way, we are running a 
collective rice-trading enterprise, but what we offer our customers are the advantages of short-term credit and 
home-delivery during the pandemic lockdown, when people aren't allowed to leave the community.  Another 
benefit for the community is that income generated by the rice enterprise goes into expanding the loan capital 
for our community loan fund.   
 



Investing profits from the rice loans in the community loan fund:   
A small part of that extra 200 pesos markup we charge for a sack of rice covers the cost of transporting the rice 
sacks to the community and then delivering them to members, at their doorstep.  But most of it we put into our 
community loan fund, which gives loans to members at 3% (monthly) interest.  If a woman borrows 1,000 pesos 
(US$ 20), for example, she has to pay back 1,030 pesos (US$ 20.60) at the end of the month.  To some, an 
interest rate of 3% per month sounds very high - that works out to 36% per year.  But the loans are all small, 
and most repay them within a month, so the interest is not a big burden.  At the same time, having the interest 
gives people an incentive to pay off their loan quickly.  And if they went to the informal "five six" money lender, 
the same loan will cost them 20% per month!  So the savings group gives a much lower rate.   
 
During the pandemic times, when so many people had no income at all, the 3% loan fund has been a lifeline in 
the community, and there have been many takers for small loans from the fund.  Some take 3% loans to cover 
daily family needs or to pay school fees or buy phone time.  Phones are a big expense for poor families, since 
their children have had to do classes online during the lockdown, and everyone uses their mobile phones for 
that - nobody has computers.  But most borrowers take loans to support their small vending or food businesses, 
to boost their earning.  And as the capital in our loan fund has increased, we've been able to expand our 
livelihood lending a lot. 
 
The growing capital in the 3% loan fund comes from several sources.  At the beginning of the pandemic, when 
many had to withdraw their savings to meet daily food expenses, the savings was really depleted.  So we 
started with the grant funds from Cities Alliance, which were later topped up with a small grant from the ACHR-
IIED Covid funds.  The profits from the rice loans and interest earned on the 3% loans have added another 
20,000 pesos (US$ 400) to the loan capital.  And now that people are starting to be able to work and save 
again, our collective savings is again contributing to the loan capital.  It's all mixed.     
 
Strategy: 
Ruby Papeleras is one of the national leaders in the Homeless People's Federation:  "We use all these various 
activities during the Covid crisis - like community kitchens, community gardens, savings and livelihood loans - to 
strengthen these communities on the prison land and increase their pool of allies, so they can negotiate for 
secure land from a stronger position.  We are hoping that more local actors will help.  As part of this effort, we 
have established a Muntinlupa Working Group, with 40 community leaders from 8 barangays, to negotiate as a 
block with the local government.  We created this platform after the community mapping project the federation 
carried out in Muntinlupa in 2015, and it's still there and still very strong.  But negotiating with the Bureau of 
Corrections is very difficult.  Even the local government at city-level and barangay-level don't have the authority 
to negotiate with them, because this land belongs to the national government.  If we can strengthen the 
community, maybe we can have negotiation and dialogue with the national government." 
 
 
4.  Community "rice loan" enterprise at ULHOA, in Valenzuela 
 
Valenzuela is one of the 16 cities that make up Metro Manila, and has a population of 620,422. The city is on 
the northern edge of Metro Manila and is a primarily industrial city, filled with factories which produce food 
products, textiles and other things.  The city is also full of informal settlements - many of them - like the ULHOA 
- squeezed into leftover bits of land between the big factories.  The city has several active community 
federations, including the HPFPI and VALPONET.  
 
The United Libis Homeowner’s Association (ULHOA) community: 
The ULHOA community is a large, densely-crowded community of about 800 families in Valenzuela that is 
surrounded by big factories.  The land the community now occupies was a huge vacant lot of privately-owned 
land that was foreclosed by a bank in 1973.  In the 1980s, people started informally settling on the land and the 
settlement grew.  At first residents in the surrounding areas called the settlement Kamkam ("land grabbers") 
Village.  In late 1980s, the people began organizing themselves, started a savings group and registered 
themselves with the government as a homeowners association, with the intention of collectively buying the land 
they already occupied.  By 1990, the community had been able to collectively save more than 1 million pesos 
(US$ 20,000) for their land purchase.  But all sorts of internal troubles divided the community and kept the land 
acquisition from going ahead.   
 
It wasn't until 2010 that the community linked with the Homeless People's Federation and revived their savings 
and land negotiations.  With the help of the Federation and the local government, the community was finally 
able to collectively purchase their their land from the bank (partly with their own savings, partly with a 1.6 million 
peso loan from the Federation, partly with a 1.2 million peso loan from the city government, and partly with a 22 
million peso 25-year loan from the CMP program).  The community is now in the sixth year of repaying their 
CMP land loan.  Housing conditions continue to be poor, though, with extremely dense conditions and uneven 
quality of houses.  In 2014, the community worked with the Federation and with it's community architects and 



with the Asian Community Architects Network (CAN) to organize a workshop on housing upgrading.  But they 
still don't have financing for that.  
 
Theresa (“Thess") Carampatana is a community leader in the ULHOA community, and she describes another 
"rice-loan" enterprise that her community has recently started, which is similar to the rice-loan scheme in Smart 
Tower: 
 
Last year, when the pandemic started, there were frequent lockdowns and many people in our community lost 
their jobs.  Those who worked informally - as vendors, construction laborers and house maids - couldn't go out 
to earn.  Without income, people couldn't buy food to feed their families.  So food became the most serious 
issue.  We partnered with the local government and other local organizations to help distribute some food aid in 
ULHOA, but this wasn't nearly enough.  We knew we couldn't rely only on government or donations.  So we 
began to think about how we could develop a more sustainable system to help community members access the 
food they need, to survive.     
 
We began our project by gathering data to understand how many families had lost jobs and were having 
difficulties buying food.  In July 2021 we started planning the rice loan project in the ULHOA community as a 
community enterprise.  After setting the policies together, we looked for a rice supplier and set up task teams to 
manage the project.   
 
Our rice loan enterprise is still in the pilot stage, and 20 families have joined the project so far.  We will add 
more members as we learn to manage the project.  The seed investment came partly from the savings from the 
20 families who have joined the project so far and partly from grant funds: 

 20,000 pesos (US$ 400) grant from Cities Alliance, through SDI 
 20,000 pesos (US$ 400) grant from ACHR-IIED 
 20,000 pesos (US$ 400 ) from the 20 families, who each invested 1,000 pesos (US$ 20) in the 

enterprise  
 TOTAL 60,000 pesos (US$ 1,200) 

 
Our project  is similar to the "Rice Loan" project in Smart Tower:   
We buy rice in bulk, in 25-kilo sacks, for 1,000 pesos (US$ 20) per sack, and then "loan" the rice to community 
members for 1,200 pesos (US$ 24) per sack.  The community people repay the rice loan in two payments, over 
a one-month period - on the 15th and the 30th day of the month, which is payday for many workers in the 
Philippines.  The markup we add to the bulk price of the rice is 200 pesos (US$ 4).  If families repay their rice 
loan within the month, as most do, there is no interest charged on the loan.  But if the family is not able to repay 
the rice loan on time, they are charged 5% monthly interest on the 1,200 peso (US$ 24) rice loan.  This interest 
works as an incentive for families to repay on time.  Community members can also buy the rice sacks with cash, 
and for cash sales, we add a smaller margin of 100 pesos (US$ 2), so they pay only 1,100 pesos (US$ 22) for 
the 25-kilo sack of rice.   
 
In the Philippines, there are many different varieties of rice, and 
the prices in the market range from as low as  20 pesos per kilo 
(or 500 pesos - US$10 - per 25kg sack), up to 60 pesos per kilo 
(or 1,500 pesos - US$ 30 - per 25kg sack).  The rice we are 
selling is one of the better qualities of rice, and we are selling it 
at a rate that is lower then it would be in the market.  Plus we 
offer people the advantage of being able to buy it on credit, so 
people can pay as they are able.  If they wanted to buy rice on 
credit from their local "sari-sari" store, the shopkeepers would 
charge a very high interest.  For a 25-kilo sack of rice that would 
normally cost 1,000 pesos (US$ 20) if you paid cash, the sari-
sari store would charge 1,300 to 1,500 pesos (US$ 26 - 30) for 
the same bag on credit.   
 
What happens to the 200 peso margin?   
In Smart Tower, they decided to put whatever profits the rice loans generate, after expenses, back into their 
3%-per-month livelihood loan fund, to add to the loan capital and expand their lending.  But here in ULHOA, we 
run our rice loan project as a profit-making community enterprise.  The profits generated by the rice loans will 
be distributed among the share-holders in the project (those who invested 1,000 pesos) as a dividend at the 
end of the year.  Once a year they will share the profits.  That's the plan so far. We will see how it goes after six 
months - we're still in the study phase, learning how to manage it.  If the rice loan enterprise is not profitable, we 
will have a hard time convincing other community members to join the project.    
 



We started with the first cycle of rice loans in August 2021, when we bought 30 sacks of rice.  In September, in 
our second cycle, we bought 29 sacks.  In the third cycle, in October, we bought 57 sacks.  In the process, our 
initial capital of 60,000 pesos (US$ 1,200) has grown to 91,000 pesos (US$ 1,820).  
   
For the rice loan enterprise, we have opened up a separate savings scheme, which is not connected to the 
regular savings programs we do in the community, with the Homeless People's Federation.  This special 
savings scheme is only for rice loan enterprise, and it is a mechanism for members interested in joining the 
project to save their "counterpart" of 1,000 pesos (US$ 20).  We hope that eventually, we can link this project to 
our regular savings scheme, so that more capital can come in and more members can benefit.  Right now, this 
is just a pilot phase.  We have to prove to the community members that this scheme can be profitable for them, 
so we can scale it up.  Our plan for this community enterprise is to first focus on supplying rice.  Later, if the 
project goes well, we would also like to supply other groceries and medicines to community members, also on 
short-term credit.      
 
 

CASE STUDY 4: 
Covid mitigation strategies in four communities 
 
This case study was written by Migo Gadi, at PACSII, and was drawn from a zoom meeting on December 16, 
2021. 
 
Urban regions in the Philippines are populated by what many would classify as informal settlements.  The very 
first thing an outsider would notice in these communities is the apparent poverty – narrow crowded path walks 
called “eskinitas', dilapidated houses with dirt flooring, old galvanized iron sheet roofing, and outdoor stoves 
made of stone.  The families here try their best to get by and make do.  An outsider may think them helpless, 
but upon further examination, it is their persistence, strength, and willfulness that best defines them. These 
families refuse to be limited by their economic situation and work together towards improving their quality of life 
as part of a Homeowners association, and overall, a National Federation.   
 
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit the world by storm, it was inevitable that these communities were amongst 
the most affected. The negative impacts doubled for those belonging to the poorest of the poor. Many aspects 
of the usual daily life pre-pandemic are affected to this day. Their earning capabilities, health, and wellbeing are 
only some of the most observed and talked about. In a recent survey conducted by the World Bank, it identified 
earning capacity and access to basic services such as food, health, sanitation, and nutrition as the most 
prevailing problems experienced by the poor. According to the survey, people have experienced worsening 
conditions in their ability to make ends-meat and provide food for their family. Health, sanitation, and nutrition 
are also major concerns since low-income families have more difficulty adapting to COVID-19 restrictions and 
its severe economic impacts. This is made more complicated when we add that these communities are in 
disaster-prone areas which seasonally have to be evacuated because of typhoons and floods where they have 
to gather in temporary evacuation centers together in small quarters.  
 
Low-income families are indeed at higher risk and are pushed further back from achieving their goals of 
sustainability as a community. This case study looks into their experiences, challenges and successes amidst 
the on-going pandemic.   
 
Covid in the Philippines:  the perspective from World Bank 
 
The World Bank's COVID-19 Low Income and Economic (HOPE) survey gathered insights and information from 
the poorest of the poor in regards to the following – “access to information and services, community practices 
and behaviors, community’s priorities for government support, coping mechanisms and economic impacts, and 
social conflict and cohesion”.   It is aimed towards a better understanding of the life context of the Philippines’ 
low-income communities amidst the pandemic.  Survey data was gathered from a 5-wave implementation 
process. The first tranche, tagged as Wave 0, was conducted in Dec 2019. Wave 1 was conducted last April 
2020 which was during the peak of the COVID-19 community quarantine. Waves 2, 3, and 4 were conducted 
last June 2020, Aug 2020, and Oct 2020 respectively.  Survey samples were based on a previous impact 
evaluation study for the 4Ps program. Some 580 low-income households and 1,614 adult individuals were 
included in the survey efforts.  
 
(Source:  World Bank, "Monitoring COVID-19 Impacts on Families and Firms in the Philippines," 2020) 
 
Community-led action and successes:  The Communities continue to work with what they have to address 
their needs. Several projects were launched and facilitated together with HPFPI not only to mitigate the spread 



of COVID-19 but also to address the pandemic’s effect on livelihood and well-being of the community. With the 
available assistance from the government and non-governmental associations the communities are still able to 
mobilize different community efforts that address the immediate needs aggravated by the pandemic.  
 
1.  Covid mitigation activities in the LTHAI community in Mandaue City  
 
BACKGROUND:   
The Lower Tipolo Homeowners Association, Inc. (or LTHAI for short) is one of the 11 homeowners associations 
which comprise the 9.2 Hectare social housing site in the center of Mandaue.  The land was donated to the 
residents by the city in 1998, after years of eviction threats.  With support from the HPFP, the community first 
organized itself and started savings in 1996.  In 2001, they registered themselves as a  homeowners 
association.  The whole LTHAI community was burned to the ground in July 2007, and the community decided 
that instead of just reconstructing their shacks in the same place, they would use the fire as an opportunity to 
start from a clean slate and completely rebuild their settlement in a proper way.  In the following years, they 
developed a proper subdivision plan and built new houses and infrastructure, with finance provided partly by the 
Federation's UPDF, and from many other sources. 
 
The LTHAI community acted as a vital coordination point for the government to reach out.  The communities 
themselves initiated different awareness campaigns, vaccination drives and documentations through surveys. 
In their discussion of the different efforts to mitigate & address the effects of the pandemic, a sense of pride is 
with the community leaders for their role of bridging development programs to the most vulnerable. They 
believe that their efforts of partnership has become a two-way process, benefiting both the government 
agencies by assisting them with their project rollouts and implementation while  directing aid to the most in 
need.  
 
The initial response for LTHAI is focused on containing and 
making sure that the virus doesn’t spread in the community. 
Basic contact tracing through log books at entry and exit points 
were placed. Foot baths and handwashing facilities were placed 
together with the controlled entry and exit points. Also, to further 
the initial efforts of the HPFPI, the community was able to look 
for another NGO to sponsor the permanent structure of the 
handwashing and foot bath facilities. To date, the community is 
thus still able to continuously make sure that the virus doesn’t 
spread within their homes.  
 
LTHAI also took necessary crucial steps to coordinate with the 
local government and make sure their communities receive the 
COVID-19 vaccine. These efforts have borne fruit, community 
members have received their vaccines and are now at least have 
higher defense. The vaccine is very important for the community 
members as it became one of the basic requirements of the 
government for people to get back to their work and earn a living 
for their families. Furthermore, information campaigns in 
partnership with the local barangay and health officers were also 
focused on by the community. Community volunteers became a 
vital part of the mitigation process and made sure that positive 
patients are reported and given assistance in both quarantine 
facilities and everyday living needs. These processes are still on-
going and have efficiently aided the much-needed mitigation.  
 
Additional projects of the community addressing food security 
and earning capacities were also launched. Food pantry, urban 
gardening to name a few.  
 
 
2.  Covid mitigation activities in the ULHOA community in Valenzuela 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
The United Libis Homeowner’s Association (ULHOA) is a large, densely-crowded community of about 800 
families in Valenzuela that is surrounded by big factories.  The land the community now occupies was a huge 
vacant lot of privately-owned land that was foreclosed by a bank in 1973.  In the 1980s, people started 



informally settling on the land and the settlement grew.  At first residents in the surrounding areas called the 
settlement Kamkam ("land grabbers") Village.  In late 1980s, the people began organizing themselves, started a 
savings group and registered themselves with the government as a homeowners association, with the intention 
of collectively buying the land they already occupied.  By 1990, the community had been able to collectively 
save more than 1 million pesos (US$ 20,000) for their land purchase.  But all sorts of internal troubles divided 
the community and kept the land acquisition from going ahead.   
 
It wasn't until 2010 that the community linked with the Homeless People's Federation and revived their savings 
and land negotiations.  With the help of the Federation and the local government, the community was finally 
able to collectively purchase their their land from the bank (partly with their own savings, partly with a 1.6 million 
peso loan from the Federation, partly with a 1.2 million peso loan from the city government, and partly with a 22 
million peso 25-year loan from the CMP program).  The community is now in the sixth year of repaying their 
CMP land loan.  Housing conditions continue to be poor, though, with extremely dense conditions and uneven 
quality of houses.  In 2014, the community worked with the Federation and with it's community architects and 
CAN to organize a workshop on housing upgrading.  But they still don't have financing for that.  
 
The ULHOA community, with 350 actively saving families, faces 
many challenges. One of which is their desire to maintain a 
healthy savings portfolio for their ongoing Community Mortgage 
Program (CMP), a mortgage financing program of the Social 
Housing Finance Corporation (SHFC). The program involves the 
communal ownership of a land and housing development by 
means of a loan from the government which they have to 
successfully pay back by the end of a term. This means that the 
savings program for the communities has very high stakes 
because they need to be able to collect and save for loan 
repayments. When the pandemic hit and income was low, the 
community struggled to pay off their loan at the rate they were 
able to before due to loss of income and major financial shocks 
like hospitalizations and deaths. The community had a lot to lose 
if they weren’t able to control the negative effects of this 
pandemic. Being an active group, they utilized their resources 
and leveraged their capabilities to coordinate with governments 
and other institutions to mitigate the spread of the virus in their 
locale. 
 
The most unique in ULHOA’s COVID-19 response is the 
documentation process the community went through. Community 
volunteers took upon themselves to survey the community and 
map out the location of the most vulnerable members – children, 
elderly, PWD’s and pregnant women. In the intent of furthering 
this effort, some members also attended seminars and became 
accredited Community based health monitors.  
Accreditation enabled them in the vital monitoring of the 
community for local government units. They were able to support 
and co-manage their temporary shelters for those who tested 
positive by providing food and support to the sick and the family 
of the sick, usually unable to provide for themselves because 
their breadwinners were the ones who tested positive. 
 
The communities were strategic and were able to do a lot of 
groundwork because of their large pool of active members. They 
divided themselves into clusters to address specific needs such as a food cluster, health cluster, gardening 
cluster, savings cluster, and many more. This made work for the community more organized and allowed them 
to cover more than they would if only a small group was initiating all the activities.  
 
Local contact tracing, monitoring of entry and exit points, foot baths, handwashing facilities, distribution of 
masks, face shields and PPE and “ayuda” (financial & food subsidy) were also enjoyed by the community 
through both NGO and local and national government institutions. Their participation in various forums and 
meetings with the local government agencies provided a way for them to address the concerns of their locale 
and make use of valuable essential resources that would limit the spread of the virus to the best of their 
abilities. Their visibility in the local governments and institutions became a tool for positive change and enabled 
them to be seen as partners rather than beneficiaries.  
 



3.  Covid mitigation activities in the SAJUSSA community in Davao 
 
The San Juan Seaside Settlers Association (SAJUSSA for short) community: 
SAJUSSA is a sprawling community of 104 poor households composed of indigenous people, fishermen, 
laborers, and informal workers.  SAJUSSA is built on a strip of land along Davao's coastline, in Barangay 
Matina Aplaya, where it continues to be vulnerable to typhoons, storm surges, and coastal erosion.  This well-
organized community has been part of the federation for many years, has an active savings scheme managed 
by the community women, and has cultivated very good working relationships with the municipal-level and 
barangay-level authorities and with various other government departments like the Department of Environment 
and Natural Resources, which is in charge of protecting the country's coastal environments.   
 
In 2017, after the long struggle, 40 of the households in the community were able to secure the land they had 
long been squatting on, with individual land titles given to them by the government, under Public Act 10023, 
which awards land titles to informal settlers for free.  The rest of the families in the community have applied for 
land titles and are still waiting for approval.   
 
In 2012, during ACHR's ACCA Program, the community took a loan of 32,000 Pesos (US$ 750) to build a 30-
meter sea wall ("rip-rap") along one portion of their fast-eroding coastline.  All the labor was done by the 
community members themselves and everyone pitched in.  The sea-wall project unlocked additional support 
from their congressional representative and from the local government, which granted an additional 812,000 
pesos (US$ 19,000) to extend the sea wall and build a concrete access road along the shoreline.  The 
municipal government has also provided funds and materials for the construction of a daycare and learning 
center in the community.   
 
Since 2016, the community has been working in partnership with the city and the Department of Environment 
and Natural Resources to help protect and restore the mangrove forests which provide the community with a 
vital buffer against storms and waves during typhoons. This is also the same department that is helping the 
community members to process their land title applications.  The community has its own mangrove nursery, 
where they raise seedlings and nurture young mangrove trees into maturity.  Every month the community 
organizes a week-long event to replant mangrove seedlings.  And every week (usually on Saturdays), the 
community organizes a coastal clean-up, where everyone helps collect trash from the coastal and mangrove 
areas along the edge of the community.  All the people in the community participate, along with other 
stakeholders.   
 
Covid effects in SAJUSSA: 
When the pandemic hit the Philippines, SAJUSSA was also badly hit. Like their previous projects, the 
community took on the COVID-19 through cooperation with vital institutions to mitigate the pandemic’s effects 
on their daily lives. 
 
Edna Sernada is a community leader in SAJUSSA, and Janeth Mandin is one of the Federation's key 
coordinators in Davao.  The following text is drawn from a zoom meeting in December 2021, in which they 
discussed the Covid activities in SAJUSSA and Davao:   
 
Currently, awareness and information dissemination against the spread of COVID-19 is still on-going. This 
project is spearheaded by their local health centers where midwives, nurses and doctors would visit the 
community. The information campaign highlights 2 main factors. Firstly, the campaign encourages the 
community to participate in the mitigation by explaining the prevailing probable effects of COVID-19 in one’s life 
Secondly the campaign provides vital information of mitigation methods against the spread of the virus. Said 
methods included are proper use of disinfectants, hand-washing and physical distancing.  
 
Several other projects in cooperation with the LGU were also placed. 
Partnership with Davao’s local emergency hotline – 911 addresses the 
community’s reservations about going to the hospital and consulting. 
Patients were encouraged to secure a schedule through the hotline before 
personally going to the hospital. This method ensures that patients are not 
forced to wait in long lines and expose themselves to the virus.  
 
Home quarantine guidelines were also disseminated through LGU and 
Department of Health (DOH) cooperation. Community members were 
trained how to monitor patients within their households especially for the 
elderly. They were also given free blood pressure monitors, thermometer, 
face masks, alcohol & disinfectants. Moreover, through the LGU the 
communities were also guided in establishing health protocols to protect 
their areas. Systems such as logging in for contact tracing, foot baths and 



hand washing areas were put in place at the community’s 
entrances and exits.  
 
Furthermore, as the community continued to struggle with the 
prevalent loss of jobs and income opportunities, the 
community tapped the Counselor’s office and the Presidential 
Commission for Urban Poor (PCUP). Both government 
offices have provided aid in the form of livelihood training 
activities. Urban gardening training and provision of seeds 
were made available through the Counselor’s office. On the 
other hand, PCUP also gave aid livelihood training for soap 
making and food processing.  
 
Cooperation and partnership of the community with the 
different government local and national agencies is very admirable. The community’s good relations had indeed 
paved the way in achieving several projects. Benefiting both themselves and the local government on a bigger 
picture. The LGU is able to reach those who are most in need through the community organization making the 
process easier and accessible. The people’s process and its advantages have yet again been proven from 
SAJUSSA’s experience.  
 
Partnerships with local and national institutions are very active in SAJUSSA’s community project. They are 
indeed on their way towards establishing better opportunities for themselves and their community. While 
SAJUSSA's story is of hope and security, Smart Tower seemed to be a continuous struggle and uncertainty.  
 
 
4.  Covid mitigation activities in the Smart Tower community in Muntinlupa 
 
Informal communities on Prison Authority land: 
Muntinlupa is one of the 17 cities that make up Metro Manila and has a population of about 550,000 people, 
divided into 9 barangays.  There are a lot of poor and informal communities in the city - many built along the 
southern railway tracks, and many on land around the sprawling New Bilibid Prison.  The Homeless People's 
Federation of the Philippines, Inc (HPFPI) has worked with both the railway and prison communities for many 
years, helping to start savings groups and work towards secure land and housing.  During the pandemic crisis, 
several of the communities on the Bilibid Prison land worked with the federation and other partners to address 
various problems they face - which the pandemic made much worse:  food insecurity and hunger, health risks, 
land and housing insecurity and loss of livelihood.   
 
The New Bilibid Prison was built during the American occupation of the Philippines in the late 1930s, on a vast 
tract of 367 hectares of public land (under the Bureau of Corrections) in the middle of Muntinlupa, in Barangay 
Poblacion.  The prison is one of the largest in the world and is notoriously overcrowded.  Designed to hold 
6,000 prisoners, the prison now has almost 30,000 inmates.  There have been huge numbers of Covid deaths 
inside the prison since the pandemic first swept through the country.   
 
Eviction and resettlement:   
The prison is surrounded by many informal settlements where some 7,000 poor families live, in 28 distinct 
communities.  Many families have stayed there for decades, and have grandparents who settled on the prison 
land in the 1950s.  In 2020, the government announced plans to transform part of the prison compound into a 
mixed-use commercial development and shopping mall.  The Bureau of Corrections started evicting informal 
families and relocating them to other parts of the prison compound.  Because there was no consultation with 
people and no plan for legalizing the tenure on the new site, the people felt they were being moved from one 
situation of insecurity to another, and losing their houses in the process.  Despite the people's fierce resistance 
to the relocation, the evictions have continued, though - even during the worst period of the pandemic.   
 
Agaw-Agaw is one of the new communities that is being formed by families who were evicted and resettled to 
make way for that shopping mall.  There are supposed to be 1,058 households in the new community, but not 
all of them are on the site yet.  The people have been resettled here in batches, starting in Feb 2020, when the 
pandemic was fully underway.  The new site in Biazon Road is two kilometers away from the old settlement, 
and also on public land under the Bureau of Corrections, within the sprawling prison compound.  Besides lack 
of basic services, the new site has problems with the access road.  Most of the families in Agaw-Agaw are now 
living in temporary shacks on the new site, in very bad conditions, but some are still staying on the old 
communities, since the remaining plots reserved in the new site are for employees of the Bureau of Corrections.  
The situation is still very difficult and insecure, and negotiations with the government are ongoing.  To let 
everyone know how determined they were to keep this new piece of land, they decided to call the new 
community Agaw-Agaw, which means to grab something or snatch it away quickly.  But when it came time to 



formally register their new community with the government, they chose for a name the more diplomatic and 
more hopeful Green Forest Valley Community Association. 
 
Smart Tower Community: 
Smart Tower (with about 250 households) is one of the informal communities on the sprawling Bilibid prison 
land.  The community was supposed to be relocated to Agaw-Agaw, and there are house plots ready there to 
receive them.  And the people mostly welcome the resettlement, with the hopes that it will lead to greater tenure 
security.  But the Bureau of Corrections has stopped the relocation process, and nobody knows why or whether 
it will happen at all.  So the community is still staying in their old place.  In this atmosphere of uncertainty, the 
Smart Tower community has faced the layers and layers of problems brought upon by the pandemic - 
particularly the loss of jobs and income. 
 
Additional information on the redevelopment of the New Bilibid Prison land:   
The Bureau of Corrections has entered into a Joint Venture Agreement with the Agua Tierra Oro Mina 
Corporation (ATOM) in which the New Bilibid prison will be moved 150 kilometers to the north, to a small city 
called General Tinio, where the ATOM corporation has donated a 234-hectare site to the government for 
building a new prison.  As part of the agreement, the ATOM corporation and other private-sector realtors will 
redevelop the 375-hectare prison land into a commercial, residential, and industrial area.  All these intended 
developments will be at no cost to the government, but with a revenue-sharing agreement of 65% for ATOM 
and 35% for the Bureau of Corrections.  The prison compound in Muntinlupa is highly-priced real estate.  
(Source:  Manila Bulletin online newspaper, "Bureau of Corrections realizes its jail decongestion program," in 
issue of 15 Dec 2021)  
 
There are 25-community communities composed of 1,058 families living within the New Bilibid Prison (NBP) 
compound. Smart Tower is amongst these 25-community organizations. February 2020 marked the start of the 
eviction for these families. When the pandemic struck the world by storm by the end of March 2020, the 
communities thought they would at least be given some more time before it happens. This, unfortunately, was 
not the case. Eviction proceeded and is still ongoing to this date.  In a study done by HPFPI with their 
community architect partners from TAMPEI in September 2021, people had mixed feelings of despair and hope 
with their apparent move to Biazon Road Resettlement. The community leaders were given small hints of finally 
being awarded small plots (25 sqm per family) in the said resettlement site.   Today, however, it seems like 
most of that hope is gone and is replaced with fear and anxiety thinking of how much worse things could go. 
 
The community is very aware of the dangers of COVID-19 most especially given their home's physical 
condition. Despite limited resources, the community together with HPFPI Inc. were able to devise programs and 
community activities that aimed to mitigate the virus and its effects on their daily lives. COVID-19 response 
Projects in Smart Tower Poblacion was described by Nita Malveda as such: 
 
Smart Tower placed the concept of bayanihan (a Filipino word for mutual help and cooperation) at the core of 
their pandemic response.  Since assistance from local government on each other a COVID-19 response of 
Smart Tower is centered on bayanihan.  Community organizers and volunteers assist any COVID positive 
member and their families.  They would ask them not to leave their houses and provide them with food and 
other daily needs. 
 
Together with the Federation, other programs addressing pressing concerns in the community like housing 
security, income generation, and malnutrition are actively being addressed. The community prides itself in being 
able to survive despite the many challenges.   
 
However, despite the many efforts of the community and the Federation to mitigate COVID-19 and its effects, 
the overall demeanor of the respondents is of sadness and worry. The predicament of housing uncertainty is 
the most apparent concern that has been negatively adding up the pandemic’s effect on their daily lives. With 
worry of losing your home, being rooted out of your usual routine for livelihood and providing for the family 
increases people’s feeling of despair and hopelessness. These negative feelings are thus heightened over 
shadowing any sort of achievement. Suddenly, progress from the community kitchen, livelihood programs of 
rice and soap making, are overshadowed.  
 
It is saddening for the communities to realize that at the end of the day, their efforts in organizing and battling 
with the COVID-19 with the government are left without recognition and or credit. The communities were 
hopeful of finally settling in the Biazon Road resettlement lot, however up until December 2021, there were no 
concrete or written agreements assuring them of land tenure. The worst part is that any effort they are and 
would be working on may again suddenly be put to waste if one day the Bureau of Correctional suddenly 
decided they can no longer stay in either the prison compound nor on Biazon road resettlement. Effects of the 
on-going pandemic to their daily lives becomes more aggravated given their current eviction problem.  
 



Nita Malveda is a community leader in Smart Tower: 
Back in September 2020 when Nita was interviewed together with some of her members and other NBP 
community leaders, they were filled with hope and trust with the Bureau of Correctional. Despite the marching 
orders of eviction for those given the red tags, the prevailing 
thoughts were of hope of a bright future, plans were already being 
in place as to how their families could settle in Biazon road 
resettlement. However, in December 2021, she describes their 
situation very differently. 
 
In the bureau’s efforts to further the NBP compound development, 
informal setters’ homes located within the compound are in turn 
endangered. Community organizations are broken down, families 
still within NBP are restricted of movement and families relocated 
are without basic needs.  Nita described their living conditions as 
constricted, limited, and uncertain. She shared that families still 
currently living within the NBP compound – including the Smart 
Tower Poblacion, are forced to walk long distances just to buy 
their basic needs. In the past, they could use their tricycles to go in 
and out of the compound to reach their homes. However, it seems 
that as the development plans are further put into work, new 
regulations for the informal settlers are pushed to make their living 
conditions more difficult.  Nita cannot help but feel like these 
regulations were made to intentionally force them to leave even 
without a sure small plot of land in Biazon road resettlement.  
 
On the other hand, families relocated aren’t doing any better. In an 
interview, last December 2021, a previous community leader in 
the prison land communities (Nanay Rosaly O. Mariano) narrated 
their story. When asked about changes in their daily living from the 
prison compound to the Biazon relocation, the pain and distress in 
her demeanor were very evident. According to her, one of their 
most pressing struggles is the lack of humane basic services like 
clean running water, sanitation, and a stable roof above their 
heads. Without any legal documents on the plot of land they are 
currently occupying, they are unable to apply for these basic services, not to mention the high cost of the 
installation. The families in Biazon resettlement are left with no choice but to live without sanitation, take a bath 
inside drums to re-use whatever water they have, and watch their children sleep in very uncomfortable 
conditions. These thus further create concerns like the health of the children and the elderly adding to their 
everyday struggle. 
 
Both community leaders mentioned as well that other local government agencies are unable to help. The local 
government has no jurisdiction to negotiate with the Bureau of Corrections. The predicament that the informal 
communities are unfortunately unable to solve given the big agencies and corporations they are up against. 
 


