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Davao, a first-class highly urbanized city in southern Philippines, was selected due 
to its growing number of informal settler families (ISFs) or those households resid-
ing on land which they do not legally own. In 2015, the City Planning and Develop-
ment Office (CPDO) reported that some 59,000 ISFs reside in Davao. In the context 
of Philippine housing, it is common for ISFs to face threats of eviction and demoli-
tion due to any of the following reasons: (1) because their houses are built on 
private properties; (2) located in danger areas such as riverbanks and coastal 
areas; and (3) and/or situated in a public or government land intended for future 
developments such as infrastructure projects.

“Come, Unity!”:

Creating Platforms for Co-Creation in Davao City, Philippines In Davao, a local team of community mobilizers from the Homeless People’s Federa-
tion Inc. (HPFPI) operates within this framework. Currently, the Federation has __ 
member-associations in the city and is part of a larger network of urban poor groups 
called Davao City Urban Poor Network (DCUPNet). With the goal of creating an 
inclusive city for all, the HPFPI together with support groups undertook community 
mapping exercises from 2018 to 2019. Some 50 unorganized puroks (zones) in nine 
barangays (villages) were selected as priority areas due to threats of eviction and 
natural hazards. The data which enlisted some 5,100 ISFs equivalent to nearly 
22,000 individuals will be used to lobby for their development needs. 
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 Alongside the mapping exercise is a research project aimed at docu-
menting the experiences of selected urban poor groups during the time of 
COVID-19 pandemic. The research comprehensively covered urgent and emerg-
ing issues on demolitions, disasters and diseases. Below is a summary of the 
findings in four selected communities.

 According to their narratives, the residents of Bago Aplaya Settlers 
Homeowners Association (BASHA) have been living in the area since the late 
1980s. However, due to their location near the shore, they have become frequent 
victims of flooding incidents. Eager to find a safer place which they can call home, 
the association joined the collective savings program of the HPFPI in 2018. They 
intend to use their common funds for their collective land acquisition initiatives. 
However, the city’s strict land use plans and policies make it hard for them to find 
the most suitable relocation site. As of writing, BASHA which comprises 155 
member-households has already scouted a total of 29 land properties. 

Issues:
 The community needs technical, legal and financial assistance in 
acquiring the 2.75-ha property as it is clouded with legal disputes regarding the 
road right-of-way (RROW).  

Initiatives:
 There is an ongoing negotiation with the landowner through assistance 
from a local district councilor and the barangay council.

Note: A detailed case study can be accessed in the Google Drive. It will be part 
of iSyudad 2021. Final copies will be published soon.

A closer look into the communities

Community 1 : Bago Aplaya Seaside Community
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Initiatives:

There are ongoing consultations with a private lawyer and a city councilor to 
stop (or at least delay) the eviction process.
The associations attempted to acquire the land but learned that the property 
is prohibited for sale as it is tagged by the city as highly prone to flooding.
Through assistance from HPFPI, the associations are now reviving their 
community savings program intended for their relocation plans.

Community 2 : Arroyo Compound

Community 3 : Nalum Ville

 Arroyo Compound in Barangay Matina Crossing, Davao City has been 
the site of the famous bamboo bridge designed and built together by community 
members and professional groups way back in 2011 after a flash flood claimed 30 
lives and damaged some PHP 40 million (USD 800,000) properties in the area. 
Living in the compound are several community associations including Mabana and 
St. Benedict having 35 and 80 member-households respectively. 

 In 2010, the HPFPI assisted 
Nalum Ville in the design and construc-
tion of their community bridge. A 
decade after, the bridge is now being 
weathered by the river especially when 
it swells during the rainy season. 
Currently, only 56 out of the 95 mem-
ber-households of Nalum Ville are 
living onsite. 

Issues:
Both associations mentioned are living on land tagged as highly susceptible 
to flooding especially during rainy season as their area is traversed by a 
river.
Despite the ongoing pandemic, the residents of Mabana and St. Benedict 
have been experiencing evictions and demolitions initiated by a certain land 
claimant who offers, on a first come-first served basis, a relocation site that 
has no concrete details. 
The association members are divided on the issue: some of them want to 
relocate while the others do not.
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Initiatives:

The community has ongoing consultations with a private lawyer.
Moreover, the community is planning to request assistance from the local 
officials for the construction of a riprap that would reinforce the existing bridge.
Currently, Nalum Ville is part of a community-led pandemic response project 
funded by the Cities Alliance where urban gardening activities are being 
initiated. Initiatives:

In BONPENCUEN, the residents are making use of the available open space 
for their backyard gardening initiatives. 
In HOA 1 and HOA 3, the members are currently preparing for their applica-
tion to the community mortgage program (CMP) of the Social Housing 
Finance Corporation (SHFC). This needs legal, financial and technical 
assistance in terms of land acquisition and site planning and design. 

 When much of the country was put into lockdown from March to June 
2020, around 17 million Filipinos were left jobless. In selected areas that experi-
enced localized community quarantines up until August 2020, the impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic have put so much weight on the shoulders of residents 
particularly urban and rural poor households. In Davao, a large group of ISFs have 
experienced financial breakdowns due to the prolonged loss of income sources. 

 A total of 2,536 families in Kidapawan were affected by a series of 
earthquakes from July to October 2019. As of writing, three out of the 35 families in 
BONPENCUEN remain living in temporary shelters such as tents. They, too, are 
facing threats of eviction and demolition from the government. The pandemic has 
worsened their already poor state of living. 

Community-led responses to the pandemic

Issues:
The land where the group resides still has legal documentation issues. Nalum 
Ville holds a Certificate of Land Ownership Award (CLOA) but still needs to 
settle financial and legal transactions to fully acquire the property. Out of PHP 
1.5 million (about USD 30,000) land price, the group has already paid PHP 
800,000 (about USD 16,000) to the landowner. As the group has not yet 
completed their payment, the landowner plans to sell the property to another 
prospect buyer on a higher price. 
Despite their investments on the property, the community learned that the site 
is affected by a government-proposed railway project. 

Issues:
In BONPENCUEN where 35 member-households live, the residents, espe-
cially senior citizens, are highly exposed to the coronavirus and natural 
elements due to their risky conditions. In the discussions held, they 
mentioned that since they are living on temporary shelters, most of them have 
no reliable source of potable water. Sanitation is also an emerging issue. 
On the other hand, while HOA 1 (135 member-households) and HOA 3 (103 
member-households) were not severely affected by the earthquakes, they too 
are facing similar issues on tenure insecurity. Recently, they acquired some 
cumulative three-hectare property for their communities. 

Community 4 : Kidapawan Communities
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While there were ayuda or donations in the form of grocery packs, sanitation kits 
and financial aids from national and local governments and private institutions, 
these were oftentimes insufficient given the ballooning number of households that 
are in dire need of help. Add to this scarcity of resources the inefficiency of aid 
distribution due to lack of updated information about vulnerable groups and 
households. In some accounts, these failures were coupled with political biases on 
the prioritization of ayuda beneficiaries. 

 Despite all these problems, some urban poor groups in Davao and 
Kidapawan, a nearby city, rose above the challenge by demonstrating individual 
and collective practices to combat the health and socio-economic impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In terms of health and safety, community gates were installed 
by the residents to monitor those coming in and out of their settlements. Foot baths 
and handwashing stations, along with COVID-19 information posters, were set up 
in conspicuous areas to constantly remind the residents to practice minimum 
health and sanitation requirements. However, these initiatives eventually stopped 
when community quarantine guidelines were eased some time in September 2020 
and when the residents had no more funds to support and continue the operations. 
Nevertheless, the pandemic has embedded in the lives of the locals the wearing of 
face masks and face shield whenever leaving their homes.

 Urban gardening has become a popular thing during the 
months-long lockdown in the Philippines. Some households had it as their past 
time to ease boredom at home while others relied on it as an additional, alternative 
or primary source of income. The extent of greening initiatives varies depending on 
the available space in the community. For instance, in Bago Aplaya, the residents 
used their rooftop where they communally tend to their produce such as vegeta-
bles and flowering plants. In Kidapawan communities, the residents are maximiz-
ing the open spaces as their garden plots. When food donations were scarce, 
people turned to their gardens for daily subsistence. It was during these hard times 
that the general public was reminded of the importance of green spaces and 
agricultural lands for food sustainability both at community or national levels. 

 Rooftop gardening as an emerging trend not only in Davao but in the entire 
country. Due to the prolonged lockdown, people had more time to tend to their 
backyard where they grow a number of edible and flowering plants—either for 
past time, daily consumption, or additional source of income. 

In the case of Bago Aplaya, income from their communal 
garden is used to support operational expenses for their land 
acquisition initiative. 

The local terms “plantito” and “plantita” became popular. Plantito means a “tito” 
(uncle or gents) who is fond of plants. Otherwise, plantita is for the “tita” (auntie 
or ladies).
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 Homeschooling as alternative to online education. Most of the residents 
in urban poor communities chose this learning method due to inaccessibility and 
cost of internet services. However, it was raised that this approach may pose 
threats to the quality of education, as according to the parents interviewed, most 
of them did not finish their university education. How can they assist their children 
when they themselves are not familiar with the lessons in the modules? Moreover, 
it also divides the parents’ time which was traditionally intended for resource 
generation and house chores. Nevertheless, they say that it is a fulfilling experi-
ence seeing their children getting closer to their dreams. 

A community member selling fruits in her mobile stall along the highway.

Living near the shore, the residents of Bago Aplaya maximize their access
to nature by collecting shells for their daily food.
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 Online selling has also become a trend. As the pandemic has limited 
the operations of public markets, people took to social media such as Face-
book to sell their products. The use of online platform is a double-edged 
sword. In terms of livelihood, people can earn extra income without leaving 
their homes. It also connects them virtually to their loved ones especially in 

this time when social gatherings are discouraged. On the other, it has also 

widened the digital divide in terms of education. Access to the internet 

has instantly become a necessity considering the landmark shift from 

traditional face-to face classes to the new normal online education in 

the country.
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 However, despite these initiatives, the communities mentioned along 
with other urban poor groups in the city are faced with a common and seemingly 
greater problem—insecure land and housing. Many of them recognize that their 
pandemic-related activities are only temporary as they will soon be evicted out of 
their settlements. Hence, they put equal, and in some cases, much more efforts on 
addressing their land and housing issues.

In the case of Bago Aplaya,
their community leaders have been tirelessly scouting for available reloca-
tion sites within the city. In fact, they have already searched for 28 potential 
sites, most of which are constrained by legal and environmental challenges 
to land acquisition and site planning.

In Arroyo Compound,
some 300 residents are forced to relocate as a certain claimant of the land 
offers PHP 10,000.00 (about USD 200.00) in exchange for the voluntary 
demolition of their houses. However, upon moving into the relocation site, 
they are welcomed by open spaces that offer nothing but false sense of 
security. According to reports, the relocation site does not even have legal 
documentation which puts the relocatees to an even precarious situation.

In Nalum Ville,
the residents are taking legal advice from a private lawyer on how to deal 
with the extra-judicial issues of their land. In addition, they intend to gather 
support from other stakeholders such as the barangay council in address-
ing environmental concerns in their area. 

Lastly, in Kidapawan Communities,
especially the residents of HOA 1 and 3 are on their way to attain tenure 
security by applying to the community mortgage program (CMP) of the 
Social Housing Finance Corporation, a national key shelter agency (KSA). 
However, the residents of BONPENCUEN remain fearful for their lives as 
earthquakes may strike anytime should they decide to go back to their 
original houses. Most residents prefer staying in temporary shelters as they 
see it as safer compared to their dilapidated semi-concrete houses. 

Land insecurity amid the pandemic
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Urban Transformation Forum (with CAN)
– some time in April and May 2021

Collective Housing National Advocacy Project
(with Asian Coalition for Housing Rights)
– from February to May 2021

Tahanan National Summit
(with Global Land Tool Network and UN Habitat Philippines)
– July 2021

Platform-building for collaboration,

knowledge management and scaling up

TAMPEI, HPFPI and the rest of Philippine Alliance
see these events as opportunities to share community narratives and argue 
the idea that homes—which pertain not just to physical houses and struc-
tures, but include families and social ties offering emotional security—are 
our first lines of defense against, traditionally, the natural elements… and 
now, the pandemic. And the need to co-create decent, safe and affordable 
land and housing has never been more urgent and important especially in 
the context of COVID-19.

 These community-led initiatives can be relayed to a wider set of stakehold-
ers especially at the national and regional levels to harness support from govern-
ment agencies and international networks respectively. Some of the upcoming 
learning exchanges that will be organized by the Philippine Alliance include:


