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Hon. Jose C. Alvarez, Governor of Palawan 

Hon. Dennis Socrates, Vice-Governor of Palawan 

Puerto Princesa City, Palawan, The Philippines  

 
Bugnaux (Switzerland), May 6, 2015 

 

 

RE:  Ensuring protection of watershed and primary forest while respecting the rights of 

indigenous peoples to govern and manage their ancestral domains and conserved 

territories (ICCAs) and to plant and eat their own crops in sustainable kaingin in 

Palawan 

 

Honorable Governor, Honorable Vice-Governor of Palawan,  

The ICCA Consortium is an international association under Swiss law uniting federations and 
organizations of indigenous peoples, local communities and NGOs concerned with the appropriate 
recognition of the territories and areas conserved by indigenous peoples and local communities 
(ICCAs) throughout the world.  We are a partner organization of the Secretariat of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP/GEF/SGP) and the 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).  

The ICCA Consortium’s worldwide engagement is part of the global recognition of the importance of 
indigenous peoples’ and local community conservation practices to achieving global conservation 
goals and targets. This recognition is enshrined in the Convention on Biological Diversity, which 
requires Parties, such as The Philippines, to “recognize the role of indigenous and local community 
conserved areas in biodiversity conservation and diversification of governance types” (COP 10/ X 
31), a role fundamental to reaching Aichi Biodiversity Targets 11 and 18, among others. Various 
other international agreements – including the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples – lend support to the rights of indigenous peoples and local communities to 
manage and conserve their territories according to their own values, institutions and practices. Such 
agreements also recognize indigenous peoples’ and community conservation as compatible with, 
and actually promoting, local sustainable livelihoods and poverty eradication efforts. Drawing 
lessons from numerous successful examples and the experience of problems around the world, the 
ICCA Consortium works to support understanding and appropriate practice in the integration of 
conservation, sustainable livelihoods and the respect of human and indigenous peoples’ rights.  

The ICCA Consortium has been following with attention and concern Palawan’s recent attempt to 
implement a province-wide strict ban on shifting cultivation (kaingin). Specifically, we are extremely 
worried that such ban makes no differentiation between the unsustainable kaingin carried out by 
Filipino migrants wherever they manage to settle and kaingin sustainably practiced by indigenous 
peoples in their own Ancestral Domains and Conserved Territories (ICCAs). 

 

Promoting the appropriate recognition of, and support to,  
Indigenous Peoples’ and Community Conserved Territories and Areas  
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We strongly share with you the concern that watersheds should be protected.  History shows, 
however, that indigenous peoples are excellent stewards of the precious natural resources that they 
managed to renew for centuries while sustaining their own livelihoods. As a matter of fact, 
attempting to halt the indigenous farming practices that sustain local livelihoods while allowing 
unabated expansion of oil palm and rubber plantations that only benefit private companies and the 
international market, seems doubly unfair to us.   

We hear that the so called “zero burning policy” forcefully implemented in Puerto Princesa 
Municipality since the time of former Mayor Edward Hagedorn has been causing widespread distress 
in Batak and Tagbanua communities, depriving them of one of their very few sources of livelihood.   
Meanwhile, we are also told that the implementation of the ban seems to have little to no visible 
impact on forest conservation. Because of this, please allow us to share with you some facts about 
indigenous kaigin, as well as some of our own thoughts and heartfelt recommendations. 

 

Is indigenous kaingin sustainable? 

1) The practice of indigenous / traditional kaingin (at times also called uma) is, by and large, 
sustainable and crucial for the material and cultural survival of indigenous peoples.  In the 
majority of cases, the indigenous people of Palawan practice kaingin (uma) in forest areas that 
have been rotationally used by them over long periods of time.  In their uma they plant upland 
rice and other root crops for one year only, and rapidly move to another area for the successive 
year. This is because they are aware that forest soil is very thin and cannot be overexploited if its 
fertility is to be reconstituted.  Short periods of exploitation followed by a regeneration period 
from 7 to 25 years allow the vegetation to regenerate and the soil to regain its nutrients.  

2) Indigenous peoples need fire to burn the vegetation after cutting, but they carefully implement 
fire control measures to prevent the spreading of fire to unintended areas. The ashes of burned 
vegetation contribute to fertilize the soil. 

 
3)  Indigenous people plant rice with dibble sticks and tagad (a stick with a pointed metal blade) — 

farming tools that cause very little disturbance to fragile forest soil.  
 

4) Scientific studies on traditional types of kaingin made in Palawan and elsewhere in the 
Philippines show that the forest that regenerates after burning is much richer in species than 
natural virgin forest. 

 

Is indigenous kaingin important?  

5) Indigenous kaingin allows the people to maintain the richness of their traditional crops and to 
safeguard the genetic diversity of cultivated species. Through their ingenious farming practices, 
indigenous peoples have contributed to the conservation of over 70 local varieties of upland 
rice… an amazing wealth of agro-biological diversity!  
 

6) Indigenous peoples’ foundation myths and most sacred rituals are centered on rice.  If people 
are forbidden to plant rice on hills and mountain slopes, they will not be able to practice and 
continue some crucial aspects of their culture. As a consequence, some fundamental elements 
of their identity will not be transmitted to the next generations and will ultimately disappear.  
The Pala’wan, Batak and Tagbanua are the first inhabitants of Palawan.  If their cultures are 
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altered, a pivotal page of Filipino history will be lost forever.  
 

7) If indigenous communities are not allowed to use their own farming practices to procure most of 
the energy food (carbohydrates) they need, they will be forced to increase the gathering of 
commercially valuable non-timber forest products (NTFPs) such as rattan, almaciga and honey. 
NTFPs are mostly sold to lowland buyers to obtain cash to purchase retail rice and other food 
commodities during periods of food scarcity. If kaingin is curtailed, this may force indigenous 
peoples to over-exploit the NTFPs they used to harvest in sustainable ways.  

 
 

Can negative impacts be expected from the ban on indigenous kaingin?  

8) Some forest guards (bantay gubat) enforce the ban by explicitly asking indigenous people to cut 
only very small trees for their uma and to cultivate their fields over and over again.  This advice 
is based on poor knowledge of forest ecology.  If people cut down only “small trees”, they work 
on areas that obviously have not had the time to fully regenerate their soil nutrients. This means 
cultivating on fragile soils that can quickly become infertile. Only cogun (Imperata cylindrica) will 
thrive in these areas.  The forest will never fully grow back there. 
 

9) The Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) often encourages indigenous 
communities to 'reforest' their upland fields (uma) with perennial tree species, effectively taking 
them off rotational farm use.  That forces them to have shorter fallow periods in their remaining 
land (e.g., 3 years rather than 15 years), with the consequence that the land rapidly becomes 
useless for both farming and forest re-growth.  
 
 

Are there legal implications of forbidding Indigenous kaingin practices?  

10) The imposition of a 'Provincial Order against kaingin' on the vulnerable indigenous peoples of 
Palawan violates the major tenets of the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act of 1997 (Republic Act no. 
8371) that recognizes, protects and promotes the rights of indigenous cultural communities, 
including the rights to exercise their systems of governance and management developed over 
the centuries. This foundational piece of legislation of the State of The Philippines should not be 
undermined by the implementation of 'lower' laws (provincial bans, municipal ordinances, etc.).  

11) The ban on indigenous kaingin is also likely to violate the human right to food, and the collective 
right to culture. This is aggravated by the fact that Palawan is a biosphere reserve, where 
culture-based livelihoods and conservation practices should be upheld rather than undermined.  
In this sense, indigenous kaingin should be thoroughly understood and secured – e.g. by 
providing indigenous peoples with collective rights and responsibilities and security of 
governance over their ancestral domains and traditionally conserved territories (ICCAs).  
 
 

Conclusions and recommendations 

For all the reasons noted above, it is clear that a uniform provincial ban on kaingin practices can 
severely affect the food security of indigenous upland dwellers, jeopardize their cultural integrity 
and hasten the ecological deterioration of Palawan’s upland environment.   
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Let us thus recommend and encourage you please: 

 To exempt from your Provincial Order restraining kaingin farming practices the indigenous 
communities that have been carrying out such practices sustainably since time immemorial, as 
part of their livelihoods and culture and in exercise of their collective rights.    
 

 To establish with haste a process of negotiation with upland indigenous communities through 
their representative local organizations and federations (such as NATRIPAL)—a process that 
could produce far reaching agreements to ensure protection of watershed and primary forest 
while recognizing and respecting the rights of indigenous peoples to govern and manage their 
ancestral domains and conserved territories (ICCAs) and to plant and eat their own crops. 
 

Honorable Governor, Honorable Vice-Governor of Palawan, we are most grateful for your kind 

attention to our deeply felt concerns and scientifically and legally backed recommendations (specific 

literature and references can be sent to you upon request).  We strongly believe that Palawan can 

restrain destructive forest practices—as you are rightly trying to do-- while sustaining the livelihoods 

and culture of its indigenous peoples. With an appropriate process of negotiation and your 

enlightened leadership, there are excellent chances to agree on rules that will achieve both.  We 

respectfully urge you to take this path. 

With renewed sincere thanks, we send our warmest wishes and look forward to hearing from you.   

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Dr.  M. Taghi Farvar 
President , The ICCA Consortium 
taghi@cenesta.org 

Dr. Grazia Borrini-Feyerabend 
Global Coordinator, The ICCA Consortium 
gbf@iccaconsortium.org   

 
Copies:  

H.E. Benigno C. Aquino III, President of the Republic of The Philippines, Mayor of all Municipalities 
of Palawan province corres@op.gov.ph opnet@ops.gov.ph  titonoy@president.gov.ph  
Hon. Ramon Jesus Paje, Secretary, Department of Environment and Natural Resources 
osec@denr.gov.ph  hea@denr.gov.ph  
Dr. Ms. Mundita Lim, Director, Biodiversity Management Bureau, Department of Environment and 
Natural Resources planning@pawb.gov.ph  
Ms. Lee T. Arroyo, Officer-in-Charge Executive Director, National Commission on Indigenous Peoples 
(NCIP) oed.ncip@gmail.com  
Mr. Braulio da Souza Dias, Executive Secretary of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
braulio.dias@cbd.int 

mailto:taghi@cenesta.org
mailto:gbf@iccaconsortium.org
mailto:corres@op.gov.ph
mailto:opnet@ops.gov.ph
mailto:titonoy@president.gov.ph
mailto:osec@denr.gov.ph
mailto:hea@denr.gov.ph
mailto:planning@pawb.gov.ph
mailto:oed.ncip@gmail.com
mailto:braulio.dias@cbd.int
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Mr. John Scott, Programme Officer on Traditional Knowledge for the Convention on Biological 
Diversity john.scott@cbd.int  
Mr. Trevor Sandwith, Director of the IUCN Global Protected Areas Programme and 2014 World 
Parks Congress trevor.sandwith@iucn.org  
Hon. Teodoro Baguilat gstring_teddy@yahoo.com   
Hon. Nancy Catamco, Representative, 2nd Congressional District, Province of North Cotabato, and 
Chairperson, House Committee on Indigenous Cultural Communities nancy_catamco@yahoo.com  
Senator Loren Legarda, the Philippine Senate http://lorenlegarda.com.ph/contact/  
Mr. Ruben S. Bastero, Regional Director RIV (NCIP) – to be hand delivered  
Mrs. Dionisia Banua, Commissioner (NCIP) dioningbanua@yahoo.com.ph   
Mr Nelson P. Devanadera, Executive Director, Palawan Council for Sustainable Development (PCSD) 
oed@pcsd.ph  

Mrs. Mearl Hilario, PCSD Committee on Tribal Affairs mearlhilario@yahoo.com     
Mr. Ronald Parangue Provincial Officer, NCIP Palawan – to be hand delivered 
Mr. Leonard Caluya Head of the FMS-PENRO Palawan – to be hand delivered 
Ms. Marivic Q. Bero, Director General, Coalition against Land Grabbing (CALG) 
calgpalawan@gmail.com 
Mr. John Mart Salunday, President, United Tribes of Palawan (NATRIPAL) 
johnmartmsalunday@gmail.com 
Mr. Ernesto Dagsalio, President, “Bayaan it Batak kat Palawan (BBKP)” Batak Federation 
batak.federation@gmail.com 
Ms. Jocelyn Araja, ALDAW (Ancestral Land/Domain Watch), Palawan 
aldaw.indigenousnetwork@gmail.com 
Bishop Pedro Arigo, Apostolic Vicariate of Palawan dingarigo@yahoo.com 
Mr. Samson Pedragosa Regional Coordinator of the ICCA Consortium sampedragosa@yahoo.com  
Mr. Giovanni Reyes ICCA Consortium Steering Committee Member; Bukluran ng mga Pamayanang 
Nangangalaga sa Kalikasan - Bukluran, Inc.; Secretary General of KASAPI 
giovannireyes.kasapi@gmail.com shangrila.northwind@gmail.com  
Mr. Dave De Vera Philippines Association for Intercultural Development (PAFID) 
devera.dave@gmail.com  
Mr. Nathaniel Don E. Marquex and Mr. Antonio B. Quizon Executive Director and Chairperson of 
ANGOC ndemarquez@angoc.org tonyquizon@yahoo.com angoc@angoc.org  
Mrs. Maria Teresa Guia Padilla Anthrowatch miksgp@gmail.com  
Ms. Tanya Conlu and Ms. Kate Mana-Galido Non-Timber Forest Products Exchange Programme for 
South & Southeast Asia (NTFP-EP) tanyantfp@yahoo.com and airinekate@yahoo.com  
Mr. Edgardo M. Buenaventura, Urban Agriculture Advocates & Practitioners Network, INC. 
egay7buen@yahoo.com 
Ms. Nymia Pimentel, Philippine Human Rights Information Center (PHILRIGHTS) 
nymia.pimentel@gmail.com 
Mr. Gerry Arances, Philippine Movement for Climate Justice Aniban ng Manggagawa sa Agrikultura 
gerry.arances@gmail.com   
Mr. Joseph Purugganan, Focus on the Global South josephp@focusweb.org 
Mr. Javier M. Claparols, Ecological Society of the Philippines email-jmc1@mozcom.com 
Mr. Rene Pamplona, SOCSKSARGEND CARE renepamplona@yahoo.com.ph 
Mrs. Cristi Nozawa, BIRDLIFE Philippines cristi.nozawa@birdlife.org   
Ms. Victoria Tauli Corpuz, Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, United Nations vtcorpuz2006@yahoo.com 
Dr. Irina Bokowa, Director General, UNESCO c/o Bangkok UNESCO Office almaty@unesco.org and 
Jakarta UNESCO Office jakarta@unesco.org 
Dr. Mary Stockdale, The International Society of Ethnobiology mary.stockdale@gmail.com 
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Dr. Miguel Alexiades, Director, People and Plants International peopleandplants@gmail.com  
malexiades@gmail.com 
Dr. George N. Appell, President, Borneo Research Council brc@borneoresearchcouncil.org 
Dr. Marcus Colchester, Senior Policy Advisor, Forest Peoples Programme (FPP) 
marcus@forestpeoples.org 
Mr. Handy Whitmore, Coordinator, Philippine Indigenous Peoples Links (PIPLINKS) 
comms@piplinks.org 
Mr. Stephen Corry, Director, Survival International info@survivalinternational.org and 
sg@survivalinternational.org 
Ms. Almuth Ernsting, Biofuel Watch almuthbernstinguk@yahoo.co.uk 
Ms. Guadalupe Rodriguez, Campaigner, Rainforest Rescue guadalupe@salvalaselva.org 
Winnie Overbeek, International Coordinator, World Rainforest Movement wrm@wrm.org.uy 
Ms. Simone Lovera, Executive Director, Global Forest Coalition 
simone.lovera@globalforestcoalition.org 
Ms. Orla Bakdal, Executive Director, International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) 
iwgia@iwgia.org and ce@iwgia.org 
Ms. Martina Roels, The Flemish Centre for Indigenous Peoples vciv@skynet.be 
Mr. Henk Hobbelink, Director, GRAIN grain@grain.org 
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