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 Davao, a first-class highly urbanized city in southern Philippines, was 
selected for this project due to its growing number of informal settler families (ISFs) 
or those households residing on land which they do not legally own. In 2015, the City 
Planning and Development 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 demolition 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.

In Davao, a local team of community mobilizers from the Homeless People’s Federation 
Philippines Inc. (HPFPI) operates within this context. Currently, the Federation has 26 
member-associations in the region, 12 of which are located in Davao. 

Overview of Davao City
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CO-RESEARCH: A closer look into the communities

ACTION: Community-led responses to the pandemic

 From September to December 2020, the HPFPI and its partners from TAMPEI 
through counterpart support from the UN Habitat and Global Land Tool Network (GLTN) 
facilitated a co-research aimed at documenting the experiences of selected urban poor 
groups during the time of COVID-19 pandemic. The research comprehensively covered 
urgent and emerging issues on demolitions, disasters and diseases. Below is a summary of 
the findings in four selected communities in Davao and Kidapawan:

 When much of the Philippines was put into lockdown from March to June 2020, 
around 17 million Filipinos were left jobless. In selected areas that experienced localized 
lockdowns 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. While there were ayuda or donations in the form of grocery packs, 
sanitation kits and financial aids from national and local governments and private institu-
tions, 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. 

Community 1 : Bago Aplaya Settlers Homeowners Association / Barangay* 
Bago Aplaya, Davao City

Community 2 : Mabana and St. Benedict Associations / Arroyo Compound, 
Barangay Matina Crossing, Davao City

Community 3 : Nalum Ville / Barangay Baliok, Davao City

Community 4 : BONPENCUEN / Barangay Poblacion, Kidapawan City
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Public health

 Despite all these problems, some urban poor groups in Davao and Kidapawan 
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. With this, the HPFPI through assistance from Cities Alliance 
partnered with the Department of Health (DOH) for the provision of assistance in enhancing 
community-based health monitoring systems. For instance, community members 
in Nalum Ville were given training sessions on how to respond, through the help of baran-

gay health workers (BHWs), to health emergencies. The COVID-19 pandemic, essentially

a health-related disaster, has certainly highlighted the importance of having efficient and 

accessible public health services. At community level, the pandemic has also embedded in 
the lives of the locals the wearing of face masks and face shield whenever leaving their 
homes. Community care has also become more evident as in the case of BONPENCUEN in 
Kidapawan City where victims of the earthquakes received psychosocial support from their 
neighbors. 
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Food security 

Urban gardening rose to popularity 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 for additional and/or alternative source of income. The extent of greening 
initiatives varies depending on the available space in the community. For instance, in Bago 
Aplaya, the residents are using the rooftop of a local cooperative where they communally 
tend to their produce such as vegetables and flowering plants. In BONPENCUEN, the 
residents are maximizing the open spaces as their garden plots. When food donations 
were scarce, people turned to their gardens for daily food subsistence.

It was during these hard times that the general public was 
reminded of the significance of green spaces and agricultural 
lands for food sustainability and disaster response.

Digital technology

Online selling also became a trend. As the pandemic has limited the operations of public 
markets, people took to social media such as Facebook to sell their products. The use of 
online platforms, however, 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 discour-
aged. On the other hand, 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.

Living near the shore, the residents of BASHA in Bago Aplaya
maximize their access to nature by collecting shells and clams. 
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 Recognizing the numerous locally-led initiatives mentioned above, TAMPEI and 
HPFPI sought to build on it by involving a wider set of stakeholders. Livelihood planning 
sessions with community leaders were facilitated by HPFPI after collating the results of the 
unemployment survey administered prior. Food processing, carenderia (eatery), sari-sari 
stores (convenience store), online selling, and bigasan (rice re-selling) are only some of the 
livelihood recovery plans identified by the communities. In Nalum Ville, the residents 
engaged with a local public official for the delivery of a hands-on training in urban garden-
ing. Seeds were likewise distributed to serve as their capital. 

Because of the pandemic, food supply chains were disrupted. With decreasing assistance 
from the government, people had to start relying on their own. Worse, some households 
had to simultaneously face constant threats of evictions and demolitions despite the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Food security and access to housing emerged as recurring 
issues that need to be addressed strategically.

Such scenarios present opportunities for communities, as supported by TAMPEI and 
HPFPI, to lobby their needs to concerned institutions. Recently, the Davao City Planning 
and Development Office (CPDO) facilitated a consultation process on the updating of their 
comprehensive land use plan (CLUP). The HPFPI was invited to participate in the planning 
process where it raised the issues being faced by urban poor groups in the city. Specifical-
ly, the HPFPI mentioned the lack of affordable housing options and scarcity of land for 
residential needs despite the growing population in the city. In relation, the CPDO shared 
that their office has existing plans and targets to develop more sites as potential growth 
areas but these are nevertheless out of the city proper where economic opportunities are 
lacking. People refuse to live in the relocation sites due to their distance from their 
workplaces and the limited infrastructure and social services needed to support their daily 
activities. Moreover, about 80% of the city’s land is classified as agricultural which makes it 
tedious for urban poor groups to find suitable sites for their housing needs. 

TAMPEI and HPFPI acknowledge the need for both housing and green spaces. As a group 
of community architects and planners, TAMPEI recognizes that there are innovative ways of 
striking a balance between the two without sacrificing the social, environmental, and 
economic aspects of development. Hopefully through this CAN Co-Creation Project, 
TAMPEI and HPFPI were able to plant some seeds that would soon generate spaces for 
dialogues tackling pertinent issues on city planning and community development. Time 
and again, the experience has reminded us that the need to co-create decent, safe and 
affordable homes in inclusive, resilient and sustainable cities and communities has never 
been more urgent and important especially in the context of today’s COVID-19 pandemic. 

Moreover, TAMPEI linked with a local university for the provision of technical assistance to 
address the community needs. Some 120 students from the University of the Philippines 
College of Architecture (UPCA) and School of Economics (UPSE) actively participated in a 
series of online focus group discussions (FGDs) with community members to gain insights 
on how they could assist in terms of urban gardening and other livelihood recovery options, 
as well as other community upgrading needs such as temporary shelters and home 
improvement for earthquake victims. These locally-led initiatives were pushed through 
counterpart support from the regional partners such as the Cities Alliance, UN Habitat, and 
Global Land Tool Network. Indeed, co-creation means forming linkages and working 
together with various sectors as a strategy to complement knowledge, expertise, and 
resources — all in the name of attaining the shared goal of inclusive development.

NETWORK-BUILDING:

Sustaining gains through multi-stakeholder partnerships

WAYS FORWARD:

Opportunities for inclusive and sustainable land use planning

Livelihood planning with community leaders in Mabana and St. Benedict Association
in Barangay Matina Crossing, Davao City

Due to restrictions in the conduct of physical classes and �eldwork,
dialogues between university students and community members were held online. 
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