
  

CASE STUDY 

Northern Mindanao, Philippines   

Payment for 
ecosystem services 
connects urban 
community with 
indigenous people 
In 2011, Typhoon Washi devastated the city of Cagayan de 

Oro and prompted institutions to employ sustainable 

mechanisms for disaster risk reduction and management. 

One of the projects introduced was the Payment for 

Ecosystem Services (PES), an alternative sustainable 

financial mechanism, in Mt. Kalatungan, Bukidnon, where 

Xavier Science Foundation, Inc. served as the fund 

manager. The scheme engages indigenous and urban 

communities in the stewardship of natural resources. It 

sets up a reward system to conserve the environment 

while respecting and integrating indigenous knowledge 

systems and cultures. 

 

PRINCIPAL ORGANISATIONS INVOLVED 

Xavier Science Foundation, Inc. (XSF); 

Cagayan De Oro Riverbasin Management 

Council (CDORBMC); Miarayon–Lapok–

Lirongan–Tinaytayan Tribal Association 

(MILALITTRA); Mindanao Development 

Authority (MinDA); Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources 

(DENR); Philippine Association for Inter-

Cultural Development (PAFID) 

LOCATION 

Mt. Kalatungan, Talakag, 

Bukidnon,Northern Mindanao, Philippines 

TIMELINE 

2013 - present 

TARGET AUDIENCE 

Indigenous people, local governments, 

industry, business sector, academe 

KEYWORDS 

Climate change, disaster risk reduction 

and management, ecosystem-based 

adaptation, natural resource 

management, environmental protection 



 

Case description 
Background issues 

General context  
The Philippines is among the world's most vulnerable countries to the impacts of climate 

change, including stronger and more frequent extreme weather events such as 

typhoons.  Between 2005 and 2015 alone, the country experienced four of its ten 

deadliest storms. Of these four storms, two hit the southern region of Mindanao, which 

traditionally was not prone to typhoons. With the changing weather patterns, vulnerable 

communities in Mindanao, including its indigenous people, are beginning to adapt to 

different conditions by finding new ways of managing their environment. 

Local context 
The Miarayon-Lapok-Lirongan-Tinaytayan Tribal Association (MILALITTRA) is part of the 

Talaandig ethnic group living in Northern Mindanao. Their livelihoods depend largely on 

farming high-value crops; however, income from farming remains insufficient. The 

communities also report low access to basic water and sanitation facilities, as well as 

inadequate resources for the construction of traditional worship halls essential to their 

culture. They have developed a five-year Community Development Plan towards meeting 

these needs. 

The MILALITTRA's ancestral domain is located in the protected area of Talakag, 

Bukidnon, where Mt. Kalatungan, the sixth highest peak in the Philippines, prominently 

stands. Mt. Kalatungan has long faced environmental threats, including illegal logging, 

the hunting of endangered species, and the encroachment of farmlands in forest 

boundaries. This has led to loss of forest cover, declining biodiversity, and severe 

flooding, all of which contribute to and are exacerbated by climate change.  In turn, 

riverbank communities in nearby Cagayan de Oro, which forms part of the catch basin of 

the waters from the Bukidnon highlands, are seeing lost lives and massive damage to 

infrastructure, agriculture, and private property during heavy storms. 

GOOD PRACTICES 
Towards making land governance more people-centred 
This case study is part of the ILC’s Database of Good Practices, an initiative that documents and systematises ILC 

members and partners’ experience in promoting , as defined in the Antigua 

Declaration of the ILC Assembly of Members. Further information at www.landcoalition.org/what-we-do 

This case study supports people-centred land governance as it contributes to: 

Commitment 5 Respect and protect the inherent land and territorial rights of indigenous people 

Commitment 6 Enable the role of local land users in territorial and ecosystem management 

Commitment 7 Ensure that processes of decision-making over land are inclusive 
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In December 2011, Northern Mindanao was struck by Typhoon Washi. With heavy rain, 

landslides, and flash flooding across the Cagayan de Oro river basin, almost 1,300 

people died and damage to infrastructure, agriculture, and private property are 

estimated to be over 2 billion PHP (about 44 million USD).   

Problems to be addressed 
First, the indigenous community is severely affected by environmental threats to their 

ancestral domain and lack of resources to ensure their livelihood and cultural practices. 

Second, the surrounding communities living around the Cagayan de Oro river basin are 

vulnerable to severe flooding and landslides due to deforestation in the highlands. 

Third, the involved communities are in need of just, participatory, and sustainable 

solutions for disaster risk reduction and management and adapting to the growing 

threat of climate change. 

Solution 

One of the mechanisms introduced by the government together with its inter-

governmental partners and civil society organizations was a Payment for Ecosystem 

Services (PES) scheme. The PES scheme encourages different stakeholders in the 

Cagayan de Oro river basin to participate in a sustainable system to rehabilitate the 

denuded forests in the hinterlands where the headwaters of the region originate and, 

simultaneously, sustain the indigenous people living in the area. The rehabilitation is 

designed to ensure that the streamlines in the region develop a high water infiltration 

capacity and provide a continuous supply of potable water, clean air, and food, among 

others. With the wrath of Typhoon Washi still fresh in people’s memories, PES gained 

wide acceptance. 

Activities 

PES was introduced by the New Conservation Areas in the Philippines Project (NewCAPP) 

and Resources, Environment and Economics Center for Studies, Inc. (REECS), through 

the Sustainable Financing of Protected Areas Project, which was supported by the World 

Bank and the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR).  

DENR Region 10 and REECS worked with NewCAPP, CDORBMC, and the Philippine 

Association for Inter-Cultural Development (PAFID) to pioneer the PES scheme pilot test 

in Mt. Kalatungan. These groups presented the PES scheme to the DENR Protected 

Areas Management Board (PAMB), CDORBMC, MILALITTRA, and XSF, who supported the 

initiative of having indigenous peoples serve as forest managers and ecosystem service 

sellers.   

Following a resolution passed by the PAMB to support the PES scheme, NewCAPP, 

REECS, and DENR Region 10, in coordination with CDORBMC and PAFID, initiated the 

establishment of PES components, such as the identification of buyers, sellers, a fund 

manager, and a monitoring body. Resources and other potential partners were also 

mobilized. MinDA agreed to fund the PES with an investment of 200,000 PHP.  

MILALITTRA chose XSF to act as the fund manager of the PES scheme. As fund manager, 

XSF was on the front line in numerous discussions to push the project forward, and its 



efforts were paid off with the proactive participation of the indigenous community and 

with the commitment of support from public and private sectors. 

The indigenous communities also served as the forest managers in charge of planting 

and protection. Their role ensured that the streamlines developed high water infiltration 

capacity, secured the continuous supply of clean air and potable water, and reduced 

disaster risks in the region. MILALITTRA received training to strengthen knowledge and 

skills for forest management, particularly using technology for forest protection and 

business planning. A team from DENR's protected area supervising unit conducted an 

orientation on geotagging using the applications GPS Status, GeoTag, and GeoCam for 

easy monitoring of the project. Funds were also allotted for planting, labor, and 

purchasing seedlings. Thirty-one members of MILALITTRA committed to having their 

claimed lots used for planting for the PES scheme. 

After its launch on May 21, 2014, XSF, Xavier University - Research and Social Outreach, 

CDORBMC, DENR Region 10, and MinDA conducted the first phase of the PES scheme in 

Mt. Kalatungan Range Natural Park on June 25-27, 2014. A number of organizations and 

agencies contributed to the PES scheme. From the private sector, Del Monte 

Foundation, Inc. (Del Monte Philippines’ corporate social responsibility arm) and Pilipinas 

Shell Foundation (Shell Philippines’ corporate social responsibility arm) were involved 

through investments and participation in planting activities. A total of 10,850 endemic 

trees were donated by the Del Monte Foundation, Inc. XSF successfully won the 

commitment of 7 big cooperatives to take part in the project. Individuals were also 

involved as buyers. Agencies from the public sector were also involved. The local 

government units (LGUs) sit in multi-stakeholder oversight committees that help 

monitor the PES scheme. Located near the mountain range, the LGUs of Valencia City 

and, three municipalities (Talakag, Maramag Pangantucan) in Bukidnon sit in the Mt. 

Kalatungan Range Natural Park Protected Area Management Board, while the LGUs 

Cagayan de Oro City and Bukidnon municipalities Libona, Baungon and Talakag sit in the 

CDORBMC.   

Importance of the case for people-centred land 
governance 

Indigenous communities’ traditional ways of managing natural resources are essential 

for conserving ancestral lands. These must be supported through inclusive decision-

making and community-centered interventions. In this case, the PES scheme was 

developed as a vehicle to directly support MILALITTRA’s Community Development Plan, 

respecting indigenous people’s customary methods and right to manage their ancestral 

domain according to their preferences. As a result, both the indigenous highland 

communities and the lowland communities benefited from the PES scheme. This case 

demonstrates that community-managed approaches to land governance and climate 

change response are effective and beneficial. Multiple stakeholders must work together 

to ensure that the most vulnerable communities gain from innovative environmental 

solutions without compromising their rights, needs, and decision-making capacity.   

  



Changes 
Baseline 

Organization 
In their Community Development Plan (CDP), the MILALITTRA mentioned the following 

challenges and deficiencies that, when addressed, could contribute to a more effective 

forest and culture protection and preservation. These are some of them:   

 There is a lack of management capacity;  

 Women and youth are not organized; and  

 There is not any “tulugan” or community hall where meetings and trainings can be 

held. Having it would also help in culture preservation.  

Synergy 
Before the PES was implemented, only the DENR and a few civil society institutions 

would engage with the indigenous community to help strengthen their land tenure and 

forest protection activities. This was  due to a number of reasons, including the 

community’s great distance from the main cities and the fact that roads were not yet 

cemented, making transportation difficult.  

Reforestation 
Indigenous people also indicated in their CDP the following challenges:  

 The use of unsustainable farming practices and  

 The lack of technical knowledge and skills for sustainable agriculture.  

They identified that 1,648 hectares of the forest in Mt. Kalatungan was denuded and 

needed to be reforested. 

Achievements 

Typhoon Washi transformed the lives of all involved communities. However, the PES 

scheme helped to improve the relationship between the indigenous communities in the 

highlands with the urban dwellers in the lowlands. The lowlanders participated in the 

PES scheme through planting and campaigning activities, which instilled an 

understanding and appreciation of the impact of their contributions.   

Organization 
Through externally funded projects designed to support the PES by building capacities 

for forest protection and livelihood, the community was trained in the following:  

 Organizational management and business planning, which included women to  

enhance livelihood opportunities;  

 Wildlife and forest protection, leading to deputization by DENR as environmental 

protection officers, in order to assist DENR in the implementation of forest 

protection measures and with the procurement of the necessary equipment and 

paraphernalia; and  



 Production of red bourbon (a breed of Arabica coffee), which will then be used for 

PES, and funding of a nursery for it.   

The community’s hall has been constructed and is undergoing improvements in order to 

be fully utilized as an office, a center for prayer, and a school for living traditions, or a 

place where the community’s traditional arts and crafts are taught.  It will also be used 

soon as a venue for training sessions and meetings. 

The community leaders initiated some activities in response to identified needs. Datu 

Rio Besto, community leader, involved youth to focus on PES implementation. A youth 

representative from each community was nominated to perform activities of 

documentation, social marketing, administration, and community mobilization. 

Indigenous people are taking a more proactive role in increasing the communities’ 

understanding and ownership of PES by initiating and conducting awareness-raising 

initiatives and dialogues and by explaining the program in their local dialect (Talaandig).  

Synergy 
A lowland multi-sector collaboration was achieved through the formation of the 

CDORBMC, composed of representatives from religious groups (acting as chair), city 

government, regional/local government line agencies, civil society, and the academe, all 

committed to rehabilitating and protecting the Cagayan de Oro watershed. The council 

adopted the PES as a priority project. 

Organized activities and events helped to enhance collaboration between highlanders 

and lowlanders. Students from different colleges and universities, government officials, 

cooperatives, indigenous peoples, and civil society organizations participated in the 

Treevolution (Guinness World-record breaking tree planting activity), Ridge-to-Reef 

Young Leaders Camp (through a Young Southeast Asian Leaders Initiative or YSEALI of 

the United States Department of State), Participatory GIS-based Zoning training, and 

activities of the Valuing Ecological Systems Together (VEST), the social marketing arm of 

PES.   

After 2 years, the lowlanders had invested 1,525,973 PHP in the PES scheme. 

Reforestation 
Out of the total area of 127 hectares surveyed, 40.09 hectares have been planted with 

seedlings. Around 9,500 endemic seedlings and 1,711 Arabica coffee seedlings were 

sourced from the community. Datu Rio Besto was recently trained on a sustainable 

reforestation and agriculture technique called “rainforestation farming”, and he, in turn, 

trained the organization for applying it in PES. 

Evidence 

These achievements are reflected in the progress, narrative and photo documentation 

reports of PES and externally funded projects, including the Enhancement of Community 

Capacity for Sustainable Ecological Protection and Economic Development by the Philippine 

Tropical Forest Conservation Foundation, Inc. (PTFCF) and the Women Education and 

Cooperative Advancement for Rural Enterprise (WE CARE) by the US Embassy in Manila, 

Philippines.  



Articles were also published on the websites of Xavier University, Xavier Science 

Foundation, and other organizations, the e-newsletters of XSF-Institute of Land 

Governance, ILC Asia, and ILC-National Engagement Strategy, and in local newspapers.  

Business plans were also crafted by the women trained through WE CARE. The 

community’s PES promotional initiative was also discussed in the Sellers’ Assessment 

Planning. 

Lessons learned 
Lessons for civil society 

The PES program underscored the value of synergy to address something that is beyond 

just one institution’s capability to solve. Each partner organization played its own 

valuable role and shared a genuine environmental concern that must be inculcated 

among the communities of Northern Mindanao. Because the implementation largely 

involves indigenous people as forest managers, the community must always be involved 

in all phases: planning, managing, monitoring and decision-making. Technology and 

systems must be used in ways that respect and are acceptable to their culture, and 

indigenous knowledge systems integrated.  

Information, education, and communication can be used to bridge gaps in knowledge as 

well as the relationships between uplanders and lowlanders and ecosystems and 

resource users. On the same thread, the academe can share research with civil society 

and integrate environment-related concepts to their curricula. 

Lessons for policy makers 

Policymakers must be willing to share information and remain in close communication 

with indigenous communities and civil society organizations. Disaster risk reduction 

measures, such as forest management, must also be emphasized when crafting policies 

and future programs. These policies should be sustained for environmental protection. 

Challenges 

Selling ecosystem services, which are intangible and not easily grasped, was a big 

challenge. Based on the Community Development Plan, the evaluation of services only 

amounted to 13,000 PHP, which is too small an amount for implementation. This 

required a series of consultations explaining PES and related interventions. Industries 

and cooperatives also expressed concern regarding their contributions going to 

unintended ends. Thus, transparency and accountability were valued and observed.    

Another major challenge was that the indigenous community did not have the capacity 

to lead a business, since they were used to the traditional system of natural resource 

management.  As a result, adopting the PES model took time.   

The El Niño phenomenon and its impacts were not anticipated. One of the project areas 

experienced forest fires, due to the lack of fire lines. As a result, prevention and 

mitigation needed to be included in the project design. 

“The lifeways that we're 

used to with our 

environment must 

remain. When we lose 

our forest, we might be 

lost.  We might lose our 

culture.  We might lose 

our identity as a 

community.” […] “The 

upcoming generations 

of our community have 

to know where we live.  

The youth of our 

community need to see 

that our traditions have 

remained, that  the 

forest is our source of 

living.  The life of our 

community is 

connected with the 

forest.  That is why we 

need to preserve it.” - 

Datu Dungkoan "Rio" 

Besto, Chairperson, 

MILALITTRA  



There was also no sustainable social marketing component, beyond the first year of 

implementation. As a result, there were no sustained efforts towards resource 

mobilization or awareness raising. However, social marketing was conducted through a 

one-year project by another group.   

Follow-up 

Community management of ecosystems was found to be very effective and can be 

promoted elsewhere. Within the Mindanao region, the PES can be implemented in other 

watersheds identified by NEDA, if the local communities see it as an appropriate solution 

for their contexts. At the national level, civil society organizations and government 

agencies may need to conduct research in other regions to see whether the PES can be 

implemented, according to the needs of indigenous communities and the capacities of 

local government agencies. In Asia, a proposal is being crafted with ILC Asia related to 

ILC Commitments 6 and 7 to promote PES, which other Asian countries can follow. 
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PES first phase (1) 
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PES first phase (2) 
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