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TWENTY YEARS OF AGRARIAN REFORM IN THE PHILIPPINES: 
A Fulfilled Promise or a Compromise Deal?

I.  Introduction: Agrarian reform at a Crossroads

Agrarian Reform in the Philippines faces a major crossroads as the law providing for a Comprehensive Agrarian 
Reform Program (CARP) is set to expire this year. Four different responses to this challenge have emerged: 1) 
terminate CARP, 2) simply extend CARP, 3) Extend CARP with reforms, 4) Junk CARP and replace it with a 
new law.

To simply extend CARP is not a major line of discourse. Even to its proponents, simple extension is either an 
expedient move that should be followed by reforms given the formidable opposition to CARP in Congress or 
the least controversial choice in the face of the many-cornered fights and debates over CARP. These leaves the 
other three options in the center of the national discourse over agrarian reform.

Those favoring the termination of CARP, mostly identified with big landowners and agribusiness interests, 
argue that CARP, despite the hundred billion pesos spent on it, has been a big failure in delivering on 
investments and productivity in agriculture and consequently, poverty reduction. They also cite that many 
farmer beneficiaries have given away their lands through purchase or mortgage after a short period. Many in the 
pro-termination camp propose that the land markets be allowed instead to operate freely to enable investments 
to come in and thus boost productivity and bring poverty levels down.

At the other end of the spectrum, the radical left bloc calls for junking CARP altogether and replacing it with 
a totally new bill that will ensure the break-up of land monopoly in the country and the free distribution of 
agricultural lands to the peasant tillers. They point to the low and sluggish performance of CARP and the many 
loopholes in the law, aside from the collusion of the government with landed and agribusiness interests, to 
support their radical position.

This paper traces the history of land tenure in the Philippines and shows the positive and negative impact of 
CARP. It will respond to the question of whether CARP is a compromise legal instrument. The paper discusses 
the present condition of the Philippines, including the human rights violations in agrarian reform.  It will look 
into the role of the Catholic Church in the unfolding arena of contentions over agrarian reform and CARP. It 
looks into the evolution of the Catholic Church from an institution which for centuries under Spanish and later 
American colonialism had been very closely identified with landowners to that one that advocates, through the 
bishops, CARP extension with reform, while displaying its potentials and limits in accompanying the social 
movement in the pursuit of a better agrarian reform.

The paper will put in context the best possible option to implement agrarian reform in the Philippines. The 
Philippine government admits that CARP will not yet be completed by June 2008. The question now is: should 
CARP be extended once again to accomplish its goals? 

II. History of Land Tenure in the Philippines

A. Background

A cursory review of history gives light to the degree of deconstruction and deformation of indigenous agrarian 
institutions and structures in the country. What could have evolved into a few forms in a less violent manner 



was deconstructed and deformed by the introduction of power from the outside. The colonial and post-colonial 
governments negated and demolished pre-existing institutions and structures creating a political trauma that 
infected social relations and economic arrangements (Ed Q, Historical Notes). 

The only difference between the Spanish and American approaches was that the Spaniards neglected 
agriculture, focused on mercantilist trade and left land exploitation to the clergy and the favored landed gentry. 
The Americans, on the other hand, sought to segregate public and private lands to systematize economic 
allocation and use the same for political control of the population and the nation’s economic resources. 

The communal agrarian structures of indigenous communities received a series of blows with the advent of 
colonialism in Southeast Asia. The Spaniards delivered the first blow by expropriating the whole colony by 
virtue of the mythical Regalian Doctrine and renaming the islands with the Spanish monarch’s namesake.  The 
vestiges are still evident: the Spanish-mestizo sugar barons of Negros and their haciendas and the friar lands still 
retained by big Catholic religious congregations. 

The second blow came with the coming of the Americans at the turn of the 20th century. This was preceded by 
the sale of the Philippine islands by the Spaniards to the Americans under the Treaty of Paris in 1898 for US$20 
million. 

The American land policy towards the colony was characterized by three elements: (a) maximizing land space 
through settlement in order to quell resistance to colonization; (b) limiting the size of private land; and, (c) 
introducing a new property regime known as the Torrens System.� With the Torrens system, the state bestows, 
recognizes and protects the private and physical ownership of the land.  Thus, private property ownership in the 
Philippines began in the early 1900s during the American colonial introduction of new land laws. 

The American superimpositions consisted of the following series of acts: 

•	 Philippine Organic Act of 1902 (the colony’s Constitution until 1916) limiting the size of 
privately owned lands to 16 hectares. 

•	 Public Lands Act of 1902 (also known as Public Land Act No. 718) promoting settlements by 
issuing 16-hectare homesteads to settlers. This law also nullified land grants issued by Muslim 
Sultans and Datus and chiefs of non-Christian tribes. (This de-legitimized or nullified the 
authority of Muslim Sultans and tribal chieftains to bestow access rights to their subjects.) 

•	 Act No. 926 of 1903 proclaiming that all lands not registered under the Land Registration Act 
(Act No. 496) would be deemed public lands. 
(This segregated public lands and private lands by appropriating all unclaimed lands as public 
lands)

•	 Mining Law of 1905 opening all public lands for mining exploration, occupation and purchase. 
•	 Act 2254 of 1913 mandating the creation of agricultural colonies right in the heart of Muslim 

lands.  The sociological argument (based on the assimilation theory) was to integrate Muslims 
and Christians but the law also created disparity in access to land. While Christian settlers could 
own 16 hectares, Muslims were allowed only 8 hectares. 

The process of reforming (or deforming) agrarian structures interplayed with political transitions.  American 
political tutelage towards independence began in 1916 with the Jones Law that provided for the establishment 
of a bicameral Congress – with a Senate and a House of Representatives – to replace the U.S.-based Philippine 
Commission.  During this interregnum, the House exercised control over government corporations charged with 
land acquisition using government funds.  Nevertheless, the land laws led to further deformities: 

�	  In November 2002, the Philippine Commission introduced the Torrens System of private property ownership of land where absolute own-
ership is represented by the possession of the Torrens Title. 



•	 Public Land Act No. 2874 of 1919 amending Public Land Act 2254 increasing individual 
ownership to 24 hectares and corporate ownership to 1,024 hectares. However, Muslim 
individuals were only allowed to own up to 10 hectares.  This law paved the creation of the 
National Development Corporation (NDC), a semi-government corporation charged with land 
acquisition and promotion of investments. 

In 1935, the notion of shared governance and preparation for independence was introduced with the creation 
of the Commonwealth Government by virtue of the Tydings McDuffie Law of 1934.  However, the American 
colonial property regimes were continued by the Philippine state.

By then, socialism and peasant unrest emerged in the Central Luzon region. Two parties, the Socialist Party of 
the Philippines and the Partido Komunista ng Pilipinas (PKP), later merged into one and took the lead in the 
peasant demand for land. The Commonwealth Government responded to this demand by pursuing the colonial 
strategy of engineering population dispersion or what may be described as internal colonization.  This can be 
gleaned from the following acts during the commonwealth period: 

•	 Commonwealth Legislative Act No. 4197, otherwise known as the Quirino-Recto Colonization 
Act embodying government policy of resettlement (or state sponsorship of settlements) as a way 
of solving the land problem. 

•	 Commonwealth Act No. 141 of 1936 nullifying all ancestral rights and ancestral domains not 
recognized previously by the Spanish and American colonial governments.  Hence, all ancestral 
lands became public lands. 

•	 1938 – Philippine Packing Corporation (PPC) acquires 10,000 hectares of land in Bukidnon from 
the NDC at a cost of PHP 1 per hectare (See Putzel 1992).�

•	 1939 – Opening of Koronadal Valley and Allah Valley settlements in Cotabato under the National 
Land Settlement Administration (NLSA). 

The Second World War also highlighted peasant uprisings led by the PKP (merger of the PKP and Socialist 
Party) and its armed wing, the Hukbo ng Bayan Laban sa Hapon (HUKBALAHAP), which was later renamed 
as the Hukbong Mapagpalaya ng Bayan also known as the Huks. The Huks joined the war of resistance 
against Japan in alliance with the American and Filipino government soldiers, hoping but failing to achieve 
its objectives in the process.  Agrarian unrest led the post-war governments of Quirino and Magsaysay to find 
solutions. However, the solutions were not oriented towards land reform. On the contrary, these solutions 
sustained the resettlement policy of the American colonial government. These are typified by the following: 

•	 Quirino Administration (1949-1953) – Creation of the Land Settlement and Development 
Corporation (LASEDECO).  This period saw the dismemberment of the government-owned 
Davao Penal Colony  (DAPECOL) to the 1,024-hectare plantations of the Davao Abaca 
Plantation Company (DAPCO), Panabo Hemp Corporation (PAHECO) and Tagum Agricultural 
Development Corporation TADECO. During the period, the Department of National Defense 
(DND) also set up the Economic Development Corporation (EDCOR) as part of campaign to 
defeat the Huks using land as bait. 

•	 Magsaysay (1954-57)- Creation of the National Resettlement and Rehabilitation Administration 
(NARRA).  This led to the opening of five new settlements in Mindanao.

In 1963, the Macapagal government enacted the first land reform law with liberal-reformist influence, the same 
influence that inspired post-war land reform in East Asia.� But by then, the impact of the successive colonial 

�	  PPC was later known as Del Monte Philippines. 
�	  See Putzel (1992: 113). In 1963, then President Diosdado Macapagal enacted the Agricultural Land Reform Code aimed at abolishing 
tenancy. This law was influenced by American liberal reformers like Wolf Ladejinsky and Roy Prosterman. (Also see Griffin 2001: 17-37).



and post-colonial power blows to indigenous agrarian structures and institutions have drastically changed the 
agrarian landscape.  Indigenous sovereignty, not only of the Muslims ethnic groups but also of the non-Muslim 
groups, has been supplanted with civil political structures resulting in dichotomous local governance systems, 
the formal and the traditional.  Among the Muslims, claims of sovereignty emerge in the political claims of the 
Moro National Liberation Front and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front. Social trust among the diverse groups 
has been eroded as each group rallies around preferred symbols and identifications. Christian settlers normally 
identify themselves with and are defended by the civil political structures of the state while others are either 
marginalized or supported by their own political elites. 

There is a deep-seated grievance against settlers because they were the main beneficiaries of the settlement 
programs that were imposed from above. The settlements were unilaterally carved by the national government 
on the assumption that land grants issued by the leadership of indigenous communities had been nullified as 
early as 1902 and the same has been reiterated by the Commonwealth government in 1936.  In the absence 
of prior negotiations and compensatory mechanisms, the arrival of the settlers was perceived as conquest or 
extension of colonialism.  

These grievances have been exacerbated by disparities in income and quality of life, by repeated displacements 
caused by armed conflict or development aggression and much more so by the accumulation of blood debts that 
distinguishes victims and perpetrators along ethnic and religious lines or identifications with the state or rebel 
groups. 

Liberal-oriented land reform that began in the early 1960s was tainted by its political objectives.  Mindanao 
was used as a coping strategy to relieve tensions of agrarian unrest in Luzon and demand for labour in the 
Visayas (for the Mindanao plantations). It may have worked in the context of Luzon and Visayas but it produced 
potentially grave consequences to the rural population of Mindanao. 

It took more than three decades and the overthrow of a regime before a comprehensive response and not without 
stiff resistance from big landowners. But even then, the historical depth of the CARP scope dates back only to 
PD 27 under President Ferdinand Marcos. The benefits of CARP zero in on the victims of deformities within 
the 1972-1988 time frame but not necessarily those who suffered from earlier divestments.  This phenomenon 
leads to a continuum of agrarian questions that need to be appreciated in the light of the inability of government 
to complete CARP, declining overseas development assistance (ODA) for agrarian reform and shifting of ODA 
attention towards geopolitical objectives, specifically international security and campaign against terrorism. 
Against this backdrop is a national economic agenda that looks at the market as the focus of attention rather 
than social justice (Ed Quitoriano, ibid). 

B. The Church and Land Tenure in the Philippines

The Church with the largest following and the most influential in the Philippines is the Roman Catholic Church. 
Its involvement in land issues through the centuries has many sides: ownership, political power and moral. Such 
involvements have gone through major changes in the course of time.

The case of the Protestant Churches is different. They have not been associated with big landholdings in the 
country. They also exercise lesser political clout than the Catholic Church. This leaves them largely on the 
moral plane to address land issues in the country.

At the outset, the Catholic Church’s place in land issues combined elements of ownership, political power and 
moral clout. The friar orders accompanied the Spanish conquistadores in colonizing much of what we now call 
Philippine territory. At times, the friars defended the natives from the excesses of the colonial government and 
brought the matter to Madrid but this was done to consolidate Spain’s hold on the natives. The Catholic Church 



was the other partner in the theocratic state that ruled this territory from the 16th to the last years of the 19th 
century.

The friar orders began to acquire big landholdings in the Philippines, especially in areas surrounding Manila 
during the early part of the 17th century. Later on, they were joined by the Archdiocese of Manila. This 
happened through a variety of ways. One was donation from Spaniards seeking spiritual benefit. The other 
was direct purchase. But the more common was foreclosure on mortgages. These lands belonged to Spanish 
conquistadores who were awarded huge land grants earlier. In due time, these Spanish landowners showed low 
interest and capability to pursue ranching and agriculture, leaving the field to the friar orders. (Roth, Church 
Lands in the Agrarian History of the Tagalog Region, in McCoy and de Jesus, Philippine Social History, 1981.) 

Spanish colonial law prohibited Spaniards from taking over lands already occupied by the natives. Thus, there 
were lands, which were legally considered as belonging to the native community, including the commons 
which were reserved for pasturage and forage. However, native chiefs who were coopted into the colonial 
administration later started selling or donating great parcels of these lands to the friar orders in the name of 
their villages or towns. It was not uncommon that the lands given away turned out to be larger than what was 
declared considering the hazy process of marking property boundaries then.

The Spanish friars brought with them ideas of landownership and land administration from their native 
Europe. But the colonial relations, which obtained in the Philippines between conqueror and the subjugated 
natives, produced a much harsher, more onerous and more abusive system than the so-called contract or 
arrangement between landowner and tenant in feudal Europe. On top of the annual rent which the native tiller 
had to surrender to the friar orders and other Spanish landowners, they had to submit to forced or corvee labor 
elsewhere to build ships or churches, pay loans at onerous terms, suffer countless abuses on their women and 
their own persons and endure other humiliations that went along with colonial subjugation. 

The exploitation and the abuses in the early haciendas provoked native rebellions. When the friar haciendas 
usurped the lands of the villages and the towns belonging to the natives and closed the commons, a great revolt 
exploded in 1745 in the four provinces around Manila – Laguna, Cavite, Batangas and parts of present-day 
Rizal and Metro Manila. (Roth, Church Lands in the Agrarian History of the Tagalog Region, in McCoy and de Jesus, 
Philippine Social History, Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1981.) 

The revolts were quelled but new developments in the haciendas in response to the opening of the Philippines 
to world trade in the late 18th century gave rise to new and more intensified system of exploitation and abuses. 
The former subjugated tenants became subtenants who were now subject to the exactions not only of the friar 
landlords but of a middle layer of non-cultivating leaseholders known as inquilinos, mostly Chinese mestizos and 
the descendants of former native chieftains who amassed some wealth. In addition, declining fertility of rice land 
coupled with higher rents diminished the crop shares of the subtenants. (Roth, Church Lands in the Agrarian History of 
the Tagalog Region, in McCoy and de Jesus, Philippine Social History, Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1981.) 

The first provinces to rise against Spain in the Philippine revolution of 1896 were also those where the friar 
haciendas were most concentrated. The Spanish friars were among the chief targets, if not on top of the list of 
those imprisoned and punished by the Filipino revolutionaries. At one point, the newly established Filipino 
republic held around 400 Spanish friars as captives. 

The Constitution of the independent republic proclaimed religious freedom and the separation of Church and 
State as among its fundamental postulates. President Aguinaldo issued a decree expelling all friars from the 
country. The Constitution also contained a provision, which stated that all the properties of the friars, whether 
buildings or lands, were understood to have been “restored to the Filipino state.”



The secular Republic was not to last, however. It was bloodily crushed by superior American military forces. 
Fearing that friar lands would continue to cause unrest and could make the pacification of the country more 
difficult, the US government under Roosevelt negotiated with the Vatican to purchase 17 of the 21 friar 
haciendas around Manila amounting to approximately 166,000 hectares supposedly for resale to some 60,000 
tillers they considered tenants although, in fact, most of them were subtenants. The purchase price was a 
whopping $7.2 million. Almost all these lands ended up being resold to the wealthy inquilinos, the non-
cultivating leaseholders who would become the owners of the present-day haciendas or big landholdings. 
(Connolly, Church Lands and Peasant Unrest in the Philippines, Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1991.)

Only four ecclesiastical estates remained, one each in the provinces of Laguna and Batangas in southern Luzon and 
Bulacan and Bataan in central Luzon. They were still huge, covering 41,637 hectares where the registered population 
was 53,700 in 1939. (Connolly, Church Lands and Peasant Unrest in the Philippines, Ateneo de Manila University Press, 
1991.)  Three decades later, these estates were to become the hotbeds of the Sakdal peasant uprising. It was only years 
after that the religious orders finally decided to sell these lands either to the government or private landowners.

After World War II, the Catholic Church was still in possession of big landholdings but this time, they 
were properties of dioceses and archdioceses and were claimed to be occupied by or reserved for churches, 
seminaries and schools. There is no complete and accurate listing of these lands and their sizes. The major 
religious orders also bought new lands for purposes also similar to those of the dioceses. But again, there is no 
known complete accounting of these lands.

The Archdiocese of Manila, the biggest and richest in the country, started to shift its properties from land to 
banking and other businesses under the reign of Cardinal Rufino Santos in the 1960s. This divestment from 
land, however, didn’t result in the loosening of Church ties with the big landed gentry. All over the country, the 
big landowning families who were also government elites continued to be the principal donors to the coffers of 
provincial dioceses and the main sponsors of their charities. Even the Archdiocese of Manila maintained close 
and intimate ties with big landowners who also diversified into banking and other businesses in the country. The 
weight of centuries of Catholic dominance over the religious and political beliefs of Filipinos could easily be 
felt in the shared political and cultural conservatism of the Church hierarchy and the landed interests.

A new turn in the Catholic Church’ involvement in land issues was augured by Vatican Council II. The 
reforming laity and priesthood welcomed the reforms instituted within the Church and called for more vigorous 
pastoral work among the farmers and the poor, which in their view should include support for social reforms 
like land reform. The first National Rural Congress convened by the Catholic bishops in 1967 committed the 
Church to go to the barrios (rural villages). The concept of the Church of the Poor which was put forward by 
a group of Church leaders during Vatican II did not succeed in making it a main theme of the great gathering 
but the idea sent waves to the Church in many countries, including the Philippines. This corresponded with the 
renewed energy coming from the farmers movement which no doubt was also inspired by the growing activism 
of students and intellectuals which exploded in the First Quarter Storm of 1970.

When martial law was declared in 1972, the generalized state of repression of human rights challenged many 
priests, nuns and some leaders of the Catholic Church to take up the cudgels for the farmers, workers, the 
urban poor, the indigenous peoples and other marginalized sectors of society. The Basic Christian Communities 
became home to the struggle of the poor for their human rights, especially in the rural areas. A militant section 
of the clergy espoused the ideas of liberation theology. It must be noted that in all this, it is the grassroots clergy 
of the Catholic Church that was connecting with the poor masses and not the Church hierarchy, although some 
bishops actively supported their priests and nuns in their social and political advocacy.

The struggles which brought about the People Power Revolt in 1986 and the downfall of the Marcos 
dictatorship owed a great deal of its strength and credibility to the evangelizing and organizing work of the 



many priests and nuns and some bishops among the poor and the oppressed. Of course, the towering figure of 
Cardinal Jaime Sin and his leadership of the Catholic Church during this crucial period in the history of the 
country also brought the Church closer to the people in a different sense than before – solidarity with the people 
in their struggles against the dictatorship. The victory of the 1986 EDSA revolt raised the political and moral 
clout of the Catholic Church.

When President Corazon Aquino opted to declare a revolutionary government in the weeks following her 
assumption to power in 1986, the pressure was on her to take strong reform measures on all fronts, including a 
strong proclamation and executive order for a comprehensive agrarian reform. On 14 July 1987, the Catholic 
Bishops Conference of the Philippines came out with a pastoral statement calling for “as comprehensive a 
program of agrarian reform as possible.” But the bishops tempered their call with the use of the word “sharing” 
rather than real redistribution and by stressing on the need to make the program “realistic.” They told farmers 
not to resort to land occupations and instead wait for the enactment of a land reform law. The CBCP clearly 
sent a conservative signal to the Aquino government. In contrast, the Association of Major Religious Superior 
of Men and Women in the Philippines (AMRSMWP) and many diocesan priests voiced out their support for 
a comprehensive and redistributive agrarian reform. (James Putzel, A Captive Land, Ateneo de Manila University 
Press, 1992.)

Cardinal Sin greeted with happiness the passage of a watered down agrarian reform legislation, the CARP law 
or RA 6657. The Church leadership was consistent in advocating and accepting a conservative approach to 
agrarian reform while the grassroots clergy remained committed to a strong redistributive measure. 

Five years after, in January-February 1991, the Catholic Church called the Second Plenary Council, a gathering 
of bishops, auxiliary bishops, vicars, rector/presidents of seminaries and universities, major religious superiors 
and lay leaders. The Plenary Council made strong statements for agrarian reform. Reminding society that 
“private property is subordinated to the universal destination of goods,” the Plenary Council declared that 
respect for this fundamental principle “would demand that the use and ownership of the goods of our land be 
more and more diffused for the benefit of all.” The declaration went further: “In the agricultural sphere, the 
same principles would require a truly comprehensive agrarian reform.” (Part III, 297-303, Acts and Decrees of the 
Second Plenary Council of the Philippines, 1991.) 

The Plenary Council’s section on special concerns contained the strongest statements for agrarian reform:

	 Agrarian reform is still the one big issue that touches our rural poor most directly. And hard 
opposition to it on the part of the landlord class, Catholics, most of them, is the one big reason for its 
continuing failure. The problem of what compensation is fair for the lands covered by the Agrarian 
Reform Program is a hindrance. It must be resolved with equity. If indeed we are serious about all we 
say about our preferential love for the poor, the beginnings of real reformation in our patterns of use and 
ownership of land should be easily made; the beginnings too of the solution to the scandalous problem 
of rural poverty.  ( Part III, 391, Acts and Decrees of the Second Plenary Council of the Philippines, 1991.) 

Very strong words.  However, the years that followed the Council saw the institutional Church taking a laidback 
attitude towards CARP implementation and other agrarian reform issues. Interestingly, during this seeming 
hiatus, the Vatican came out with the strongest endorsement of agrarian reform ever. The Pontifical Council 
for Justice and Peace issued a document in 1997 titled “Toward a Better Distribution of Land, the Challenge 
of Agrarian Reform.” This document decried big landholdings as a “moral scandal” and called for “equitable, 
effective and efficient agrarian reform.” 

This hiatus would last until three years ago when the new leadership of the CBCP under Archbishop Angel 
Lagdameo took a more active stance towards social and political reforms, including agrarian reform. The new 



CBCP leadership issued pastoral statements raising concerns about agrarian reform and rural poverty and 
calling for an extension of CARP with reforms to plug the loopholes, which delayed its completion. In July 
2007, the CBCP convened its Second National Rural Congress under the leadership of Archbishop Antonio 
Ledesma of Cagayan de Oro who is himself a long-time agrarian reform scholar and advocate. The Rural 
Congress addressed many issues concerning the rural people as well as agrarian reform. The Catholic bishops 
at present are going high-profile in their campaigns to make the Philippine Congress and President Gloria 
Macapagal Arroyo enact a law which would continue, strengthen and fund agrarian reform.

If there is one institution in Philippine society whose stand the President and the Congress would and should 
seriously consider, it is the Catholic Church. The position of many bishops for CARP extension with reforms 
and the sympathy they express even for a radical position on agrarian reform signals a more progressive 
motion from the earlier positions they took. The stand of the bishops will surely have an impact on the ongoing 
deliberations on CARP.

Our optimism, however, is tempered by the fact that of the many bishops who have called for a stronger 
agrarian reform, only a few are confirmed to have a solid understanding of the major issues of reforms and the 
nuances they take in the deliberations. Many have also have stepped into the age-old ties between their dioceses 
and the landed elites. And majority of the bishops are close to the President whose real stand and position on the 
matter is the single biggest influence in Congress. 
 The CARP exempts church lands from its coverage.

Section 10 of the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Law provides “Lands actually, directly and exclusively used and found necessary for parks, wildlife … 
Church site and convents appurtenant thereto, mosque sites and Islamic centers, appurtenant thereto… shall be exempt from the coverage of this Act.”

Based on this section, the Catholic Church or other religious institutions must justify that the land is actually, directly and exclusively used as church sites and convents.

The issue of friar lands refer mainly to the lands owned by Catholic congregations because of the catholic church’s link to Spanish colonization. The Catholic Church 
benefitted from the Regalian Doctrine (because of the Spanish monarchy’s allegiance to the Catholic Church) and, as well, benefitted from the American colonial regime 
because the latter recognized the friar lands as legal. The post-colonial governments also recognized the friar lands. The post- colonial governments also recognized the 
friar lands mainly because of the perceived power of the church to influence political behavior of the predominantly Catholic citizenry.

The Philippines does not have a clear land mapping system. It is very difficult to pinpoint whether friar lands include ancestral lands. However, since these lands 
were bestowed by the Spanish Monarchy, it is safe to assume that they were once ancestral lands of the native inhabitants. In Cavite and Batangas, for example, the 
Dominican and other friar lands are in prime areas now. In the map, they form part of lands that could no longer be claimed by the native inhabitants because they have 
been recognized by the American colonial regime and later exempted from CARP and IPRA. In Cagayan de Oro, the friar lands of the Jesuits are now commercial and 
residential subdivisions. They used to form part of the communal lands of the Higaonons. These lands stand side by side with the land owned by a logger and former 
Governor and Congressman of Misamis Oriental Oloy Roa. Oloy Roa married a woman from the Higaonon tribe so that he could access forests and appropriate huge 
tracts of lands, which he later titled as his own.

  

C.  Legal Basis of Agrarian Reform

The mandate of Agrarian reform can be found in international laws, the Philippine Constitution and the Social 
teachings of the Church, as follows:

            International Laws: 1.  Obligations of the Philippines under the ICESCR

The Philippines is a signatory to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.  As a 
signatory to the covenant, the Philippine government has the obligation to respect, protect and uphold the rights 
set forth in the ICESCR.  

The right to have access to productive resources like land is one of the rights provided in the Covenant.  Section 
2 of Article 11 calls on State Parties to take “individually and through international cooperation measures 
which are needed to improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of food by making full use of 
technical and scientific knowledge, by disseminating knowledge of principles of nutrition and by developing or 



reforming agrarian systems in such a way as to achieve the most efficient development and utilization of natural 
resources.”

In 1999, the UN Committee on Economic, Social & Cultural Rights (CESCR) came out with General Comment 
No. 12 to further explain the meaning of the right to adequate food as provided in Article 11 of the ICESCR.  
One will observe that access to land and other resources is mentioned as one means of achieving the right to 
food of the people.  Paragraph 12, for instance, says “Availability refers to the possibilities of either for feeding 
oneself from productive land or other natural resources or for well functioning distribution, processing and 
market systems ….”

In paragraph 15 of General Comment No. 12, the Committee on ESCR said, “The obligation to fulfill (facilitate) 
means the State must pro-actively engage in activities intended to strengthen people’s access to and utilization 
of resources and means to ensure their livelihood, including food security …”

             2. FAO’s Voluntary Guidelines

In November 2004, the members of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Council adopted the 
“Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of 
National Food Security.”  The Philippines is a member of FAO.  

Guideline 8 of the Voluntary Guidelines urges States to “respect and protect the rights of individuals with 
respect to resources such as land, water, forests, fisheries and livestock without any discrimination.  Where 
necessary and appropriate, States should carry out land reforms and other policy reforms consistent with their 
human rights obligations and in accordance with the rule of law in order to secure efficient and equitable 
access to land and to strengthen pro-poor growth.”  

                   3. Philippine Constitution 
In 1987, a new Philippine Constitution was drafted by a Constitutional Commission and approved in a plebiscite 
by the people.  Several provisions of the 1987 Constitution deal with agrarian reform.  The “Declaration of 
Principles and State Policies” (Article 2, Section 21) states, “The State shall promote comprehensive rural 
development and agrarian reform.”
Section 4 of Article 13 (Social Justice and Human Rights) deals with agrarian reform and stipulates that 
“The State shall, by law, undertake an agrarian reform program founded on the right of farmers and regular 
farmworkers, who are landless, to own directly or collectively the lands they till or in the case of other 
farmworkers, to receive a just share of the fruits thereof. To this end, the State shall encourage and undertake 
the just distribution of all agricultural lands, subject to such priorities and reasonable retention limits as the 
Congress may prescribe, taking into account ecological, developmental, or equity considerations, and subject 
to the payment of just compensation. In determining retention limits, the State shall respect the right of small 
landowners. The State shall further provide incentives for voluntary land-sharing.” 

                4) Social Teachings of the Church

The Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace Towards a Better Distribution of Land, in reference to Agrarian 
reform (Nov. 1997) states: “As regards property, the social teaching of the church bases the ethics of the 
relationship between the human person and the goods of the earth on the biblical view of the earth as God’s 
gift to all human beings; God destined the earth and all it contains for all man and all peoples so that all created 
things would be shared fairly by all mankind under the guidance of justice tempered by charity … we must 
never lose sight of the universal destination of earthly goods.” (18 Second Ecumenical Vatican Council, Pastoral 
Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 1965,69.)



Pope Paul VI, in Populorum Progressio (1967), On the Use of Private Property, states in section 23: “He who 
has the goods of this world and sees his brother in need and closes his heart to him, how does the love of God 
abide in him?” (21) Everyone knows that the Father of the Church laid down the duty of the rich toward the 
poor in no uncertain terms. As St. Ambrose put it: “You are not making a gift of what is yours to the poor 
man, but you are giving him back what is his. You have been appropriating things that are meant to be for the 
common use of everyone. The earth belongs to everyone, not to the rich.” (22) These words indicate that the 
right to private property is not absolute and unconditional.

No one may appropriate surplus goods solely for his own private use when others lack the bare necessities of 
life. In short, “as the Father of the Church and other eminent theologians tell us, the right of private property 
may never be exercised to the detriment of the common good.” When “private gain and basic community needs 
conflict with one another,” it is for the public authorities “to seek a solution to these questions, with the active 
involvement of individual citizens and social groups.” (23)

Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace
	 Towards a Better Distribution of Land
	 The Challenge of Agrarian Reform (Nov. 1997)

In the social teaching of the Church, the process of the concentration of landholdings is judged a scandal 
because it clearly goes against God’s will and salvific plan, inasmuch as it deprives a large part of humanity of 
the benefit of the fruits of the earth. 

Perverse inequalities in the distribution of common good and in each person’s opportunities for development, 
as well as the dehumanizing imbalances in individual and collective relationships brought about by such a 
concentration, are the cause of conflicts that undermine the very life of society, leading to the break-up of the 
social fabric and the degradation of the natural environment. 

CALL FOR AGRARIAN REFORM

The intent of the document, Towards a Better Distribution of Land: The Challenge of Agrarian Reform, is to 
increase and quicken awareness of the dramatic human, social and ethical problems caused by the phenomenon 
of the concentration and misappropriation of land. These problems affect the dignity of millions of persons and 
deprive the world of the possibility of peace.

Drawing its inspiration from the rich patrimony of the social doctrine of the Church, the Pontifical Council for Justice 
and Peace considers it a pressing duty to remind everyone, above all those with political and economic responsibilities, to 
undertake appropriate agrarian reforms in order to set in motion a period of growth and development. 

PREFERENTIAL OPTION FOR THE POOR

On the eve of the third millennium of the Christian era, Pope John Paul II called on the entire Church to “lay greater 
emphasis on the preferential option for the poor and the outcast,” stating that “a commitment to justice and peace in a 
world like ours marked by so many conflicts and intolerable social and economic inequalities, is a necessary condition 
for the preparation and celebration of the Jubilee.” 1 (John Paul II, Apostolic Letter Tertio Millennio Adveniente, 1994)

III. The Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program

It is argued by most development economists that land, for most rural people, is the way out of poverty 
or, conversely, poverty can be reproduced or aggravated when land is misallocated under conditions of 



monopoly, unclear property regimes and user rights arrangements.�  A land-orientated poverty reduction 
approach is based on the rationale that barriers to access and control create disincentives to investments 
and production thus broadening the ranks of the rural poor and disabling one of the key pillars of the 
physical economy.  In an idealized scenario, the anti-poverty and social justice functions of CARP should 
have led to the spurring of economic growth, diminution of poverty and inequality and de-escalation of 
violent conflicts.  

Started during the Aquino administration in 1988, CARP – created after the passage of the Comprehensive 
Agrarian Reform Law (RA 6657) and extended by the RA 8532 – is by far the most comprehensive 
agrarian reform initiative of government that seeks to remove inequity in access to land and combines 
the principle of social justice and economic growth objectives.  Its main distinction is coverage of all 
agricultural lands compared to Marcos’ 1972 Presidential Decree No. 27 that covered only rice and corn 
lands. 

The twin goals of CARP are to prioritize land tenure improvement and delivery of support services to agrarian 
reform beneficiaries.

The CARP embodies the intent of formalizing land ownership and use rights through the issuance of land 
titles.�  The same program through support service delivery also induced a broad foreign donor support for 
the Philippines. The CARP is now at the end of its second 10th year mandate. The Medium Term Philippine 
Development Plan (MTPDP) 2004-2010 reiterated the government’s commitment to CARP as a flagship 
program in addressing rural poverty and agricultural underdevelopment with a commitment to complete the 
remaining land acquisition and distribution (LAD) targets by 2008.  This commitment comes with a requisite, to 
augment the Agrarian Reform Fund (ARF) with ODA grants. 

The possible termination of CARP has raised feelings of uncertainty among beneficiaries and those still seeking 
recognition and inclusion as beneficiaries, especially in Mindanao. RA 8532 will remain in effect until abolished 
by the national legislature but without CARP the bureaucratic means for agrarian reform implementation would 
have lesser leverage for budget allocation. Earlier on, most ODA-funded programs supporting CARP have 
been tailored to adapt to the tail end scenario, emphasizing sustainability and the transfer of accountability to 
the Department of Agrarian Reform (DAR) and local government units and agencies. It is likely, though, that 
local governments may encounter fiscal constraints in maintaining program management facilities and physical 
infrastructures. 

Key Provisions and Main Features of CARL

The marginalized sectors expected that the revolutionary government of President Aquino would institute 
economic and social reforms that would uplift their living conditions after Marcos was ousted in 1986.  The 
peasant sector was among the various groups that actively advocated for changes in the rural areas to end land 
concentration and widespread poverty.  In January 1987, a large peasant rally led by the Kilusan ng Magbubukid 
ng Pilipinas (KMP) or Peasant Movement of the Philippines, marched to Malacañang (the Presidential Palace) 
to demand land reform.  Police and soldiers fired upon the peasant marches, leaving 13 dead and many more 
injured.  The incident, later called the Mendiola Massacre, catalyzed public opinion in support of agrarian 
reform.

�	  This argument is well elaborated in other studies  - by de Janvry (1981), Lehman (1974), Herring (1990), World Bank (2003), de Sotto 
(2000) and others. 
�	  Through CARP, the DAR issues the transitory ownership title called the Certificate of Land Ownership Award or CLOA. The DENR issues 
several instruments such as Integrated Social Forestry (ISF) certificates,  Community Based Forest Management Agreement (CBMA) and, before 
the enactment of the IPRA in 1997, the Certificate of Ancestral Domain Claim (CADC). The CADC and the Certificate of Ancestral Domain Title 
(CADT) is now issued by the National Commission of Indigenous Peoples (NCIP). 



President Aquino wielded “revolutionary powers” which enabled her to have both executive and legislative 
powers.  One of the early decrees President Aquino issued was Proclamation No. 131 (July 22, 1987) entitled 
“Instituting a Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program.”  The proclamation called for a comprehensive 
agrarian reform program “which shall cover, regardless of tenurial arrangement and commodity produced, all 
public and private agricultural lands” and provided for a P50 billion fund.  The proclamation was accompanied 
by Executive Order No. 229 entitled “Providing the Mechanism for the Implementation of the Comprehensive 
Agrarian Reform Program.”  Executive Order No. 229 left to Congress the retention limit of landowners and the 
priorities.  

The newly-elected members of the Senate and House of Representatives were the ones who formulated and 
approved Republic Act 6657 or the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Law (CARL) which was signed into law 
by Aquino on June 10, 1988.  To implement the CARL, CARP was designed and which was implemented by 
the Executive branch through the DAR.  

Key Provisions of CARL:

CARL provides land to the tiller and a package of support services to farmer beneficiaries.

Unlike previous land reform laws, CARL covered all private and public agricultural lands. Private 
agricultural lands and some government-owned lands are to be distributed by the DAR while public 
agricultural lands will be distributed by the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR).  
Second, all lands whatever the crops planted were included unlike before when only rice and corn 
lands were covered.  Third, tenants, regular and seasonal farmworkers and landless persons can become 
beneficiaries of land reform. The beneficiaries of previous land reform laws were limited to tenants.  
Fourth, from 15 years to pay land awarded under Presidential Decree 27, CARL doubled the payment 
period to 30 years.  

The law provided three schemes in acquiring the land: through Compulsory Acquisition (CA) where the 
government will expropriate the land;  Voluntary Offer to Sell (VOS) where the landowner who volunteers to 
sell his/her land to the government will get incentives and Voluntary Land Transfer (VLT) where the owner and 
farmers directly negotiate with one another for the price of the land.    

However, CARL provides for just compensation to landowners and give landowners a retention limit of 5 
hectares while his/her children who are 15 years old by June 10, 1988 and directly tilling or managing the 
farm an additional three hectares each.  Commercial farms were exempted for 10 years or up to 1998.  Big 
farms were also given the alternative of choosing a Stock Distribution Option (SDO) where the land would 
not be subdivided.  The workers would have stocks and a production and profit-sharing system would be 
implemented. 

CARL set up the DAR Adjudication Board to hear all cases involving the implementation of CARP and other 
agrarian laws.

            CARP SCOPE

CARL originally targeted 10.3 million hectares of private and public agricultural lands. But this was later on 
adjusted to 9.12 million. DAR’s target was 5.16 million hectares while the DENR’ scope was 3.84 million hectares. 
The DAR claims it has already distributed as of June 2007, 3.86 million hectares or 78% of its total target. Its 
balance is 1.30 million hwctares. The DENR’s balance, on the other hand, is only 870,000 hectares. More than 
2.7  million farmers became beneficiaries,



CARP SCOPE

	 	   Target Area for Distribution (In Million Hectares)

1988 1988 1997 1997 2006 2006 J u n e 
2007

J u n e 
2007

Hectares   % Hectares    % Hectares    % Hectares   %
10.10 8.06  8.94 9.00
3.80   38%  4.29  53%  5.10 57% 5.16 57%
6.30   62%   3.77  47%       3.84  43%  3.84  43%

                                  (Source: DAR Planning Service)

The Philippine government, through DAR, has been reducing the original scope or target for land acquisition 
and distribution without any logical explanation.  The Table above shows the changing CARP scope of DAR. 
CARL originally targeted 10.1 million hectares of private and public agricultural lands.  But this was later 
on adjusted to 9 million in 2007.  DAR’s target was 5.16 million hectares while the DENR’s scope was 3.84 
million hectares.  DAR claims it has already distributed as of June 2007, 3.86 million hectares or 75% of its 
total target.  Its balance is 1.30 million hectares.  The DENR’s balance, on the other hand, is only 870,000 
hectares. More than 2.7 million persons became beneficiaries. (Status of AR Implementation, DAR, June 2007)  
The DAR even has a category termed as “others” wherein 1.077 million hectares of land was deducted from 
its coverage. It has no explanation why these more than 1 million hectares were taken away from its target. 
(PARRDS, Land, Life and Justice: The Challenge of AR in the Philippines, June 2006)

National Summary of Deductions based on Legal Grounds, 1998
Legal grounds Hectares % share

18 degree slope & undeveloped 167,883 6.6
Watershed/timberland/rivers 351,486 13.8
Used for infrastructure 120,082 4.7
Eroded/Silted 34,866 1.4
Areas zoned/classified as non-agricultural prior to 1988 21,455 0.8
With Order of Retention & Exemption 318,496 12.5
EO 447/448 Non-CARPable Portion 148,021 5.8
Alienable & Disposable after 1984 253,125 9.9
Fishponds/CFC/for Leasehold 43,556 1.7

“Others” 1,077,898 42.2
	        (Source:  “Pro-Poor Land Reform: A Critique.” by Saturnino Borras Jr., p.152)

Based on the Land Acquisition and Distribution target of DAR, by June 2007, the accomplishments and 
balances reveal the following:

		  LAD Targets (in millions of hectares)
Land Type Scope Accomplishment Balance % Balance
DAR 5.16 3.86 1.30       25%
Private 2.18
Non=private 1.68



ARBs 3.26  2.23 1.02      31%

DENR 3.84 3.09 0.75      20%
A&D 2.30 1.75 0.75      30%
ISF/CBFM 1.34 1.34 0.00      0%
FBs 2.85 1.99 0.86      30%

Total CARP 9.00 6.95 2.05       23%
Total FBs 6.10 4.22 1.88       31%

(Source: DAR, Jube 2007)
Legend: A&D –public lands that are alienable and disposable
ISF/CBFM= Integrates Social forestry and Community-Based Forest Management
Program: ARBs- Agrarian reform beneficiaries; FBs=Farmer beneficiaries.

While it cannot be denied that the government was able to distribute private and public lands, a closer scrutiny 
will show that the government failed to distribute the private agricultural lands owned by the economically 
powerful and politically connected families such as the Cojuangcos, Floirendos, Yulos, Uys and other local 
families.  Most of the lands distributed by DAR and DENR were public agricultural lands.  

As previously mentioned, DAR’s task is to distribute private and some government-owned lands.  Out of the 
3.59 million hectares it distributed as of May 2005, 48% or 1.754 million hectares were government-owned 
lands as can be seen below:  

Government-owned Lands Distributed (as of May 2005)
Category No. of Hectares

Govt. Financial Institutions    156, 909
Settlements    699,648
Landed Estates      80,497
Kilusan Kabahayan at Kaunlaran (KKK) lands    817,859
Total 1,754,913

 (Source: “Pro-poor Land Reform, A Critique.” by Saturnino Borras Jr. p. 148)

Most of the private agricultural lands that have not yet been covered are sugar and coconut lands which 
are owned by powerful families. Among the provinces, Negros Occidental, the bastion of influential sugar 
landowners, has the biggest number of agricultural lands that have not yet been acquired and distributed. About 
18% of the backlog of the DAR that must be distributed is in Negros Occidental (CARP at 18, PLC, series 
2007).  Another is Masbate province where only 58,527 hectares (41%) out of the 141,154 hectares within the 
scope of CARL have been distributed. (D.B. Bulatlat, A Reversal of Fortune for Masbate Farmers, January 
2008).

Private agricultural lands distributed by DAR were acquired either through the Voluntary Offer to Sell (VOS), 
Compulsory Acquisition (CA) or Voluntary Land Transfer (VLT).  DAR data reveals that most private 
agricultural lands were distributed not through the Compulsory Acquisition (CA) scheme but through the 
questionable VLT (Voluntary Land Transfer) scheme of Republic Act 6657. Out of the 2.036 million hectares 
of private agricultural lands that must be acquired and distributed by DAR, only 243,422 hectares or 11.95% 
was through Compulsory Acquisition as of May 2005.  About 25.8% or 525,847 hectares of private lands were 
covered by DAR through the VLT scheme.



Area Distributed According to Land Acquisition Schemes
                 Scheme                                      Number of hectares distributed
Compulsory Acquisition (CA) 243,422
Voluntary Land Transfer (VLT) 525,847
Voluntary Offer to Sell (VOS) 512,620

(Source: “Pro-poor Land Reform, A Critique.” by Saturnino Borras Jr. p. 148)

Under the VLT, the landowner and the peasants negotiate the price of the land.  The landowner has the right 
to choose the beneficiaries of the land and most of the time the landowner selects his/her relatives or farmers 
who act as his dummies.  In reality, there is no transfer of ownership.  A good example is the 212-hectare land 
owned by Jose de Leon in the village of Tinang, Concepcion Municipality, Tarlac Province.  The 77 farmer-
beneficiaries chosen and approved by the DAR were children and grandchildren of the landowner who was 
residing in Metro Manila. (L. Rimban, Land Reform Ridden with Loopholes, July 2004) 

The Philippine government has not decisively acquired for distribution the commercial farms, especially those 
located in Mindanao.  From 1988 to 1998, the law on agrarian reform was deferred on banana, pineapple, palm 
oil and other plantations. In 1998 came, the government allowed leaseback arrangements or joint ventures 
which do not genuinely transfer ownership of the land to the agricultural workers.  For example, the 3,500 
hectares owned by the Floirendo family in Davao was sold to agricultural workers for P92,000/hectare.  But 
there was an agreement that the workers would lease it back to the Floirendo family for 30 years at P5,000/
hectare per year. The workers are owners in paper but they don’t have actual control over the land and 
decision-making. (S. Borras and J. Franco, Struggles for Land and Livelihood: Redistributive Reforms in the 
Philippines) 

CARP Support Services Program

The strategy for support service delivery of DAR is to maximize the impact of support services made available 
by concentrating them on a number of Agrarian Reform Communities, or ARCs, which are clusters of 
contiguous land reformed barangays. There are 1,784 ARCs to date, of which 61% are supported by foreign-
assisted projects. 

There are 3.3 million Agrarian reform beneficiaries, of which 2.13 million are beneficiaries of emancipation 
patents, or EPs, and certificate of land ownership awards, or CLOAs; 1.16 million are beneficiaries of leasehold; 
and 8,000 are beneficiaries of stock distribution options, or SDO.  There are 950,000 or 29% of ARBs that are 
inside the ARCs. Most ARBs are outside ARCs totalling 2.35 million or 71%. (Source: DAR Forum on CARP 
Beyond 2008, July 17, 2006)  Of the total 3.3 million ARBs, only 4.3% or 142,218 received credit assistance 
from CARP. (Source: PhilDHRRA, PESANTECH, ARNOW Primer Why CARP “Extension with reforms” in 
2008, p.12.)

Based on DAR’s reported accomplishments, the CARP Support Services Program generated 519,630 jobs with 
following completed infrastructure support projects:

__________________________________________________________________
Completed Infrastructure Support Projects:

•	 Farm-to-market road 			   12,245 kilometers
•	 Communal irrigation projects 	 212,549 hectares
•	 Bridges 				    9,069 linear meters
•	 Pre/post harvest facilities 		  280 units
•	 Potable water supply 			   812 systems



•	 Rural electrification 			   63kilometers of cables installed
•	 Solar Power technology 		  6,240 systems
•	 School buildings 			   518 classrooms
•	 Health center 				    127 units

_____________________________________________________________________
(Source: DAR Accomplishment Report)
 
Agrarian Justice Delivery (AJD).  There are two components of AJD: 1) determining and adjudicating CARP 
cases; and 2) extending free legal assistance to farmers affected by agrarian cases. From 1988 to 2005, the DAR 
Adjudication Board handled 274,585 cases and resolved 263,516 or 96%. There are 11,069 unresolved cases. 
However, there was no reporting of how many hectares were involved, how many ARBs were affected and how 
many cases were won by the farmers, landowners and those which have been appealed with the office of the 
President or higher courts.

From 1988 to 2005, free legal assistance to farmers involving judicial, quasi-judicial and CARP cases totalled 
871,220.  DAR was able to assist in 856,073 cases, or 98%. However, there was no reporting of how many 
ARBs and hectares were affected and how many were won by farmers.

IV. Present Situation

After two decades, the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program is still miles away from its ultimate objective 
– the transfer of farm lands to the landless farmers and farm workers and spurring economic growth. Around 
this scenario is a larger picture of growing poverty where 33 out of every 100 Filipinos are living below the 
poverty line.� The national poverty incidence (among families) in 2006 stood at 26.9% – only 1.1 percentage 
point lower than in 1997 and almost at the same level as it was in 2000.�  With poverty rising side by side with 
the 2.1 percent population growth rate, the poor population has grown to 27.6 million or 3.8 million more than 
in 2003.� Philippine poverty and inequality remains one of the highest in Asia.� 

Many Filipinos are unable to meet their basic food needs because the daily minimum wage has not kept up with 
the rising cost of living. The real value of the daily minimum wage in Metro Manila has grown by less than 
one percent or from P246.00 in 2001 to P249.00 in 2006, even as food prices have increased by 21.5% over the 
same period.

Worse, the actual number of Filipinos who were unable to meet their basic food needs could be understated, 
given low food threshold figures. According to the official food threshold a Filipino needed only P27.47 a day 
(national average) to meet his/her food needs, or P137.35 for an average Filipino family with five members. 
This was substantially lower than official estimates of food expenses in the living wage set by the National 
Wages and Productivity Commission, which said an individual needed P35.52 in 2006 to meet his/her food 
needs or P167.60 for a family of five. Thus, the problem lies in the inability of an increasing number of 
Filipinos to earn enough to feed themselves and their families.

Income poverty in the Philippines is pervasive. As a consequence, the bulk of the poorest groups in the country 
have also the least access to reliable and safe water supply, electricity, and health, education and family planning 
services.

President Arroyo claims that there is economic growth because of the increase in Gross National Product. GNP 

�	  NSCB 2008. Data as of 2006. 
�	  See Virola, R. (2008). 2006 Official Poverty Statistics. National Statistical Coordination Board, 5 March 2008.
�	  Ibid.
�	  Sustaining the Momentum: Making Growth Work for the Poor, Manila, Senate Planning Office, December 2007. 



rose but incomes fell. It must be pointed out that it is not the sheer size of GNP that matters but the extent to 
which it is shared with the poor. In the Philippines there is high inequality in incomes and productive assets, 
including agricultural lands.

Despite rapid urbanization in the country over the past 20 years, poverty in the Philippines is still largely a rural 
phenomenon. Two of every three poor persons in the country are in rural areas and are dependent predominantly 
on agricultural employment and incomes. Poverty incidence among agricultural households is roughly three 
times that of the rest of the population. The underlying weakness of the Philippine economy lies in its inability 
to create productive employment opportunities for its fast-growing labor force.
 
The link between poverty and land can be gleaned from the profile of those living below the poverty line. In a 
recent study, Albert & Collado (2007) cites that highest level of poverty incidence (up to 50%) can be found 
among families where the heads rely mainly on agriculture for income and that 61% of the poor consists of 
households that are dependent on agriculture. Balisacan (2006) and the National Anti-Poverty Commission 
(2000) cite similar findings. The independent socio-economic monitor, IBON, estimates the number of families 
below the poverty line at 70%.

Philippine Poverty is caused by historically skewed land tenure patterns, current government policies that are 
extremely socially costly such as debt-repayments and militarization, and ecological and demographic crises. 
Rapid population growth has resulted in an increasing population density, putting severe pressure on resources. 

The lack of regular employment, especially in the rural areas, has forced many people to migrate to the cities 
or to other countries to work. According to the National Statistics Office, the country has a 35.9 million-
strong labor force as of October 2007. The unemployment rate is 6.3% or about 2.2 million while the 
underemployment rate is 18.1% or 6.1 million individuals. Most of the underemployed are in agriculture.

The main reason for this condition is the failure of past and present administrations to pursue a genuine 
industrialization program that would create jobs and enable the country to process its raw materials into semi-
finished goods needed by the industrial, agricultural and service sectors. 

The high unemployment and underemployment rates in the Philippines have been aggravated by trade 
liberalization policies implemented since 1995 when the country became a member of the World Trade 
Organization. Many local industries and small agricultural producers were displaced and jobs lost with the 
lowering of tariffs and lifting of quantitative restrictions on imported commodities.

Agricultural employment has decreased from 11.29 million in 1994 to 10.85 million in 2001, or a net loss of 
440,000 jobs. Hardest hit were onion farmers in Nueva Ecija, vegetable growers in the Cordillera region, corn 
farmers from Mindanao and rice farmers in Central Luzon. From a mere $1.6 billion, agricultural imports 
ballooned to $3.1 billion in 1997 and to $2.7 billion in 2000. Vegetable imports were only a minimal 10,000 
kilograms in 1999. In 2002, it reached 2 million kilograms, prompting vegetable growers and local government 
officials in Benguet province and other areas to strongly complain to the national government. Corn imports 
grew from 208,000 metric tons in 1995 to 462,000 MT after five years.

The Local industries like shoes, garments and textile companies were also adversely affected by imports 
from China, South Korea and other countries. The Federation of Philippine Industries (FPI) reported that 56 
companies under its organization became bankrupt between 1995 and 2001. More than 80,000 workers lost their 
jobs. FPI claimed that the entry of imports and smuggling were the main factors for the closures. This claim is 
bolstered by the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE) which said that six firms closed daily between 
1995 and 2004, resulting in 164 workers without jobs per day.



The trend pertaining to rural-urban migration is induced by macro and micro factors. On the macro 
dimension, the Philippine economy is already distorted.  The economy now relies on the service and 
information and communication technology, or ICT, sectors for economic growth such that there is a 
decline in agriculture and industry. Agriculture is no longer able to provide jobs and livelihoods for the 
growing rural population. On the micro dimension, the asset reform programs have not fulfilled the rural 
people’s demand for land. CARP, IPRA and forestry reforms have not been completed and the completion 
factor is getting limited because of the national government’s push for mining, land conversion and land 
reclassification. 

Furthermore, Filipinos have long suffered from the consequences of corruption in the delivery of basic social 
services. The impact can be seen in everyday life:  there are more old people and children begging in the streets, 
squatter colonies where the poorest of the poor lead wretched lives are expanding, more and more people 
are looking for jobs and finding too few, and recruitment agencies are always awash with people looking for 
jobs abroad. The Department of Foreign Affairs can’t cope with the demand for passports as more and more 
Filipinos try to escape the poverty at home for greener pastures overseas.

The worsening poverty problem in the Philippines persists because of the systemic graft and corruption that 
lie at the core of the bureaucracy tasked with providing for the fundamental needs of every Filipino. Rural 
communities in the Philippines lack basic services like health care, education, potable water and a decent shelter 
even if millions of ODA funds have been obtained by the government to respond to these needs.

Investors find it expensive to do business in the Philippines because of corruption and red tape. Funds that 
should go to projects and basic services for the people go to private pockets. Commissions or kickbacks 
amounting to 10 % of project costs no longer suffice for the corrupt. They now collect 100 % of the original 
cost, thus doubling the cost of the project. The ZTE-NBN and North Rail projects are just two examples.  
The Arroyo administration has borrowed about $8 billion from China. This is about P450 billion in local 
currency. The public never knew where that money went and yet it is the hard pressed Filipino taxpayers who 
will pay the debt.

Poverty has been reinforced by the lack of voice of the people beyond periodic elections. Their social exclusion 
also is manifested through the marginalization of minorities, women, and weaker sectors in the process of 
policymaking, local administration and the delivery of basic services. 

Aside from this, the issuance by government of free access and extraction rights without restrictions as to 
quantity and extraction technology in forest and mining concessions, and without laying down compensation 
mechanisms have caused widespread environmental destruction. No precautions are being undertaken on 
conditions of the ecological zones, rate of depletion of resources, and efficiency of extraction technologies used. 

Government policies, programs (e.g. CARP) and regulations are inadequate and enforcement of existing ones 
is limp at best. The interplay of these major factors has resulted in the impoverishment of more about 70% of 
Filipino families.

Poverty is also not uniform throughout the country, there being a clear differentiation according to social space 
– the urban and rural divide. The rural-urban income ratio not only shows the predominance of rural poverty, 
but also shows a severe deterioration. The rural-urban relation is more and more becoming a social divide, 
where the agricultural-non-agricultural income ratio is also decreasing due to the agricultural terms of trade (a 
basket of field produce, unchanged in contents, quantity and quality, commands less purchasing power over 
time) and to the declining real wage rates of agricultural laborers. The wholesale opening of the rural economy 
to the world market also contributes to the deteriorating terms of trade, because of further undercutting of 
agricultural prices.



A World Bank survey on family income and expenditures puts almost 50% of all rural households below 
a computed food threshold, against 20% of all urban households. Relatively worse off are the corn and 
agricultural farmers and workers, mostly in Central Luzon.

The population increase puts pressure on food production. It is very clear that the increase in productivity for 
rice and corn cannot keep up with the annual population growth rate of 2.1%.

While the causal relationship of poverty, land and violent conflict in the Philippines still needs to be examined 
closely, the two are closely associated especially if the definition of violence is broadened to include structural 
and cultural violence.10 Related studies infer that agricultural sector development can contribute to peace by   
denying political entrepreneurs with cause for violence.11 Violence and poverty can be mutually reinforcing 
where the vicious cycle relationship can lead to escalation of one or the other or both. Edward Azar’s (1990, 
1991) theory of protracted social conflict is an apt reminder of how structural inequities such as ownership and 
access to land become deep predictors of violent conflict.12 Redistributive reform – in agricultural and ancestral 
domain areas – is argued to be a crucial element without which lasting peace cannot be achieved. (Gutierrez & 
Borras 2004) 

The phenomenon of poverty and violent conflict in the Philippines is not associated with mass starvation, 
anarchy, pandemic and genocide similar to those accompanying the violent conflicts in African countries like 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, Sudan or Somalia.  Still the country ranks high in the second 
half of the 20th century list of countries (second to Colombia) in terms of fatalities caused by violent internal 
conflicts. 13  It is estimated that the protracted conflict in the Philippines since 1969 has taken at least 120,000 
lives, US$17.5 billion in lost GDP and US$6 billion in military spending (Oquist and Evangelista 2007). This is 
why 35% of Filipinos rank peace as an urgent national concern, next to inflation (45%) and graft and corruption 
(36%).14

The centuries-old Moro conflict in Mindanao has been elevated into the geopolitical map in the aftermath of 
9/11 but what has been highlighted in Mindanao-focused donor programs is the issue of violence linked to 
terrorism and Muslim separatism and very little association has been attributed to the land question. The foreign 
donor community operating in Mindanao has been tempted to reorient its assistance towards geopolitical 
concern for security and stability. The United States, for example, treats Mindanao as a staging ground for 
terrorist acts of the Jemaah Islamiyah and a center of separatist conflict and terrorist violence.15  

Agrarian Reform and Human Rights Issues

Poverty, rural population growth, scarcity of employment and livelihoods induce the resurrection of multiple 
claims on land. This multiplicity may be asynchronous in terms of legal interpretations under the terms of 
CARP or multi-layered claims arising from divergent historical terms of reference. The same multiplicity 
escalates into violent conflict especially when the political elites have a direct economic interest on the land in 
question or the actual and potential economic benefits from its use. In Mindanao’s Caraga Region, the volatility 
of mining partly arises from the direct interest of provincial political elites in the industry. This clashes directly 
with the interests of non-state actors, like the CPP-NPA, which also exact “revolutionary taxes” from mining 
10	  See Galtung (1990). Galtung distinguishes between direct violence (people are murdered), structural violence (people die through poverty) 
and cultural violence (attitudes that seek to justify injustice). 
11	  See Pon-Vignon and Lecomte 2004 and Kay 2001; cited in Gutierrez and Borras (2004).
12	  See Azar, E.  (1990, 1991), in Ramsbotham, Woodhouse & Mial (2006). Contemporary Conflict Resolution. Cambridge: Polity Press, pp. 
84-89. Also,  Azar, E. (1990). The Management of Protracted Social Conflict: Theory and Cases. Aldershot: Dartmouth. 
13	  See Oquist, P. and Evangelista, A. (2006). Peace-Building in Times of Institutional Crisis: Ten Years of the GRP-MNLF Peace Agreement. 
Manila: UNDP. 
14	  See Philippine Human Development Report 2005.
15	  See USAID/Philippines Strategy FY 2005-2009.



(forestry and other) companies. This is also one reason why the national government has taken additional 
steps to provide security to mining investments. In February 2008, the President approved the creation of 
the Investment Defense Force (IDF) as a facility for investors, especially mining investors, to defend their 
investments by use of arms.16 Correspondingly, the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) announced that 
it would soon issue guidelines for the creation of the IDF. In the interim, investors could avail of existing 
paramilitary mechanisms for the private sector such as the Special Civilian Active Auxiliary (SCAA), a 
paramilitary force that is already being used by mining investors in Zamboanga del Norte. 

There is still no full accounting of land-related killings, destruction of homes and crops and killing and 
stealing of livestock. Most would be subsumed in the statistics of death, destruction and displacement due 
to the chronic armed conflict.  Since the 1970s until the present, most would be explained as consequences 
of the Moro conflict rather than a function of the causes of that conflict. Only recently and only a few NGOs 
in the Philippines have given attention to human rights violations related to land and the level and quality of 
documentation is dependent on the presence of local NGOs in the same advocacy arena. 

Based on the study conducted by PARRDS in 2007, there is increasing number of cases of human rights 
violation victimizing farmers, communities and social movement supporters as they assert their land claims 
under CARP and other rights under the Constitution and international human rights covenants, as follows:

Summary of Human Rights Violations from 2001 to 2006

CASES Number of 
Incidents

Number of 
Victims

1.    Killings 25 33
2.    Frustrated killings 19 122
3.   a. harassment 31 1,072
      b. criminalization of AR cases 253 548
4.   Violent Dispersal 3 518
5.   Forced Eviction 1 245
6.   Illegal work dismissal 2 47
7.   Arrest and detention 20 346
8.   Divestment of property 5 5
9.   Physical Assault 3 176
10.  Evacuation 7 15,583
11.  Destruction of property 8 150
12.  Frustrated Abduction 2 2
13.  Illegal search 1 1
14.  Disappearance 1 1
15.  Economic displacement 1 123
Total 382 18,966

The table above shows the spate of extra judicial killings and enforced disappearances directed against political 
activists, journalists and leaders of farmers, fishermen and laborers during the past few years which have created 
a climate of impunity in relation to human rights violations throughout the country, especially in the rural areas.

16	  Source: Business World, May 9, 2008.



The “criminalization” of ARB claims under CARP is a recent phenomenon that has caught farmers and NGOs off-
balance. In July 2006, for example, 68 farmers in Bondoc Peninsula were charged with theft for harvesting coconuts 
in their own farms because the former landowner continues to resist CARP coverage.  In Compostela Valley, 33 
members of the Mampesing CARP Beneficiaries Cooperative Inc. (MCBCI) are facing various criminal charges for 
protesting against the onerous leaseback contract agreed between their previous leaders and the agribusiness firm. 

In the past, ARBs and NGOs were on the offensive in filing cases against landowners. This new tactic impacts 
on the financial resources of ARBs and NGO allies. In Bondoc Peninsula, for example, ARBs had to negotiate a 
“mass surrender” to the DAR to avoid threats of arrest due to “criminal” cases filed by a despotic landowner. In 
the process, they had to seek financial support from the DAR to cover the PhP 2.5 million worth of bail bonds.17

In “Land, Life, Justice: The Challenge of Agrarian Reform in the Philippines” published by the Philippine 
Alliance of Human Rights Advocates (PAHRA) and Partnership for Agrarian Reforms & Rural Development 
Services (PARRDS), a total of 2,342 peasants and farm workers were victims in documented cases of killings, 
frustrated killings, violent dispersals and harassments (which take various forms) from 1998-2006.  More 
than 40 peasant leaders have been killed during the period, with most killings happening in Quezon, Negros 
Occidental, Negros Oriental, Davao and Masbate provinces.  

To harass peasants and stop them from pursuing their agrarian demands, criminal cases have been filed against 
many leaders.  A total of 253 criminal cases against 548 peasants have been documented.  Forcible entry, estafa 
(fraud) and others are the common criminal cases filed.  Corrupt prosecutors and judges are used by landowners 
to harass peasants.  Many are forced to hide as they cannot afford the bail required.  The little income they earn 
is used in going to courts and paying lawyers.  

The right to form/join organizations cannot be exercised fully by many tenants and farm workers.  Landowners 
often blacklist farm workers.  Or they take away the land being worked by their tenants when they know that 
they are members of peasant or farm workers’ organizations.  

Many peasants and farm workers have also experienced being violently dispersed by police forces when they 
hold peaceful assemblies at the central office of the DAR in Quezon City, MetroManila.  

Regarding perpetrators, most of the documented cases showed that many were non-State actors such as 
landowners, their goons, private security guards and alleged members of rebel groups. Out of the total 410 
perpetrators in the documented cases between 1998 and 2006, 344 were non-State actors.  

Among State forces, the police was the number one perpetrator, followed by village officials, military and 
CAFGU members (a para-military unit formed by the government).  
_____________________________________________________________________
  The Ancestral Domains

The enactment of Republic Act No. 8371 or the Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act of 1997 signified the state’s positive response to civil society advocacy for indigenous 
people’s rights. At the same time, it created changes in the land administration structure of the state (with the creation of the National Commission of Indigenous 
Peoples or NCIP) and engendered problems of coordination between national line agencies and local government units. 

Nationwide, the NCIP is tasked to administer around 5 million hectares of ancestral lands (approximately 16% of national territory). 

The first generation of ancestral domain claims were actually packaged within the terms of CARP and were administered by the DENR through the issuance of 
Certificate of Ancestral Domain Claim (CADC) under the rules of DENR Administrative Order No.2. Then, CADC applications were generally confined to upland and 
mangrove forests under the mandate of the DENR.  Under IPRA, the ancestral domain claims have been broadened to include: 

“…land, inland waters, coastal areas and natural resources therein held under a claim of ownership, occupied or possessed…by their ancestors communally 
or individually since time immemorial…” and… “ancestral lands, forests, pasture, residential, agricultural and other lands individually owned whether 
alienable or disposable or otherwise, hunting grounds, burial grounds, worship areas, bodies of water, mineral and other natural resources and lands which 
may no longer be exclusively occupied…” by IPs (Sec. 3a, IPRA).

17	  FGD with PO leaders of the Kilusang Magbubukid ng Bondoc Peninsula (KMBP), Lucena City, August 1, 2007. 



The scope of IP ancestral claims may actually extend beyond the 5 million-hectare ancestral lands nationwide. 

The IPRA also introduced the notion of issuing titles to ancestral lands such as the Certificate of Ancestral Domain Title (CADT) that is proposed by a SEC-registered 
claimant organization but the title is eventually issued to the tribe; and, the Certificate of Ancestral Land Claim (CALC) that is issued to a clan or family within a tribe.18

Section 12 of the IPRA provides a window for IPs to claim individual ownership based on the civil property regime provided for by Commonwealth Act 141 as 
amended by Land Registration Act No. 496.  In this regard the notion of ‘immemorial’ ownership could be equivalent to not less than 30 years of possession by which 
an ancestral land could then be alienated and become private land. The caveat, however, is that such options could be exercises only within 20 years after the enactment 
of IPRA or until 2017.  But IPRA, like other asset reform laws and policies, is heavily constrained by the capacity of the NCIP to perform its tasks and the ability of 
other national line agencies and local governments to pre-empt claims or undermine those where the process of transfer has been consummated.

The IPRA has offered hope to IPs, often inducing large claims that the claimants are powerless to pursue and instigating counter-claims of more powerful forces in 
society.  Internally, the NCIP may be described as one of the most marginalized agencies of government. Its technical, scientific, financial and other resource capabilities 
are extremely deficient such that it targets only one CADT approval per year per province.19 In many sub-provincial field offices, the staff still writes on yellow pads 
instead of on computers.  Even the agency’s own information requirements for effective administration are wanting. In Region 12, the NCIP Regional Office in 
Koronadal City has only one survey equipment. 

The most recent trends in human rights violations are linked to land and forests. This is induced by the lack 
of completion of CARP and IPRA and the overlaps with other national policies like the promotion of mining 
and corporate-led agribusiness.  The violations are getting rampant also because of loopholes in the CARP and 
IPRA and the inability of the government to create disincentives for HR violations. One expects impunity in 
HR violations when no one is punished for perpetrating the act. In fact, most violators are able to hide behind 
other laws if only to pre-empt the land claims of the poor.  In many cases, for example, big landowners are able 
to twist land claims by ARBs into criminal offenses, putting them into a defensive position. The cost of legal 
defence (which farmers can hardly afford without NGO support) becomes a disincentive to pursue their rightful 
claims. 

V. Insights and Concerns

A. Real Gains in Land Tenure Improvement (LTI)

A study corroborated by the CARP-Impact Assessment Study Phase II and Asia-Pacific Policy Center (APPC) 
in September 2007, using the Census of Agriculture, showed that from 1991 to 2002 there were moderate 
increases in the share of lands under CLT/CLOA or other owner-like possessions, and moderate decreases in the 
share of tenanted and leased lands. (CARP Impact Assessment Phase II, Integrative Report, p.3)

A University of the Philippines, Los Baños (UPLB), micro study reveals significant increase in share of owner-
cultivators in the total tenurial status:

Year % Increase
1990 30 %
2000 64.9 %
2006 63.6%

Significant decreases in share of non-cultivators and share tenants were also seen:

Year % Decrease
1990 23.3 % and 28.9 %
2000 6.1 % and 12.8 %
2006 9.9 % and 10.5 %

18	  The NCIP is mandated to issue the titles (Sec. 44c, IPRA).
19	  Interview with the NCIP Regional Director in Koronadal City.



B. Positive Impact on Income and Poverty Reduction

The APPC study shows that real per capita income and real per capita family income were highest when a 
household owns land – an Agrarian Reform Beneficiary (ARB) belonging to an Agrarian Reform Community 
(ARC). 

The most important component to having the highest real per capita income and real per capita family income 
possible is land ownership and the second is to be in an ARC. The combination of land ownership and residing 
in an ARC makes ARBs less likely to be poor. (CARP Impact Assessment Integrative Report, p.10)

In years 2000 and 2006, the UPLB micro study showed that ARBs have higher real per capita income than non-
ARBs except in Quezon province. (CARP Impact Assessment Integrative Report, p. 9)
	
The optimism of ARBs about their socio-economic condition reflected in higher proportion compared to non-
ARBs who considered themselves poor. (UPLB Meso Study Executive Summary, pp. 10-11)

ARCs supported by the Agrarian Reform Infrastructure Support Project (ARISP II) funded by the Japan Bank 
for International Cooperation (JBIC) have registered: 

•	 20 % increase in farmers’ annual income, from P37,080 to P58,550
•	 36 % increase in rice production, from 64.6 cavans/ha to 89.6 cavans/ha 
•	 34% reduction in transport cost and 58% reduction in travel time
•	 152% increase in potable water availability

(Study of Urbis Philippines, Inc., commissioned by the DAP)
	
The UPLB micro study (September 2007) revealed that 75% of the awarded lands were still occupied by the 
original ARBs. The rest were transferred to bonafide heirs, except for 3.5% which were occupied by parties 
without any relation to the original ARBs. 

These findings must be qualified by the fact that some case studies and anecdotal accounts point to a 
considerable proportion of informal mortgaging, locally called prenda and arrienda, in many areas in the 
country. 

C. Problems in Agrarian Reform

Given the gains of the program, CARP still is a compromise legal instrument as shown in the study. At the first 
instance, President Aquino could have expropriated big landholdings during the short revolutionary period 
after the downfall of the Marcos regime. Instead, she waited until a new constitution was enacted and a new 
government formed.

Thus, the resulting law was punctured with loopholes that indicate significant compromises:

•	 On the lobby of big landowners, CARP in commercial farms was deferred for 10 years or up to 1998.  
These resulted in massive exclusion of legitimate beneficiaries and inclusion of landlord-preferred 
beneficiaries. Also during the 10-year deferment, the labor rights of farm workers were compromised in 
exchange for profit-sharing schemes that were not fulfilled by the landowners.

•	 The succeeding guidelines of CARP in commercial farms also allowed agribusiness venture agreements 
(AVAs) that became instruments for landlords to reconsolidate their lands. In 1999, the leaseback 
schemes were further modified to allow lease arrangements beyond the original 10-year limitation. 



Hence, in many prime commercial farms, most leases are valid for 30 years where the term is renewable 
and the rent structure is not sensitive to appreciation of land values. 

•	 CARP allows landowners a retention limit of five hectares. Their children who are 15 years old on June 
10, 1988 and directly tilling or managing the farm are given three hectares each.

•	 The compensatory provision of CARP allows landowners to delay, if not prevent, land redistribution by 
demanding market-based pricing of lands that the government and ARBs cannot afford to pay. 

•	 Big farms were also given the alternative of choosing a Stock Distribution Option (SDO) where the land 
would not be physically subdivided. Under the SDO, the workers would receive shares of stocks and a 
production and profit-sharing system would be implemented. SDO spares landowners from redistribution 
if they convert value of the land into shares of tenants in corporations. However, like what happened in 
Hacienda Luisita, the value of the land was depressed while the value of non-land assets was jacked up, thus 
the tenant share is a minority share, and the ownership and power structure in the estates remain unchanged.

•	 Another loophole is the Voluntary Land Transfer (VLT) scheme where the landowner can choose the 
beneficiaries. Landowners can transfer lands to relatives and favored beneficiaries. They may also entice 
or deceive entitled tenants to become “on-paper beneficiaries”

•	 The government itself has reduced the CARP scope through cleansing that practically excluded 
significant volume of prime agricultural lands from agrarian reform.
  

•	 The compromise angle also extends to the fragmented application of CARP where the Autonomous 
Region in Muslim Mindanao, or ARMM, has been given the mandate to implement its own agrarian 
reform despite the fact that there are non-Muslim (Christian settlers and indigenous communities) in the 
region. The government is fully aware that the politics behind the ARMM is not about CARP but about 
the ancestral domain claims of the minority Muslims.  

•	 The problem of installing ARBs in some areas is due to landowner resistance (e.g. Negros Occidental 
and Pampanga) and cases of EP/CLOA cancellation.

•	 Most ARBs are still outside the packaged support service delivery under the DAR’s ARC strategy. The 
APPC study shows that most ARBs obtained credit  from moneylenders or interlinked arrangement with 
traders and contract buyers (APPC Macro study September 2007, Executive Summary, p.18)

•	 Increasing incidence of human rights violations.

D. Issues and Concerns

The operational and policy concerns on the implementation of Agrarian Reform that should be addressed are as 
follows:

1. Operational Concerns

1)	 In order to complete the Land Acquisition and Distribution (LAD) balance, 1.3 million hectares need to 
be given by DAR and .75 million hectares by DENR. Also, the leasehold targets in retained landholdings 
must contribute to the completion of the LAD balance.

2)	 Reviewing all VLT, SDO, leaseback and a host of VOS transactions and rescinding those which run 
contrary to the redistributive aims of CARP and which proved to be disadvantageous to the farmers. 



3)	 Installing ARBs in lands awarded to them and securing their occupancy of their lands.
4)	 Pole-vaulting the support services delivery program, particularly credit availability, to cover the large 

majority of ARBs.
5)	 Reviewing DARAB performance as well as of the program to provide free legal assistance to farmers 

to find out if the farmers have been given a fair shake and justice in the decisions made. Resolving the 
backlog cases filed before the DARAB. 

6)	 Instituting the processes and mechanisms in coordination with other government agencies defend and 
secure farmer-claimants and ARBs from human rights violations coming from a host of parties and 
through which farmer victims can seek redress. 

7)	 Securing the budget to support all the measures cited above. Auditing the use of the recovered ill-gotten 
wealth of the Marcos, which by law, have gone to funding CARP, bringing out the anomalies and 
prosecuting the guilty parties, and pursuing further recovery efforts, coupled by proper, judicious and 
transparent use of this money.

8)	 Reforming the DAR bureaucracy to make it more accountable, transparent, efficient and effective

2. Policy Concerns and Issues

1)	 CARP implementation problems reveal the major flaws in the CARP law or RA 6657 as amended by RA 
8532 such as: a) provisions for VLT, SDO, and leaseback which defeat the redistributive aims and which 
proved to be disadvantageous to farmers; and b) existence of loopholes in retention limits, exclusions 
such as livestock, exemptions (including subsequent legislations), and validity of CLOAs, which 
recalcitrant landowners use to evade CARP or reverse farmer gains.

2)	 Strategies and policy directions which run contrary to equitable, efficient and effective agrarian reform:
a.	 Pushing for EP/CLOA collateralization to provide capital to farmers, and yet, support service 

delivery, including credit access as mandated by CARP, has been very weak and limited; such 
collateralization will only hasten land reform reversals like early foreclosures for awarded land 
owing to loan defaults by ARBs heavy in debt and deep in poverty, overnight switching of legal 
ownership of awarded lands under illegal mortgages.

b.	 Strategies and Policy declarations
1. Promotion of agribusiness with bias in favor of large-scale landholdings and absence of 

land reform in the 10 priorities for the entire term of Arroyo as she had proclaimed in her 
2004 inaugural speech

2. RP-China land deals which commit 2 million hectares of agricultural lands, including 
CARPable lands and ARC areas, for the production of hybrid crops, bio-fuel and marine 
products for China

3. A 2002 policy declaration making VLT the main strategy for land redistribution; this has 
not been retracted

3)	 Huge budgetary outlays are often cited as one of the main obstacles to the completion of agrarian reform 
but budget always follows strategies and policies. Presidential budgetary proposals and Congressional 
allocations do not show a strong commitment to completing CARP according to schedule. Recovery 
of the ill-gotten Marcos wealth is a major source of CARP funds. But look what happened to all the 
recovered wealth?

4)	 Strong landowner resistance to CARP and agrarian reform, especially in big landholdings:
a.	 Use of outright violence through armed goons and security guards, with the complicity of elements 

from the police and the military to intimidate, harass, displace, destroy properties, even kill farmer 
claimants and ARBs including their families, affecting severely children and the elderly

b.	 Filing all sorts of charges before the courts and the police paralyze farmers from asserting their 
rights, even cause the unjust detention of many of them

c.	 Employing all means to evade, skirt around, delay or stonewall CARP implementation and/or 
reversing farmer gains 



1. On the other hand, many landowners are complaining about long-delayed payments by 
government for lands covered by CARP

2. Government must look into additional means like helping them reinvest in profitable 
ventures

While the CARP may have been comprehensive with an attempt at inclusiveness irrespective of ethnicity 
there are historical circumstances that were overlooked. But landlessness, either by exclusion, dispossession, 
displacement or landowner resistance to CARP, should be recognized as an agrarian question. This question 
needs a response, whether within the terms of CARP or under other related policy settings. 

In a paper presented to the International Conference on Agrarian Reform and Rural Development (ICARRD) 
in 200020, Saturnino Borras Jr. cited two inseparable aspects of agrarian reform, namely, land redistribution 
and post-land transfer and beneficiary development. He also describes these as the ‘heart and soul’ of agrarian 
reform. That the two are definitely inseparable and post-land transfer support services reinforce the justice 
done to the landless, land redistribution mainly addresses structural and systemic inequality in access to land 
by providing redistributive justice. The same might be reinforced by legal justice (or the full force of the law 
protecting new ownership rights).

VI. The Future of CARP

Any analysis of the current political environment to explore what the future holds for agrarian reform and 
CARP should start by comparing it with the political situation obtaining in 1987-88 when Republic Act 6657 or 
the CARP law was enacted and also in 1998 when CARP was extended by Republic Act 8532.

There are four major indicators to consider in looking into the political context. First, the legitimacy factor, 
meaning the direction of social discourse and social consensus during the period.  Second, the balance of forces 
between the pros and antis and the middle of the roader in government.  Third, the strength, weaknesses and 
potentials of the agrarian movement and its allies in the social movements and civil society. And fourth, the 
global factors like the policy trends in global development institutions, the strength of land reform movements 
across the globe and in the case of the Philippines as always, the dominant thinking in Washington.

Let’s take the first indicator. The legitimacy factor was strong for agrarian reform in the aftermath of the 1986 
People Power revolt. The democratization process released by the ouster of the dictatorship provided the 
dynamic space for agrarian reform. Agrarian unrest caused by land inequality and rural poverty was generally 
perceived as among the major ills of society which the dictatorship not only failed to remedy but worsened in 
fact. And this unrest has a huge and organized face: the communist-led armed peasant movement nationwide. 
The social consensus was clearly moving in the direction of agrarian reform. The only choice for the elite and 
the government was between a liberal approach which included comprehensive coverage instead of just rice and 
corn lands and effective redistributive measures on the one hand, and a conservative approach which limited the 
coverage and provided other options to direct physical redistribution. 

The legitimacy factor in 1998 was not as strong as in 1987-88. But the challenges to CARP were also not 
strong. The prevalent mood was to give it another life extension. 

In contrast to the two previous periods, the current one has agrarian reform’s legitimacy severely contested. 
For years, the neo-liberal free market thinking has gained dominance in policy circles as well as in media and 
the academe. Other major institutions like the Catholic Church which had been a strong ally of the farmers’ 
movement during martial law and the period leading up to the 1986 revolt rarely took up the issue. Grassroots-

20	  The ICARRD was held at the Development Academy of the Philippines, Tagaytay City, Philippines. 



based articulations and movements spurred by NGOs and new political blocs gave rise to a new social 
movement but this had to accumulate strength first before gaining a strong voice in policy and media circles. 
The formerly united and strong Left rural mass movement split up, affecting negatively its capacity to influence 
social thinking and institutions in favor of agrarian reform. 

However, there have been signs of hope as well that may lead to a turn-around. Neo-liberal thinking has been 
challenged more and more globally because of its continuing failure to substantially reduce, much less bring 
poverty especially in the south closer to eradication. Critical discourses have appeared even in the World Bank-
IMF policy circles. Neo-liberal schemes suffered debacles in WTO Round of Talks which forced the US and 
other G-7 countries to resort to bilateral talks and arrangements. This development has its counterpart in the 
Philippines. Rising poverty, particularly in the rural areas, has been shaking the premises of the neo-liberal 
strategy. Calls for greater State intervention, social regulation and social equity measures have grown stronger 
and have started to draw attention in Congress, the media, the academe and the Churches. 

One big thing going for agrarian reform and CARP extension is the legitimizing clout of the Philippine 
Constitution. Articles II and XII very explicitly mandates agrarian reform in line with the Constitution’s social 
justice and development goals. In constitutional and legal terms, Congress remains mandated to extend the 
present CARP or enact a new agrarian reform law. It cannot be otherwise. This is the reason why the enemies 
of agrarian reform in Congress resort to the subterfuge of favoring a CARP extension but introducing killer 
amendments. 

The highly influential Catholic Church has also entered the social discourse and the policy arena. The Catholic 
Bishops Conference of the Philippines CBCP) convened in July 2008 its Second National Rural Congress, forty 
years after the first, to consult the farmer laity and the religious active in rural work on a host of issues affecting the 
rural population. Prominent among these issues is agrarian reform and CARP extension. The consultation came out 
with a strong endorsement of agrarian reform but in two different versions reflecting the divergent persuasions of 
the participants: CARP extension with reforms and a radically new Genuine Agrarian Reform Bill. 

Catholic social teachings have developed through the decades in the direction of a stronger espousal of agrarian 
reform. In 1997, under the leadership of John Paul II, the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace came out with 
the strongest endorsement for agrarian reform ever. Much earlier, two papal encyclicals, Populorum Progressio 
(1967) and Gaudium et Spes (1965) have laid the basis for land stewardship and equitable sharing of the fruits 
of the land. But between teachings and pastoral practice lay a huge chasm at times and the agrarian movement 
felt it for many years from the late 1980s to just two years ago. The recent CBCP pastoral statements and 
conferential activities are a major boost to legitimizing agrarian reform once again.

We go the second indicator: the balance of forces within government, especially Congress and the Presidency. 
The CARP law or RA 6657 is the best expression of this balance of views and interests in the years 1987-88. 
While the legitimizing discourses for redistributive reform were strong, the landed and agribusiness interests 
dominated both Congress and the Executive Branch. The result was a conservative agrarian reform which 
limited the actual coverage, brought in non-redistributive modes of land transfer, raised the retention limits, left 
unsettled the indefeasibility of land awards, deferred for another ten years the implementation in commercial 
export crops, made DAR decisions appealable to the regular courts and put in other provisions which allowed 
landowners to avoid or skirt around the law. There was nothing which could rock the boat in 1998 and so the 
easy passage of RA 8532 which simply extended the life of RA 6657 by providing funds for another ten years.

The current balance has swung further in favor of the landed and agribusiness interests. We have a president 
whose bias in favor of productivity and big agribusiness farming is consciously ideological as it is political and 
marital. Unlike Corazon Aquino who, though an hacendera herself, had to agonize over the claims of her center-
Left allies and the popular base of the broad alliance which brought her to the presidency, Arroyo had only the 



local and her section of the national elites to thank for the outcome of the 2004 presidential elections which 
extended her stay in power. She is also married to the big landowning Arroyo-Tuason clan. 

The Congressional elections of 2007 consolidated the hold on local and congressional power of the political 
dynasties which are mostly landed. Earlier, both houses of Congress had already passed their own respective 
versions of the Farmland-as-Collateral Bill (FAC). This legislative measure seeks to subordinate State 
commitment to support services for CARP beneficiaries to market forces to generate capital for beneficiary 
farms. It removes the 10-year restriction on the mortgage of CARP land awards to commercial banks, making 
beneficiaries, newly emerging from debt peonage or compromised earlier to illegally mortgage their lands under 
the arriendo system, vulnerable to foreclosures. The Senate version is a lot worse. It opens the door to land 
reconsolidation by lifting the size limit of private landownership in agriculture. The FAC bill is a killer bill in 
most, if not all respects. 

The landowner and agribusiness bloc in Congress has already flexed their muscles in the recent deliberations 
on CARP. It made sure that no CARP extension bill, especially with perfecting reforms, passed the House of 
Representatives before the supposed end term of the extended CARP under RA 8532. Nothing has come out of 
the Senate Committee on Agrarian Reform so plenary debates could not begin. 

Still, we can still see signs that Malacañang cannot do without a formal CARP extension. Aside from the 
constitutional factor, Macapagal-Arroyo will have to fine-tune her hold on power until the end of her term 
in 2010. She continues to be bugged by challenges to her stay in power, ranging from serious electoral fraud 
charges in connection with her elections in 2004 to huge corruption scandals, which continue to rock her 
administration, to coup attempts and up to the most recent mishandling of the peace talks with the MILF. 
Throwing out CARP will create another destabilizing front.

During her last State of the Nation message before Congress in July 2008, Arroyo made a call for CARP 
extension with what she called “reforms” which included a FAC component. This CARP extension formula 
is her way of solving the elite’s dilemma of setting aside redistributive reform without openly abandoning the 
Constitutional mandate to realize agrarian reform in line with its social justice and development goals.

The state of the social movement presents a mixed picture as the third indicator. The famed Sumilao farmers’ 
march from Mindanao to Manila succeeded in bringing to the center of national attention the plight of landless 
farmers after a long period of being consigned to the sidelines, getting more attention only in the media when 
violence flared up in disputed properties, like the Hacienda Luisita case in November 2004 where a number 
of farm workers were killed by gunfire coming from police and hacienda forces. The successful Sumilao 
march was followed by land campaigns in agrarian hotspot areas like Negros, Calatagan and the Yulo lands in 
Laguna. These specific campaigns provided the spearheads the CARP-extension-with-reforms, or CARPER, 
campaign which in turn gave these local fights an all embracing framework. The CARPER campaign is led by 
the Reform CARP Movement (RCM), a national coalition of NGOs, POs and individual advocates. A high point 
in the campaign was the June offensive of RCM where farmers and NGO advocates invaded the inside halls 
of the House of Representatives to protest the obstructionist moves of the landlord-agribusiness bloc during 
deliberations on CARP.

These efforts have served to highlight the CARPER campaign but obviously they are not enough to generate 
the necessary pressure to put Congress and the President on the spot. It is the support coming from the CBCP 
leadership through pastoral statements, prayer services during peasant rallies, presence in Congressional 
meetings, Bishops-Legislators Caucuses and direct lobbying that has so far raised the pressure level to that 
point where the leadership of the House and the president have been obliged to make public their intentions, 
avowedly supportive, about agrarian reform and CARP. It remains to be seen whether this alliance forged 
between the social movements and CBCP leaders and with some legislators can sustain itself through the twists 



and turns of the struggle and muster the necessary strength to carry the day for agrarian reform and CARP with 
reforms during the final stages of Congressional and presidential approval.

A sobering factor to any optimistic appraisal of the social movements and CBCP support is the divisions 
which bug the agrarian social movement between the CARPER and the GARB camps. While they 
share basically the same commitments to the social justice goal and redistributive character of agrarian 
reform, the contention between the two camps has always been acrimonious. This has made impossible 
a discourse that at the very minimum can bring about clarity and lead to meaningful and productive 
synthesis. The conflict between the two camps during the July 2008 Second National Rural Congress 
convoked by the CBCP has complicated the options for the bishops. The alignment between pro- and 
anti-agrarian reform has also been blurred with radical advocates being mixed up with landowner and 
agribusiness enemies of agrarian reform and CARPER proponents being accused as allies of the Arroyo 
administration.

And what about the fourth indicator, the international factor?  As the Philippines grappled with its land reform 
problems under a post-dictatorship transition, the global environment was not friendly to agrarian reform when 
we speak of the dominant global policy discourse, official policy and international funding support. 

Following the collapse of the socialist bloc of countries and steady erosion of support for the welfare state 
model in the West, neo-liberal thinking got the ideological upper hand globally. Agrarian reform, along with 
other equity measures, came under increasing attack as outmoded and counter-development.

Donor countries led by the US showed much less interest in the redistributive content of agrarian 
reform than in the support service components like infrastructure, livelihood projects and schemes 
like the nucleus estate models which only served to promote agribusiness and diffuse the pressures 
that might come from the grassroots to claim lands under agrarian reform. Worse, US agencies always 
sought to dovetail American grants and loans to the counter-insurgency campaigns of the Philippine 
government.

Early World Bank recommendations were friendlier to redistributive reform, thanks to the influences coming 
from its middle layer officials but the Bank’s overall intervention ended up reinforcing the conservative 
approach to agrarian reform. A new interest within the Bank to review the impact of agrarian reform programs 
in the South in the 1990s came out with a defence of small farms but the scheme it promoted known as “market-
assisted land reform” would only undermine the social justice rationale and the redistributive character of 
agrarian reforms in this part of the world.

Against these forces of death, resurgent forces of life arose. The 1990s saw the rise of the great 
rural movements of Latin America, notably the land movement in Brazil, led by the Movimento dos 
Trabahadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST) or Landless Rural Workers Movement, and the ethnic-peasant 
Zapatista National Liberation Army in Chiapas, Mexico. These movements revived interest in rural 
development across the globe and inspired global campaigns for agrarian reform, linking South and 
North efforts. They were strong enough to evoke a response from the Vatican. In November 1997, the 
Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace came out with a document titled “Towards a Better Distribution 
of Land, The Challenge of Agrarian Reform” which endorsed agrarian reform in the strongest terms 
ever.

Global civil society forces have raised stronger challenges to the dominance of neo-liberal thinking in the 
current decade. Massive gatherings organized as parallel events to formal WTO conferences have succeeded in 
undermining, even disrupting WTO Rounds of Talks, complementing the opposition staged by states resisting 
G-7 predatory dominance of the world economy. 



While these external factors have found little influence so far in state policy discourse and policy formulation 
in the Philippines, the social movement and the Church here have found in these developments a more 
inspirational, moral and intellectual resource in building support for agrarian reform. 

All in all, the balance sheet still shows that the enemies of agrarian reform have the upper hand. But it is not a 
dominance that can make the Philippine government abandon any kind of agrarian reform legislation or CARP 
extension. Their stratagem will take the form of a CARP extension but with provisions that will reduce the 
redistributive impact of the law to as minimal as possible. On the other hand, the social movement still has aces 
to harness further the support of the Catholic bishops and the Catholic religious and of other Churches as well as 
the sympathy of sections of media and the academe and allies inside Congress, DAR, the Land Bank and other 
government agencies, to fight for reform concessions. 

CARPER AND GARB 

The Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program Extension with Reforms Bill (CARPER) seeks to address the major loopholes of CARP which make it difficult to 
accomplish its objectives. It is about reforming the CARP law or RA 6657 as extended by RA 8532.

The Genuine Agrarian Reform Bill (GARB) aims to junk CARP once and for all and replace it with what its proponents claim as a totally different and radical agrarian 
reform program. 

SIMILARTIIES OF CARPER AND GARB

Both CARPER and GARB adhere to agrarian reform as a social justice program. Both reject neo-liberal attempts to 
reduce agrarian reform to merely a poverty reduction program—though both recognize the latter as a purposive outcome of the 
former.

CARPER and GARB view agrarian reform as fundamentally an equity measure to redress the centuries-old injustices 
inflicted on the peasantry by a system of land monopoly by a few. 

Both share the same view about the role of the state in agrarian reform: market-driven or -assisted land reform is 
anathema to both. 

LAND TO THE TILLER is one of the basic principles in both CARPER and GARB. They declare the right of the farmer 
beneficiary to own and control the utilization of the awarded land. 

Both CARPER and GARB subscribe to the principle of just compensation and two standards by which this can be 
applied: 1) current value of the land and not its potential and future use, and 2) tax assessments. 

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CARPER AND GARB
CARPER GARB

The government covers the landholding and pays the 
landowner.

Effect: Farmer beneficiaries (FB) amortize their payments 
for the awarded lands over a long period of time.

The government expropriates the private landholding and 
distributes the lands to the tiller farmers for free.

Retention Limitations
Retains CARP’s original provision which allows landowners 
to retain land not exceeding 5 hectares. Additional retention 
rights are granted to children, considering they will become 
tillers themselves. 

Zero retention limits.

Land Transfer
Right of farmer beneficiaries to own and control the utilization 
of the awarded lands with only one caveat: they cannot sell or 
mortgage such lands within a period of ten years. 

GARB contains conflicting provisions in Article XIV Section 
49 without any consideration to the FB’s heir in the second 
paragraph: 

Prohibiting “Sale, mortgage, transfer or any conveyance or 
disposition of awarded lands except “where the transfer is by 
hereditary succession.”

If the FB “can no longer till the land for one reason or another, 
he/she shall turn over the land to the farmers’ organization or 
cooperative existing in the barrio or municipality.” 

Confiscation



Provides for the nationalization of the agribusiness operations 
of transnational corporations (TNCs), most of which operate in 
commercial export crops like banana, pineapple and rubber. 

Follows CARP in excluding confiscation.

Confiscation of sullied landholdings: “those landholding 
acquired through fraud, deception, intimidation, or the use 
of force or violence, and whose landowners have maintained 
private armed groups ... which have been used against farmers 
and farmer organizations in connection with agrarian reform 
disputes” (GARB glossary) 

At present, peasants and farmworkers are deeply worried by the failure of the House of Representatives and the 
Senate to extend and provide additional funds for the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Law which expired on 
June 10, 2008.  Republic Act 6657 was implemented from 1988 to 1998 and funded with P50 billion.  It was 
extended by law during the term of former President Fidel Ramos for 10 more years or until June 2008.  

Big landowners in the Committee on Agrarian Reform of the House of Representatives such as Congressmen 
Pablo Garcia and Iggy Arroyo (the president’s brother-in-law) have said that they would extend the law but are 
not keen in providing funds for the Land Acquisition and Distribution (LAD) component.  They claim it would 
be better to provide funds to make the lands that have already been distributed more productive.  If this will 
happen, more than a million private lands would not anymore be covered under the agrarian program.  

The same sentiment is prevailing in the Senate where Senators Juan Ponce Enrile and Miriam Santiago are 
leading the assault against land reform. In fact, the Senate Committee on Agrarian Reform chaired by Senator 
Gregorio Honasan has not issued a report on whether it is recommending the extension of the agrarian law or 
not. The family and relatives of Senator Honasan have a 1,200-hectare agricultural land in Batuan Municipality, 
Masbate province, which until today has not been distributed to the tenants.  

While Arroyo has certified as urgent the bill extending the agrarian reform program, it is difficult to gauge the 
seriousness of the executive branch to push for a law that would have a LAD component.  The family of her 
husband, Jose Miguel Arroyo, has large landholdings in Negros Occidental province.  Moreover, many of the 
President’s political allies are big landowners whose lands have not yet been covered by the agrarian reform 
program.  It was also noticeable that the Secretary of the Department of Agrarian Reform, Nasser Pangandaman, 
has not been actively calling for the extension of the program during the hearings at the House of Representatives.
 
Peasant organizations and NGOs supporting them are strongly advocating for the extension of the program.  If 
the CARP would be extended without a LAD component, 1.3 million hectares would remain outside the domain 
of CARP.  The tenants and farmworkers in these lands would never have the chance to till their own land, to 
improve their economic and social condition land and to feed themselves and their family with dignity.  

A look at the regions and provinces where there is still a large portion of private agricultural lands that have 
not been covered under CARP shows that they are areas where there is a high incidence of poverty. One 
major reason for widespread poverty in these areas is the lack of access to productive resources such as land. 
According to the National Statistical Coordination Board (NSCB), ARMM’s poverty incidence is 55.3%; Bicol 
Region, 41.8%; Western Visayas, 31.1%; and Central Visayas, 30.3%.  

Regional LAD Accomplishment

Region Scope
(in hectares)

Accomplishment         
(in hectares)

Balance
(in hectares)

Bicol (Region V) 453,769 244,826 208,943

Western Visayas 
(Region 6) 559,688 329,183 230,505



Autonomous 
Region in Muslim 
Mindanao (ARMM)

301,573 185,143 116,430

CALABARZON  
(Region 4-A) 204,818 142,552 62,266

(Source:  “CARP at 18: Vying for More Time,” published by Philippine Legislators Committee on Population & Development 
Foundation, 2007)  

The number of poor families in the provinces with a big balance in terms of LAD can be seen below:  

Number of Poor Families with big LAD Balances
             Province         Number of Poor Families
Negros Occidental                     190,455
Leyte                     147,900
Camarines Sur                     134,599
Negros Oriental                     110,724
Batangas                     108,782
Iloilo                     100,759
Albay                       88,874
Masbate                       80,512
Oriental Mindoro                       74,307
Lanao del Norte                       72,484
Lanao del Sur                       70,544
Camarines Norte                       44,874
Capiz                       34,986

(Source:  “Annual Capita Poverty Threshold, Poverty Incidence and Magnitude of Poor Families, 2000, 2003, 2006.” NSCB website)

As can be seen above, most regions and provinces which have a large portion of their agricultural lands not yet 
covered by agrarian reform are also the areas where there is widespread poverty.  Access to productive resources 
like land, credit, and livestock is essential to uplift the standard of living of the rural population.  

Critics of CARP claim that it should not anymore be extended as it is a failure. Why extend something that has 
failed? They claim many beneficiaries have sold or mortgaged their lands. Awarded lands have not become 
productive. The rice shortage of the Philippines is even being blamed on CARP.  

While CARL has many loopholes as mentioned above, the main problem is lack of political will on the part of 
the government to cover the private agricultural lands owned by national and local government officials and 
influential private individuals.  The CARL has enough provisions which can be used to acquire and distribute 
the large landholdings but it has not been maximized.  If the government will genuinely use its power, the police 
and military, the courts to batter the resistance of big landowners it would be able to radically change the rural 
condition in favor of the landless.  But the lack of legitimacy, the constant threat of impeachment or a coup 
has forced the Arroyo government to compromise its agrarian reform agenda.  Many big landowners are local 
government officials or influential in their areas.  Including their lands under CARP coverage might antagonize 
them and push them to the ranks of the opposition.  Fearing this, the Arroyo government pays lip-service to 
agrarian reform but has no serious plan to pursue it.  



Overall, there is still enough land to produce food and other goods.  Most of the land conversions are in Central 
and Southern Luzon and in the rapidly urbanizing regions (e.g. Region 11 and Region 10 in Mindanao) and 
islands (e.g. Cebu, Negros).  While land conversion is prevalent (and so too with land reclassification for 
taxation purposes), the pace of land conversion and reclassification is still constrained by the ability of the 
market to pay for the spiralling cost of land and land development.  This is why there is still plenty of idle lands 
and the construction boom is only limited in a few urban centers. 

What really constraints agriculture and food productivity is the weak incentive structure: (a) lack of support 
services; (b)  low tariff barriers that make it easy for imports to flood the market; (c) insecurity in ownership due 
to the unfinished CARP and IPRA as well as conflicting claims; and, (d) smaller farm sizes where farm level 
coordination has become difficult.  For the latter, there is a need to modernize farming methods and systems 
in order to facilitate scaling up. So far, farm level coordination, even in scattered small farms, is highly proven 
only in exportable crops like Cavendish banana, abaca, coconut, rubber and pineapple. 

The country’s total land area is more than 30 million hectares.  Forest land covers 15.84 million while the alienable 
and disposable (A&D) land is 14.17 million hectares.  About 13 million hectares out of the 14.17 million A&D lands 
is devoted to agriculture. The Department of Agriculture has said that 4.01 million hectares or 31% of the 13 million 
hectares of agricultural land is devoted to food grains (rice and corn); 8.33 million hectares or 52% is for food crops 
and 2.2 million hectares or 17% for non-food crops.  Land planted to rice is 3.31 million hectares; corn, 3.34 million 
hectares; coconut, 4.25 million hectares; sugarcane, 673,000 hectares; industrial crops, 591,000 hectares;  fruits, 
148,000 hectares;  vegetables and root crops, 270,000 hectares; and pasture land, 404,000 hectares.   

We believe that there is enough land to produce food and other crops.  But one problem is many people in the 
rural areas have no access to private and public lands which they can use to feed themselves and to produce 
food for the market.  Many private agricultural lands, especially sugar lands and coconut lands, remain in 
the hands of a few influential individuals.  According to DAR, there is still 1.2 million hectares of private 
agricultural lands that must be covered by CARP.  If landless farmers would be awarded 2 hectares each, about 
600,000 peasants would benefit from the 1.2 million hectares that would be placed under the agrarian program.  

A big number of public lands are controlled by government officials and businessmen through Timber License Agreements 
and Integrated Forest Management Agreements.  As of 2005, for instance, there were 14 Timber License Agreements covering 
684,524 hectares that have been approved by the Department of Environment and Natural Resources.  There are 169 Integrated 
Forest Management Agreements that cover 674,000 hectares.  If the TLAs and IFMAs are cancelled and the lands distributed, 
thousands of small upland farmers would be able to produce food crops for their families, their communities and others.  

Another problem is the very inadequate budget for infrastructure (such as irrigation facilities, farm-to-market roads, 
dryers, etc.) and for research and development which have a negative effect on the productivity of agriculture. The 
Agriculture and Fisheries Modernization Act provides that P17 billion must be invested annually but Senate President 
Manuel Villar said only about P14 billion was spent yearly by the government.  The budget for agriculture, according 
to the Bureau of Agricultural Statistics, from 1995 to 2004 never exceeded 5% of the total budget, averaging only 
3.92% per year.  One result of the inadequate budget for agriculture is the slow development of irrigation systems.  As 
of 2004, only 1.40 million hectares have irrigation or 44% of the potential irrigable area.  Some 1.73 million hectares 
can still be irrigated which would give a big boost to rice supply in the country.  

The fund for food production is not only deficient.  It is also lost due to corruption.  Examples of these cases are 
the more than P700 million lost in a fertilizer scam, the P5 billion swine scam and other cases.  If these funds 
really reached the small food producers, they could have contributed to making food available and affordable.  

The intensive use of oil-based fertilizers and pesticides also has had a negative effect on food production.  While 
their use in the early part of the 1970s tremendously boosted rice production, enabling the Philippines to even 



export rice briefly, the negative effects of chemical fertilizers and pesticides later on emerged.  The soil became 
acidic.  More chemical fertilizers were poured in but rice production remained constant or even declined.  The 
increase the price of oil had a domino effect on the cost of fertilizer which ballooned from P800 to P2,000 per 
bag.  Farmers were forced to economize on fertilizer which affected their production. The government, through 
the Department of Agriculture, was forced to initiate in 2008 P1.29 billion fertilizer subsidy wherein rice 
farmers were given a discount coupon worth P250 per hectare which they can use when purchasing chemical 
fertilizers.  The Department of Agriculture also said it would launch a P500 million organic fertilizer project.  

While the available land at the moment is enough to produce food, the existing agricultural lands must be 
guarded against indiscriminate conversions.  Conversions have been happening in Regions 3 (Central Luzon 
region) and 4-A (Calabarzon region) – both rice producing areas – where many industrial estates, residential 
subdivisions, malls, resorts and golf courses were built by big real estate corporations from irrigated agricultural 
lands.  From a farming area of 703,256 hectares in 1991, Region 4-A’s farming area has been reduced to 
588,516 hectares by 2002 due to land conversions. 

A 2006 report of the World Bank suggests that the key reason for the failure of the Philippine economy to take 
off is the treatment of land, specifically, the historic skewed distribution of land and the failure to complete 
CARP. 21 The same report also argues that Philippine land markets are distorted due to weaknesses in property 
rights, title and ownership thus undermining land investments, productivity and growth.22

Additionally, the report cites a serious problem in land registration as evidenced by the fact that only 45% of 
parcels have deeds and the rest are unknown. 

Existing asset reform laws and policies may be described as compensatory reparations to past injustices. 
The CARP responds to a social injustice in land ownership; the IPRA responds to social injustice against 
IPs, specifically the nullification of ancestral land grants during the American colonial and Commonwealth 
periods; and, community forestry corrects injustices in forest allocations. However, these laws are not complete 
solutions. Rather, they emerge side by side with conflicting laws and policies that would appeal to the big 
economic players and the State’s own goal formation in the economic and political realms. The Mining Act of 
1995, for example, can negate entitlements to land and forests under IPRA, CARP or community forestry.  Lack 
of policy coordination or dysfunction in enforcement can lead to conflicts.

VII. Recommendations for Advocacy

Based on the above, it is incorrect to attribute the Filipino’s impoverishment to the flaws of CARP and its 
incomplete implementation, or even the inadequacies of the IPRA. But there are compelling arguments to 
demand CARP’s continuation. To re-echo Quitoriano (2007, p 49), during the implementation of CARP, 
the state mobilized public and state funds to effect land redistribution. By the turn of the 20th century, fiscal 
constraints and exhaustion of public lands induced the state to entertain market-assisted agrarian reform. The 
first has fallen short of expectations and the second has created uncertainties and formidable risks to agrarian 
reform beneficiaries and landless claimants. According to Cousins (2005, 11) there is a need to strengthen the 
alliance of the State, NGOs and social movements. The State does not necessarily incur a net loss by spending 
on agrarian reform as the outcomes will ultimately lead to higher productivity, incomes and revenues. The 
current negative spread incurred by the Treasury and the Land Bank (due to low amortization payments) is 
caused by a shortfall in support services and low investments in production. A pure market-led reform, on the 
other hand, is bound to face longer-term economic risks as it may lead to divestments of land (from agrarian 
reform beneficiaries), greater landlessness and poverty.

21	  World Bank. 2006. “Rural Growth and Development Revisited: A Summary Report. 2006.” East Asia and Pacific Region: Rural Develop-
ment and Natural Resources Sector Unit. World Bank, p. 9. 
22	  Ibid, p. 1. 



It is important to advocate and work on the following:

1.)  Support land reform. The foundation of agrarian reform is land reform – the transfer of control and 
ownership of agricultural land to small farmers and landless agricultural workers. The lack of control over land 
resources by most peasants and rural workers has been one of the most important causes of persistent poverty 
in the country. Land is not only a factor of production, but also a basis for social acceptability and self-esteem. 
Hence, its redistribution democratizes not only economic assets but also social participation and political power. 
Land reform is carried out to address the inequitable distribution of land, which is often linked to social unrest 
and violence. Beyond social justice, the program promotes efficiency, stimulates greater farm production and 
increases income. In the process, it contributes to social peace and sustainable development.

While land reform is essential, agrarian reform is a more general process that includes access to natural 
resources, finances, technology, infrastructure and other components of the agrarian system. It is land reform 
plus a package of support services that cover credit, agricultural extension, rural infrastructure and marketing 
facilities, plus human resource and institutional development. Thus, CARP should not end upon the 100% 
accomplishment of the land acquisition and distribution targets.  The program will still need to promote the 
productivity, participation and competitiveness of agrarian reform beneficiaries.

2.) Provide support services to peasants and indigenous peoples.  Land, although critical, is but one factor of 
production. To make the awarded land economically productive, the ARB must be supported with the necessary 
technology, physical infrastructure and financial services that may or may not have been provided by the former 
landowner. Such support will pave the way for the transformation of the erstwhile tenant or farm worker into an 
efficient and productive agro-entrepreneur.

Support services delivery under agrarian reform would be consistent with much needed policies and investments 
to modernize and to raise the productivity of the farming sector. It is a step toward improving rural labor utilization 
and increasing rural incomes, aside from promoting food security and competitively priced agricultural products.

In the Philippine setting, support service requirements are topped by the need for good and reliable transport infrastructure. 
Roads and bridges link products to markets, promote investments in the rural areas, and stimulate production. There is a 
need to support irrigation facilities, liberalized terms of credit facilities and production loans, extension service by way of 
planning crop production and post-harvest technology transfer, as well as, marketing and management assistance, including 
research and development on low-cost and ecologically sound inputs and technologies.

3.)  Support for social infrastructure and local capability building is an essential though often overlooked 
component of agrarian reform that responds to the need of the people in organization building. It puts the people’s 
organizations front and center in the process of development, recognizing that they are the means and ends, the 
subjects and objects, of development. It also emphasizes the importance of social capital in rural development. 
Social capital is the norms and networks that facilitate collective action – and is often the only capital of the poor. 

Capacitating farmers leads to their inclusion in processes, networks and institutions valuable to economic 
growth and socio-political development. Strengthening their social capital allows them to reach out to their 
family members, neighbors, organizations and community and build a stronger support system that is crucial for 
survival, for confronting poverty and vulnerability and for reducing the effects of natural and macro-economic 
shocks. Social infrastructure building also links farmers horizontally with other members of the community 
particularly through formal organizations, and vertically with people and institutions in positions of power 
outside the community in order to leverage resources, ideas and information.

(This strategy has been used by PDI at the micro level to help the peasants of Central Luzon with the support of 
EED/EZE) 
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