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Introduction    

 

Mindanao, the southernmost islands of the Philippines, has 18 non-Islamized 

indigenous tribes that break up into smaller sub-groupings depending on where the tribe is, 

usually in relation to geographic location. Most of these non-Islamized tribes are natives of 

mountain regions and mostly forest-dwellers who have long embraced the realization that the 

survival of their people depend on the health of the ecosystem of their communities. 

 

Philippine government conservation programs, however, more often entailed wresting 

control of forests from indigenous peoples whose life and survival are intertwined with the 

forests since time immemorial. Conservation models have mostly restricted habitation and 

activities in these forest homes and disregarded forest resource management practices that 

have ensured sustainability of both forestland and the indigenous peoples. There is latent 

conflict fanned by a lack of understanding of indigenous ways, made worse by a general 

tendency to ignore if not look down on mountain dwellers. It reflects a deep-seated prejudice 

that is manifest in the language where the term taga-bukid (from the mountains) when used as 

a cuss word means someone ignorant. 

 

The conflict between government programs and indigenous communities is made more 

complicated and filled with tension with the constant intrusion of mining and logging, both legal 

and illegal, thus, marginalizing an already marginalized people.  

 

Mostly impoverished and discriminated against, the predominantly peace-loving 

indigenous people would rather avoid conflict than assert their ways. 

 

There are, however, some indigenous groups who are now upholding their practices, 

including their time-tested conservation models. They are up against the fixed ways and lack of 

understanding by mainstream society, particularly by government program implementers who 

see only the indigenous peoplesô slash-and-burn farming methods and not the totality of their 

practices that ensure the survival of both forest and forest-dwellers. 

 

Among the indigenous peoples who are asserting their indigenous ways are the tribes 

of Bukidnon, many of whom dwell within the Mount Kitanglad Natural Park. The battle for 

assertion continues, the historical neglect and discrimination are still prevalent, and the law 

declaring their ancestral home, Mount Kitanglad, still denies them access and utilization of its 

resources, even though conservation is deeply ingrained into their way of life. 
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There is a lot to learn from these peopleôs struggle to regain control of forests both for 

conservation and self-determination because for them, their whole being and identity is derived 

from their symbiotic relationship with the forest and everything that thrives in it. 

 

This study thus takes a close look at how removing control of forest management from 

indigenous people and how reforestation without learning from living traditions of forest 

dwellers can pose a threat to biodiversity and forest sustainability. It also underlines the 

importance of the indigenous knowledge of forest-dwellers and why their traditions should not 

be brushed off as irrelevant mumbo-jumbo of the unschooled. It dwells on the wisdom of those 

who see forestlands as the life source of not just humans but the complex ecosystems within. 

 

The declaration of the Mount Kitanglad Protected Area is a story of how an official act 

that brushes aside the participation of original forest dwellers can drive a wedge among 

different indigenous groups. It tells how indigenous cultural communities can be left with just 

the shell of their culture when they are prohibited from entering the land, which has nurtured 

their indigenous knowledge and practices throughout their history that dates back to the Great 

Flood. It depicts how indigenous dances and music are but memorabilia of forest peoples and 

sounds, good enough for tourism but not to bridge previous and successor generations. 

 

It is also a story of how a shared history, beliefs, practices, arts and aspirations among 

the elders who hold on to their almost lost traditions continue to draw these tribes together, 

each trying to re-establish ties while tacitly admitting differences that still have to be resolved. 

But most of all, it is a story of how strong leadership from indigenous peoples is key to the 

struggle for representation, voice and self-determination in a setting where native titles, 

ancestral domains and cultural practices can easily be decimated by a government and its 

agencies that lack awareness of the nuances of indigenous cultures.   

 

In short, it is a story of a continuing struggle for recognition. 

Kitanglad: from National Park to Natural Park 

Bukidnon tribes after the Great Flood 

 

Mount Kitanglad Range in Bukidnon in the heart of Mindanao is peopled by several 

tribes of which three are regarded as the major groups: Higaonon, Daraghuyan and Talaandig. 

While elder datus agree that all three come from one tribe, not one states straight out which is 
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the so-called original tribe. As in many Mindanao tribes, a male leader is called datu while a 

female leader is called bae. 

 

These Bukidnon tribes agree that they come from one ancestor, Apo Agbibilin or Nabis 

Ha Agbibilin, the only son of the holy patriarch Nabis ha Panggulo who was left behind on earth 

during the great flood. Agbibilin had three brothers ï Nabis ha Andadamen, Nabis ha Upak, 

and Nabis ha Lumbu Bulawan. The three brothers were commanded by Magbabaya (the 

Supreme .Being) along with the holy patriarch to ascend to the heaven to witness the purging 

of the people.
1
  

 

Agbibilin, on the other hand, was told by Magbabaya to climb up Dulang-dulang, the 

highest peak in the range, which according to Carmen Ching Unabiaôs transcription and 

translation of the Gugud, was known by different names at different times including Lumuluyaw, 

Hugal-ingan, Kiabansag, and after the flood, as Kitanglad. Gugud
2
 is a mythological oral 

tradition of the tribes of Bukidnon that explains the origin of humans, places and things 

delivered in prose narrative. 

 

Kitanglad got its name from Agbibilinôs big flood experience where, describing how high 

the great flood was, it has been told from generation to generation that the water was so high 

only the tanglad (lemongrass) could be seen of Dulang-dulangôs peak, thus, its present name 

Kitanglad. Agbibilin stayed up there with a pair each of the forest animals and creatures until 

the flood receded. Once the rain stopped and the floodwaters ebbed, Magbabaya told Agbibilin 

to go up another mountain where a woman survived the flood by riding a kalatung, a hollowed-

out piece of log made into a percussion with deer skin covering both ends. That part of the 

range was thus called Kalatungan. The womanôs name was Ginamayun. From the union of 

Agbibilin and Ginamayun sprung eight siblings, four boys and four girls, who married each 

other upon the instructions of Magbabaya and only after they were taught the pamalas. The 

pamalas is a ritual involving sacrificial chickens and pigs intended to cleanse the curse of 

incest. The tribes of Bukidnon came from these unions.   

 

To this day, rituals play a key role among the tribes of Bukidnon as they seek divine 

guidance and intervention for every important undertaking.
3
  

 

How Kitanglad became a protected area 
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Republic Act 8978 or Mount Kitanglad Protected Area Act of 2000
4
 delineates a 

protected area of 31,235.19 hectares with a net buffer zone of 16,034.81 hectares. The gross 

buffer zone constitutes a total 47,270 hectares that includes 31,235.19 hectares of less 

protected area. 

  

Mount Kitanglad was not declared outright as a protected area. 

 

Preceding this Act was Resolution No. 32, series of 1989 of the Sangguniang Bayan 

(town council) of Sumilao, still in Bukidnon province, to declare Mount Kitanglad as a national 

park. It was established as a national park on December 14, 1990 through Presidential 

Proclamation No. 677 under then President Corazon C. Aquino. But Presidential Proclamation 

No. 896 dated October 24, 1996 declared parcels of land of the public domain covering the 

Mount Kitanglad Range as a Natural Park and the areas surrounding these as the buffer zone. 

 

It was Republic Act 8978 which declared the range as a full-fledged protected area to 

be managed by a Protected Area Management Board (PAMB). 

 

Under the provisions of this law, ancestral domains of tribes are recognized and 

practices, even if not documented, are to be respected as enumerated in Section 8 covering 

Ancestral Lands and Domains. It is further provided ed in Section 8(c) under Presumptions that 

ñunless proven to be contrary to documented or oral custom by clear and convincing evidence 

in the proper administrative or judicial proceeding providing due hearing to all parties 

concerned,ò it is presumed that: 

 

(i) All lands presently occupied by indigenous cultural communities since time 

immemorial shall be presumed to be ancestral lands. 

 

(ii) Rights and obligations within ancestral lands are presumed to be governed by 

customary law. 

 

(iii) Rights and obligations within ancestral lands governed by customary law are 

presumed to be held collectively by the community. 

 

(iv)  Rights and obligations within ancestral lands proven to be held by individuals 

under customary law are presumed to be held in trust by such individuals for the whole 

community. 
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(v) The continued practice of traditional and sustainable living shall be sufficient 

consideration for the State in place for the payment of taxes on ancestral domains. 

Real property taxes, however, shall accrue when there is a determination by the PAMB 

upon a petition by an interested party that the properties are commercially used and not 

in conformity with traditional and sustainable natural resource management practices. 

 

The law even specifically states, ñOwing to differences in cultural and social worldview, 

the provisions of the Act shall be construed liberally in favor of indigenous cultural communities 

and their members.ò 

 

In October 2009, the Mount Kitanglad Range Natural Park was declared as the 28th 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) Heritage Park
5
 and launched on August 31, 

2010. 

 

As stated by the Asean Centre for Biodiversity, ñThe Asean Heritage Parks are 

educational and inspirational sites of high conservation importance, preserving a complete 

spectrum of representative ecosystems of the Asean region. The parks embody the aspirations 

of the peoples of Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, 

Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Viet Nam to conserve their natural treasures that 

represent the bounty and diversity of living organisms of their nations. The abundance of these 

diverse biological resources also ensures the continuous flow of goods and ecosystems 

services for the benefit of the present and future generations.ò 

 

The program for an Asean heritage park includes capacity development on Asean 

protected area competence standard, and those included in the program become part of a 

network that shares information on management best practices. A heritage park is given priority 

for available international funding, with funding agencies and NGOs encouraged to adopt these 

sites as a priority. Heritage parks also get prime space for tourism promotions in the Asean, 

and fund sources for research are encouraged to locate research projects in these sites. The 

program also promotes an exchange program for technical experts, as well as a management 

improvement program which requires each site to present its progress report on management 

improvement regularly for constant monitoring. Park managers, in Kitangladôs case the 

Protected Area Supervisor, are invited to present progress, case studies and research results in 

their particular site in the biannual conference of managers. 
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Clearly, Republic Act 8978 has a lot to say about the indigenous peoples within the 

protected area while the heritage park programme is focused only on the living organisms. But, 

consulting with the tribal leaders of Kitanglad, it becomes apparent that despite the good 

intentions of the law as explicitly provided in Section 8, the indigenous cultural communities 

(ICC) in reality are not key players in these programs. 

 

Where many voices are represented by one 

 

The Talaandig and Daraghuyan are two of the three major tribes of Bukidnon who 

reside within the Mount Kitanglad Natural Park. The third tribe is the Higaonon, but time 

constraints and difficulty in contacting key leaders made it impossible to meet up and interact 

with the Higaonon.  

 

An estimated 10,000 Talaandig live in barangay Sungko, which is at the foothills of 

Mount Kitanglad. A well-maintained dirt road leads to barangay Sungko in Lantapan from 

Malaybalay City, provincial capital of Bukidnon. 

 

The Daraghuyan tribe are a smaller group, with just 240 households and approximately 

2,000 members within the tribeôs recognized ancestral domain in barangay Dalwangan. 

Dalwangan is part of the protected area and can only be reached by foot or on a horse. 

 

In these two major tribes, the leadership of datus and baes is held in high regard. 

Followers, including fellow datus who hold less responsibility for the tribes, do not speak up and 

merely follow their higher datu or baeôs lead when talking before the public. This was made 

apparent in the interviews held in two tribal communities, where despite the presence of other 

tribal leaders, the others just listened. One datu, when asked for his view, said the bae should 

take precedence since she is their leader; this, despite the fact that he is the baeôs eldest 

brother, with the bae pointing that out to him. This observation, however, can only be said of 

the Daraghuyan and Talaandig tribes.
6
 There are dynamics within the tribe that an outsider can 

perceive but cannot pass judgment on without an in-depth study. 

 

Adolino L. Saway or Datu Makapukaw, 64, a Talaandig datu held in high respect by the 

other tribal leaders, gives a glimpse of why the datus of longer experience and bigger 

responsibilities are given center stage in governing their people and in expounding their 

thoughts. In their beliefs and practices, a true datu is not chosen by man. As he explained,   
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ñIt is unlike what we have here where we may designate one as chairman for herbal 

medicines, one for chairman of rituals; the IPs [indigenous peoples] will laugh at you if 

you do that. For example, in choosing a ritualist, a true ritualist will be guided through a 

dream and when he attempts what has been taught him in that dream and thereby 

proves that indeed he can heal through his rituals, then he becomes a ritualist. You just 

canôt shout to everyone that you are one, in the same manner that a lizard announces 

itôs a lizard. To be chosen by the spirits is the real thing.ò 
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The same is shared by Adelina Doceros Tarino, 48, better known as Bae Inatlawan
7
 of 

the Daraghuyan tribe, who is a baylan (ritualist) held in great respect both by the tribal people 

and settlers. 

 

 

 

 

Her father, also a ritualist, did not teach her what to do, Bae Inatlawan said, but sent 

her off to the forest by herself as a teenager, bringing along the basic materials for a ritual and 

the order for what to pray for. The ñhowò she had to figure out for herself.  

 

ñAfter preparing a fire for the ritual in the forest, I will start to see what I wouldnôt 

normally see and then I will know what to do because by then, I am in the company of 

higher spirits,ò she said on how she became a bae and a baylan. 

 

A third tribal leader interviewed was 56-year-old Victorino L. Saway or Datu Migketay
8
 

of barangay Sungko in Lantapan town of Bukidnon. Datu Migketay is the younger brother of 

Datu Makapukaw, but they have contending views about the protected area. He is better known 

for the establishment and popularization of the Talaandig School of Living Traditions (SLT) in 

Sungko. 
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As their tribesô leaders, Datu Makapukaw, Bae Inatlawan and Datu Migketay speak for 

their people when culture and the tribe are discussed. 

 

For the indigenous peoples of Mount Kitanglad, the voice of their leader is the voice of 

their people. There are various consultations and meetings, and the real datus make it a point 

to talk to their people and share their visions with them. But when it is time to face the world 

outside their villages, the people fade in the background and their leaders are given the floor. 

Thus, the smothered voices of their leaders throughout these years have in fact created a much 

greater damage than what is perceived as just the silencing of one individualôs voice. One 

hushed voice of a datu could easily be the silenced voices of a whole tribe. 

 

Interviews with Datu Migketay and Bae Inatlawan necessitated staying for several days in their 

villages in two separate occasions and interacting with some of their people.  In the Talaandig 

village of Sungko, the interaction before the consultation with Datu Migketay was with his 

artist brother and other Talaandig artists. With  Bae Inatlawan, a group of teenage boys and 

girls of their tribe joined us  at the Mount Kitanglad Cultural and Heritage Center in barangay 
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Dalwangan at the fringes of Malaybalay City.  Both occasions did not only involve discussing 

issues related to the case study but was also used to disseminate information regarding other 

forest related issues such as REDD. 

Datu Makapukaw was interviewed at a house in the central business district of Malaybalay 

City because he had other schedules to attend to. 

In all these different meetings and interactions, the writer had to go through their rituals of 

acceptance and guidance.  

The ritual at the ancestral domain of the Daraghuyan tribe was the most extensive since there 

were other visitors that had to be blessed as well and it was the first time the author was 

introduced to the tribe. The other two interviews and interactions had simple rituals because 

there have been previous interactions with the Talaandigs of Sungko and some of their 

members (a number of their soil painters and music artists) are personal friends of the author. 

The Talaandigs are known for their soil paintings, and art ς visual and music ς is a central 

feature in their village life. 
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The law and how indigenous peoplesô voices were disregarded 

 

Sadly, these three representative voices were one in saying that they were never 

consulted in the framing of the protected areas law and that having their voice heard and their 

practices respected is a continuing struggle against the protected area mechanisms set in 

place by the law.  

 

ñMy father then lived out here in the forest and he was never summoned by the 

barangay; he was kept oblivious of what was going on,ò said Bae Inatlawan, who aside 

from leading the Daraghuyan tribe is also a leader of the Kitanglad Guard Volunteers 

(KGV), the tribal guards under PAMB.  

 

The Daraghuyan is so far the only one among the Kitanglad tribes that has been 

granted an ancestral domain title under the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act (IPRA), which 

however has still to be released. The Daraghuyan live within barangay Dalwangan in 

Malaybalay City, Bukidnon.  

 

ñIt was only in 1994 when we got information that somebody was already working for 

the declaration of Kitanglad as a natural park under NIPAS [National Integrated 

Protected Areas Systems Act of 1992 or Republic Act 7586], but we were merely 

informed,ò Datu Migketay said. 

 

 Datu Migketay is most vocal against the protected area as he perceives the Protected 

Area Management Board as having driven a wedge among the tribes that had earlier agreed in 

principle to work for a unified ancestral domain. The Talaandig of Lantapan apparently learned 

of the move only when the groundwork for the second presidential proclamation (Presidential 

Proclamation No. 896 dated October 24, 1996) was already underway, and they were also 

unaware of the presidential proclamation that preceded it.  

 

ñUpon learning of such moves, we initiated meetings among the tribes to demand 

participation. But the preparation process for the implementation plans and programs 

for Kitanglad under the NIPAS Act was almost ready-made and were just presented to 

us for further discussion. There was no effective participation by the indigenous 

peoples,ò he said. 

.  
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On the same question on crafting of the law, Datu Makapukaw, who is the elected 

chairman of the eight-member council of elders in the 53-member PAMB, said profoundly.   

 

ñWhat happened was the law sprung not out of our culture because it was a Republic 

Act. I would have wanted such law to have been crafted based on our shared culture 

so that the culture of the tribes is explicitly deliberated within the law.ò 

. 

He emphasised that while they were consulted for their free, prior informed consent 

(FPIC) and made to attend workshops regarding PAMB policies before the Board was formally 

convened, they were not sought out in the drafting of the law that declared Mount Kitanglad as 

a protected area and consequently created PAMB.   

 

Datu Makapukaw is the overall supervisor of the Kitanglad Guard Volunteers, which 

started out as a tribal guards group and then reorganized under PAMB. In mainstream 

government, he has been the barangay captain (village council chairman) of Sungko in 

Lantapan town for 36 years. He is the only tribal datu who became a provincial board member 

after being elected as the president of the Association of Barangay Captains (organization of 

elected village council chairmen, whose president sits as Provincial Board member 

representing the barangays, the barangay council being the smallest unit of local government). 

 

Bae Inatlawan believes that it was through the tribesô concerted efforts that what was 

originally declared as National Park in 1990 was later rehashed and renamed a Natural Park by 

1996. This, she said, came out from their struggle for their continued existence within Mount 

Kitanglad, their ancestral domain, because a national park status would have kept them off the 

whole declared area.  

 

ñIt was in 1996 when we were fighting for our right to remain within Mount Kitanglad 

because the 1990 proclamation declared our lands as part of a national park, which 

disallows habitation and any activity within. That was when I said if that is how it will be, 

then government can just as well kill us all because what would happen to the 

Kitanglad indigenous peoples if we are uprooted from the land?ò Bae Inatlawan 

recalled.  

 

But, as if their struggle to have their voices heard in the declaration of a natural park 

was not enough, their voices were again ignored in the making of the Mount Kitanglad 

Protected Area Act of 2000. 
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ñIf you review how the Act was passed, this law actually helped destroy the rights of the 

indigenous peoples,ò Datu Migketay said. ñWe were only told about the Protected 

Areas Act of 2000 after the government had already presented it. We were again not 

consulted. I didnôt even know of this, I was only told after the law was already passed.ò  

 

RA 8978 may wax poetic over the importance of indigenous communities and peoples 

in the conservation of forests, but because these same ICCs and indigenous peoples were not 

even sought out in the framing of the law, what followed were similarly crafted implementation 

programs that appropriated the thinking for indigenous peoples in sheer disregard of the fact 

that they can think for themselves and have been doing so way before any protected area act 

was necessary.  

 

Among the prohibited acts enumerated in Section 10 of RA 8978 are: 

 

ñ(1) Hunting, destroying, trapping, disturbing or possessing anywhere within Mount 

Kitanglad Range Natural Park any wild plants or animals or products derived therefrom 

without a permit from the PAMB: Provided, That such permits shall only be given for 

scientific purposes necessary for protected area management; 

 

ñ(2) Cutting, gathering, collecting or removing timber or forest products without permit: 

Provided, that such permits shall only be given for scientific purposes necessary for 

protected area management; 

 

ñ(3) Possessing outside the PA any wild plants or animals or products derived 

therefrom which came from the PA.ò 

 

That these human activities are prohibited under the protected areas act ignores  

indigenous knowledge and practices, which cannot be separated from the land and the forests 

if these were to flourish. 
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Where government programs break up tribal unity 

Minorities in their own land 

 

The Protected Areas Act and the indigenous communitiesô desire for recognition of their 

ancestral domain are intricately woven because without land and their sacred spaces, the 

indigenous peoples would be deprived of the very soul of their culture, beliefs and existence. 

 

Without their culture, Datu Makapukaw said, ñA tribe will be useless, it will no longer 

exist. A tribe that has lost its culture can be killed off because they no longer have the 

spirits within them, they no longer have spiritual strength, and thus when you kill them, 

there will be no retribution to be demanded from you by the spirits.ò  

 

In their system of beliefs, he said, there are seven pillars of life, seven spirits: the spirits 

of land, water, fire, wind, prayer, voice and thoughts. With the guidance of these spirits, a tribe 

thrives, and thus it is ingrained in their culture to hold rituals for whatever undertaking they take 

for the spirits to guide them and bode them well. 

 

ñA man who is guided by the spirits can defeat even a thousand other persons. But if 

no spirit guides you, even if you are very brave, you can easily be throttled by others, or 

someone can simply put poison in your food; whichever way, you will surely die,ò Datu 

Makapukaw said. 

 

Under the law, the management of Mount Kitanglad is under PAMB, which has eight 

seats for indigenous representatives. Other members of the board are the Regional Executive 

Director of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) as chairman; the 

chairmen or authorized representatives of 28 barangays with territory inside the protected area; 

one representative from a non-government organization/peoples organization that is concerned 

with the protected area management, in this case the Kitanglad Integrated NGOs (KIN); the 

regional director of the Department of Agriculture; the provincial officer of the National 

Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP); the eight mayors or their authorized 

representatives; the provincial manager of the Land Bank of the Philippines; one representative 

of the owners and operators of existing facilities within Kitanglad; the Provincial Planning and 

Development Office sitting as ex officio member as endorsed by the governor; one elected 

representative from the Sangguniang Panlalawigan (Provincial Board), and the protected area 

supervisor, who is the chief executive officer of PAMB. 
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ñEven with the creation of the PAMB, tribal representation is but a minority, In fact, 

when it first started, there were only three representatives for the IPs, thus, when 

issues and concerns were to be voted upon, the voice of the IPs was drowned out,ò 

Datu Migketay said. 

 

Datu Makapukaw on the other hand said the voice of the indigenous peoples within PAMB is 

being heard, except that this voice is not assertive enough.  

 

ñThe benefits of the protected area for the IP communities depend on how the IPs 

themselves work for these. While our voice can be heard, the problem with the IPs is 

that many donôt have the appropriate knowledge like drafting and implementing policies 

and the law especially because those they interact with regard laws from a different 

perspective, from a different culture.ò 

 

Datu Makapukaw explained that for the indigenous peoples whose belief systems are 

still strongly in place, crafting laws is easy because these are made not by man but by divine 

spirits. No man is ever involved in the making of laws as well as judgments, if their traditional 

beliefs were to be followed, he said. Everything will depend on how the Magbabaya (Creator) 

designs things. He declared, 

 

ñWhat the datus know of laws is how our traditional laws are made, by divine 

intervention. In such a situation, the datus will find it difficult to comprehend the 

complexities of policy-making that need to be deliberated by man.ò   

 

His experience as a barangay captain for three decades and as a provincial board 

member, with national recognition for his distinguished service, allows him to bridge this divide. 

And so, aside from Bae Inatlawan, who is an unusually vocal leader among the indigenous 

peoples, he has the loudest voice among indigenous representatives in the PAMB. As it is, 

theirs are the only real voices of indigenous peoples in the PAMB. The rest just follow their 

lead. 

 

ñAmong indigenous peoples, many do not fully understand policies; it is enough for 

them to just follow. For as long as they have someone to follow, they are okay with 

that,ò Bae Inatlawan said. 
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This could still be a manifestation of the earlier observation that the indigenous peoples 

in Kitanglad, even datus of lower order, prefer to let their higher datus lead and do the talking 

for them. Datu Makapukaw and Bae Inatlawan are the recognized voices of the tribes among 

the tribal representatives in the PAMB. 

 

Call for unity is scuttled 

 

With the passage of the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act, the major tribes of Bukidnon 

have agreed in principle to pursue a unified ancestral domain claim, a call spearheaded by 

Datu Migketay. Datu Migketay and his people believe that a unified claim can most empower 

the different tribes, considering their collective rights and shared history, practices and even 

sacred spaces in Kitanglad.    

 

The PAMB, however, refused to entertain such a proposal and the Provincial Board 

itself passed a resolution blocking it, as recalled both by Bae Inatlawan and Datu Migketay. The 

conflict with PAMB over the unified ancestral domain claim was a composite of clashes with 

Datu Migketay. The tribe sued PAMB through a cultural penalty system for allowing the 

construction of a road within the protected area. The DENR then filed a lawsuit against Datu 

Migketay for causing the cutting of a lawaan tree his father-in-law planted when his wife was 

still a child so that she would have wood to build a house once she had grown into adulthood. 

The tree was cut down to build the Balay Kahiusa (House of Unity) in Kolambongon in 2001 

when, after ending his stint as NCIP commissioner, Datu Migketay returned to his village to pick 

up the struggle for a unified ancestral domain claim once more. The tree, he said, was offered 

by his father-in-law upon learning that they intended to build a House of Unity for the tribes. 

 

ñWhen we had the tree cut, the DENR arrived saying they would confiscate the log and 

that we had violated the Forestry Code. That was when the conflict with DENR 

heightened,ò Datu Migketay said. ñWhen DENR allowed the trees in the forest to be cut 

for a logging road and allowed logging in Kitanglad, they did not even ask permission 

from the IP communities. And yet, when we cut one tree, they want to arrest us.ò 

 

Conflict further escalated not just with DENR but among the communities as DENR 

brought in a community-based forest management program (CBFM), which the indigenous 

peoples frowned on because this engages them as mere planters of trees but deny their 

childrenôs right to harvest these. The conflict became a constant irritant. One thing led to 

another, and the dream of a unified ancestral domain claim was scuttled.  
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Bae Inatlawan took on the job to secure her peopleôs ancestral domain claim. The 

difficulty and insults she had to take just for this piece of paper, however, illustrates once more 

how difficult it is for indigenous peoples to assert their customary rights even if existing laws ï 

both the Protected Areas Act and IPRA -- assure them of these. It is ironic, however, that Bae 

Inatlawan got the most insults and harsh words from the barangay council in the process of 

applying for a certificate of ancestral domain title (CADT). Bae Inatlawan and her people belong 

to this barangay. This reflects the low regard for indigenous peoples even among the smallest 

unit of governance because in the complexities of a society, neighbors would have been 

expected to better understand each other. 

 

The scuttled unified ancestral domain claim, the conflict with PAMB, and the dynamics 

within the protected area created a wedge even between tribes - a fact acknowledged by the 

three tribal leaders. ñThe declaration of Kitanglad as protected area clearly divided the tribes,ò 

Datu Migketay said.  

 

Datu Migketay set as an example how the tribal guards, which originally was organized 

by the tribes, now follow PAMB and not their tribal leaders since they were officially converted 

to KGV, the protected area guards under PAMB. And there was the in-fighting fanned by 

outsiders, which painted Datu Migketayôs group as the villains in protected area management. 

 

While not admitting outright that there has been conflict among the tribes, Datu 

Mapakapukaw referred to it but did not expound: 

 

ñBecause there was fighting among the tribes, this somehow affected my capacity to 

act, it weakened me, and so I just kept quiet and Iôm just biding my time.ò 

 

He added however that these animosities are slowly dissipating and so he is starting to 

feed his proposals to PAMB. 

 

ñI am slowly sharing my ideas because I believe that the animosity has somehow 

cooled down. Maybe the condition will now allow a better acceptance of my proposals 

because I know there is a lot to be done that need to be approved by the PAMB,ò he 

said. 
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For whatever it is worth, the tribes lost a decade of their strong bonds. In between the 

start of the conflict and the present lies a perceptible and yet denied animosity, criticisms 

masked in good words. Good words made necessary because of a deep respect for each 

other, but which carry the scars of a break-up. Todayôs masked animosity went through more 

physical manifestations in the past decade, including threats and violence.  

 

But the ill feelings took their toll on the voice of indigenous peoples in the PAMB. As 

Datu Makapukaw admitted, it is only now that they are making some headway in forwarding 

their proposals on how best to protect the mountain range that is most appropriate for the 

indigenous peoples. Going back to the dynamics of leadership and voice in these tribes, the 

leaders bring the voice of their people to the outside world; consequently, when the voices of 

their people are not united, then the leader is effectively silenced in the outside world. For how 

can a leader who is mandated to bring his peopleôs voice bring contending voices? 

 

 



9 | P a g e 

 

Repairing Relations 

Empowered yet not 

 

While the Talaandig and the Daraghuyan are among the more empowered indigenous 

groups in Mindanao, their customs and traditions being the most documented, studied and 

asserted, theirs remain to be a continuing struggle for recognition and acceptance. The 

documents produced about them and by them far outnumber any documentation about other 

tribes. 

 

Datu Makapukaw admits that awareness of cultural mores among mainstream 

provincial officials remains very low. 

 

ñFor as long as the provincial officials do not maintain constant dialogues with the tribal 

leaders who still practice their traditions, this awareness will remain very low,ò he said. 

 

Just to underline how low the awareness is, on the visual level alone, while the 

Talaandig, Daraghuyan, and Higaonon have similar traditional clothes, with the women wearing 

long, striped, dominantly red dresses and a headdress called panika, there are colors and 

designs that distinguish them from each other. 

 

But what is it that the tribes are wailing about? What is it for a tribe to be allowed to live 

in a mountain and yet not allowed to live from it? 

 

ñUnder the protected area, all traditional activities have been prohibited. We are 

prohibited from collecting medicinal plants, we are prohibited from hunting. Everything 

that we used to do in the forest has been prohibited. But if you review the provisions of 

the laws on cultural rights, if you were to interpret and implement this properly, these 

should not be done because all these activities are our peopleôs relationship with the 

forest,ò Datu Migketay said. 

 

Bae Inatlawan echoed this when asked how the tribes regard land and the environment. 

 

ñFrom what we have been made to understand, the land is our flesh, the plants our 

source of life, the trees and vines are our veins, and the waters are our blood. 

Everything that surrounds our homes is our life,ò  
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But Datu Makapukaw blames the indigenous peoples themselves for not having their 

customary practices and cultural mores properly documented in what can be called a bible of 

the Bukidnon tribes. They have nothing to show mainstream society who only perceive the 

world through what has been documented and what they can understand. 

 

ñA tribe that has not written down its culture will lose it. So how can we now illustrate 

our world without such a reference? We will earn the ire of our Creator because from 

our culture sprang our people, our history, our principles, and our total personality,ò 

Datu Makapukaw said.  ñWhat does it mean if a person has no history? It means he 

has no past and he has no future.ò 

 

Datu Migketay, for his part, is initiating an elder-youth encounter and consultations in 

his village, pointing out that many of the elderly, although they may not have been past datus 

and baes nor held any positions of importance in their productive years, are still living witnesses 

of how it was before. 

 

By bringing the youth and elders together, he said, the elders can be encouraged to 

share what they know and with the guidance of present leaders and the help of the youth, the 

tribe will be able to re-create history and their stories, legends and beliefs.  

 

He has to contend with the fact that even among their youth, interest is not high. But he 

does not intend to let that stand in his way. 

 

Datu Migketay said that in a meeting he had on June 26, 2011 with young men in their 

teens and early 20s, they raised the observation that only a few among the young seem to be 

interested in the youth-elder dialogue.  

 

From what he has been told and has observed, many of the youth can be enticed to 

join such activities if there is free food. Others cannot even be persuaded with free food and will 

only feign interest if liquor is offered, Another youth said the activity would be more enticing if 

basketball was made a part of it.   

 

ñThe challenge here is how to preserve our culture by linking up with the elders 

because that is where our culture emanated from, without having to introduce outside 

activities like basketball, cockfighting, disco and a carnival because if we do that, then 
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we become even more enslaved by these outside influences. The challenge is finding 

what can hold our peopleôs interest together without having to resort to activities that 

are foreign to us,ò Datu Migketay said. 

 

In the same vein, Datu Makapukaw rants against what he sees as the adulteration of 

indigenous knowledge and customs, eroding pride in these distinct cultures.  

 

ñWhatôs bad now is that we cannot read about our past. Why are we reading about 

Noah when we have our own story of the great flood? Why is it that we are helping 

sustain foreign cultures and killing ours? The Philippine government seems clueless on 

how to assert its sovereignty when all it needs to do is to support its true Filipino 

identity,ò Datu Makapukaw said. ñWe donôt even have our own legends in school 

textbooks while indigenous peoplesô beliefs are looked down on as coming from the 

devil.ò 

 

In Bukidnon, he said, the Department of Education has declared Binukid, the common 

tribal language, as the medium of instruction in public schools. But all that was done was to 

translate existing textbooks and teacherôs manuals into Binukid. The contents remain detached 

from Bukidnon and its indigenous peoples. 

 

It is apparent that as one navigates through their issues and concerns as articulated by 

their leaders, the tribes cannot be taken separately from the land and forests, their beliefs and 

indigenous knowledge. Thus, even in assessing how protected areas affect them and how they 

intend to prepare for the changing climate that can destroy vast tracts of lands, forests, rivers 

and villages, the discussions flow from the physical to the metaphysical to the cultural, with no 

clear delineations and order. Their discussions can move from forest conservation to sacrificial 

chickens and Magbabaya to defining governance, understanding dreams and symbols, and 

naming a datu. These are well educated and highly trained leaders who can articulate their 

views, even in writing, and are comfortable in the use of current information technologies. But 

their culture and relationship with nature are so deeply ingrained that one cannot disentangle 

the physical from the metaphysical and still come up with a whole picture of an indigenous 

people. 
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Cultural traditions carried on  

 

Aside from their rituals, which Datu Makapukaw recalled were even insulted by a 

visiting researcher who described their culture as ñchicken blood and money ransom,ò the 

Talaandig and Daraghuyan are exerting efforts to sustain interest and knowledge about their 

indigenous knowledge and practices by maintaining centers that cater not just to visitors but to 

the tribesô children. 

 

The Daraghuyan has the Mount Kitanglad Cultural and Heritage Center (MKCHC) at 

barangay Dalwangan in Malaybalay City while the Talaandig have the Talaandig School of 

Living Traditions in barangay Sungko in Lantapan town. Both feature a tulugan or tribal house 

where activities are held. Both too have been receiving funds from various sources, both local 

and international, because of the integrated approaches they are initiating towards sustainable 

agriculture, forestry management and cultural development. 
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The MKCHC has the full support of the KIN, a non-government organization working 

with Bae Inatlawanôs tribe, while the SLT is an initiative of Datu Migketay. Datu Migketay is a 

founding member of KIN. The relationship between Datu Migketay and KIN is among the 

casualties of the division among the tribes caused by protected area management policies and 

procedures and the struggle for ancestral domain.  
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While both centers aim to showcase the tribes and their interaction with other tribes 

around them, there is a perceivable distinction between them: the MKCHC has defined 

programs for a support mechanism for traditional governance, the center being part of the 

implementation of the Daraghuyan Ancestral Domain Sustainable Development and Protection 

Plan (ADSDPP).  An ADSDPP is one of the documentary requirements from a tribe applying for 

a CADT. Its content is in partial fulfilment of the mandate under the IPRA Law for the tribes to 

maintain ecological balance in the ancestral domain and restore denuded areas, which are 

enumerated under ñResponsibilities of Indigenous Cultural Communities/Indigenous Peoples to 

their Ancestral Domainsò. 

 

In the School of Living Traditions, arts and culture are more defined and visible, 

indigenous knowledge and practice systems (IKPS) being rooted in them. Its strength lies in 

that it is naturally and culturally inherent in the indigenous communities as manifested through 

music, soil paintings and musical instruments derived from the forests. 

 

 

The practices for sustainable forest management and organic farming within the 

Talaandig community in Sungko are but a part of each Talaandig memberôs consciousness. As 

Datu Migketay wrote in a paper ñIndigenous Knowledge System and Survival of the Indigenous 

Peoples in the Philippinesò (Talamdan, 1998):
9
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ñBiodiversity conservation and management is just one aspect of the Talaandig 

relationship with nature as defined through its IKS (indigenous knowledge system). The 

Talaandig individual who is culturally conscious acts or interacts with the biological 

resources around him with the fullest intention to survive. Biodiversity management of 

the Talaandig bears the concept of wise conservation and sustainability because 

survival of the Talaandig is projected towards the future.ò 

 

In an interview with Datu Migketay during the Panendan
10

, an annual pilgrimage of 

boundary keepers at the Tagoloan River headwaters in Malaybalay City on May 1, 2011, he 

riled against those who pursue so many higher studies like doctorates just to craft programs for 

cultural development and sustainable forest management when everything emanates from 

common sense. 

 

ñKami diri, pataghoy-taghoy ra, kay tanan na kinahanglan mahibaw-an sa tribo, 

nahibaw-an na sa among mga katiguwangan (We here, weôre just whistling along 

because everything that the IPs need to know were already known and taught to us by 

our ancestors),ò he said. 

 

This sentiment is echoed by Datu Migketayôs younger brother Rodelio L. Saway or 

Waway, 45, who is a well known Talaandig music and visual artist. But while Datu Migketay 

downplays mainstream higher education, he holds a degree from Silliman University in 

Dumaguete City. 

 

Everything done in the forest by the indigenous peoples, Datu Migketay said, was done 

with sustainability in mind.  

 

ñIndigenous forest management always involves a sanctuary. In the hunting grounds of 

the forests, our ancestors have long staked out sanctuaries where hunting is absolutely 

prohibited. Our ancestors from the different tribes have all agreed on these because a 

hunter is also responsible for the protection and preservation of game animals,ò Datu 

Migketay said. 

 

With regard to fishing, since they only have freshwater waterways in Bukidnon, a two-

week break is observed after every fish harvest from streams. Datu Migketay described that the 

old way of fishing is damming a portion of a stream, after which the full-grown fish are gathered. 

The dam is removed and the rest of the fish are allowed to go free. The tribes also respect prior 
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claims to a stretch of the stream. No one dams a stream and harvests from an area from which 

someone else has already been harvesting fish. 

 

Only full-grown dipterocarp species too are cut for making houses. Trees that bear nuts 

and fruits are left to live on for as long as these continue to fruit. 

 

ñWhen logging came in, chainsaws were introduced and the dipterocarp like lawaan 

and wild pine were all cut down. After that, the IPs had no other recourse but to cut 

down trees that bear wild nuts to build their houses with. Worse, logging introduced the 

concept of selling lumber. While before, the IPs regarded dipterocarp trees as 

investments for building a home in the future, now they see them in terms of board 

feet,ò he added. 

ADSDPP of the Daraghuyan 

The idea of building the Mount Kitanglad Cultural and Heritage Center was presented 

to the KIN in early 2005, a few months after the Daraghuyan tribe in Dalwangan applied for a 

CADT, and thus the work required for an ADSDPP was woven into the realization of the center. 

 

According to KINôs ñMt. Kitanglad Cultural Heritage Center: Establishing Support 

Mechanism for Traditional Governance in Mt. Kitanglad Range Natural Park,ò
11

 the MKCHC 

project aims to: 

 

 Establish the tribal administration office of Mt. Kitanglad Cultural Heritage 

Center to promote indigenous traditional leadership in documenting and 

protecting sacred and cultural zones; 

 

 Assist confidence building among indigenous peoples to enhance leadership, 

and reinforce solidarity of the three Kitanglad groups, and; 

 

 Support income generation of the community by improving the MKCHC 

model. 

 

As such, the MKCHC ñcompoundò includes a space for organic farming. With Bae Inatlawanôs 

key role in the application for a CADT for her tribe, complemented by her being a PAMB 

member, the PAMB along with the DENR, NCIP and NGOs sat down together in September 

2004 to harmonize the Daraghuyan ADSDPP with the Protected Area Management Plan. In 
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March 2005, the PAMB passed a resolution endorsing the ancestral domain claim, one of the 

requirements for a CADT application. 

 

The application for a CADT has already been approved, Bae Inatlawan said, but for some 

unknown reason, the document itself has not yet been released to the tribe. 

 

ñI personally checked on the status of our application with the NCIP central office in 

Manila and Iôm happy with the fact that the specifications for our ancestral domain are 

already in official records. It was there,ò Bae Inatlawan said.   

 

The initial work that led to the setting up of MKCHC saw the establishment of a tangkal 

within the project area. The closest definition of a tangkal is a habitat management zone as 

defined under the NIPAS Law (Republic Act 7586) and its implementing rules and regulations. 

The MKCHC is also being prepared to become a self-sustaining, income-generating eco-

cultural tourism site. To date, the tribe has a say in the entry of mountain climbers and bird 

watchers and other visitors to Mount Kitanglad. 

 

For some time at the start of the protected area management, the entry of visitors who 

only need to seek permits from the DENR and not the tribes had been an irritant to the 

indigenous communities. In the early part of the PAMBôs existence, Bae Inatlawan recalled, 

Protected Area Supervisor (Pasu) Felix S. Mirasol Jr. often told her not to make it difficult for 

mountain climbers passing through the tribeôs areas on their way to the peak of Mount 

Kitanglad. It was a constant cause of argument between them; she was blamed for causing the 

DENR embarrassment since mountain climbers were their visitors. 

 

Her contention was that the entry of mountain climbers to Mount Kitanglad without 

asking permission from the tribes is like the entry of a stranger to someoneôs house without 

permission. 

 

ñThe forest is our home and these people were entering our homes without even 

knocking, without even asking permission, thus we made it a point to block their 

progress so that these people will realize that they have to respect us and our home,ò 

Bae Inatlawan said.  
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The same source of irritation was shared by Datu Migketay who said that in their 

annual pilgrimage to the peak they would encounter mountaineers, who had climbing permits 

issued by DENR but no corresponding ones from the indigenous communities. 

 

ñIt is specified in the permit that mountaineers should seek the permission of the tribal 

people, but many disregard that,ò he said. 

 

Bae Inatlawan said this has significantly lessened, since relations within PAMB have 

become more amiable and non-indigenous members have come to understand indigenous 

peoples better. 

 

ñNow, whenever a group intends to trek up, Sir Felix (Pasu Mirasol) would call me up to 

say so and I would require the mountaineers to undergo a ritual. That is all we are 

asking for, that we ask the permission of the spirits first before we allow these people to 

enter the forest,ò she said.  

 

With the improved relationship with PAMB, she added, the tribe whose area is 

traversed by mountaineers or bird watchers gets a share of the fees for upkeep of the forests. 

But more than that, she said, Pasu Mirasol now makes it a point to explain to them any program 

or official actions that affect Mount Kitanglad. 

 

A paper prepared by Datu Makapukaw and Mirasol as early as 2004 already 

acknowledged the key problems that beset protected area management in Kitanglad, of which 

one major lesson learned was that: ñPark management can be implemented successfully by 

changing the locus of decision-making from national agencies to local levels emphasizing multi-

sectoral participation.ò
12

 The same report admitted insensitivity to local culture, and the action 

taken was to conduct meetings in Binukid, the dialect of the indigenous peoples in Bukidnon. 

 

In relation to this, the Declaration of Principles of IPRA states that ñthe State shall 

recognize and promote all the rights of Indigenous Cultural Communities/Indigenous Peoples.ò 

Among those it enumerates are:  

 rights of ICCs/IPs within the framework of national unity and development;  

 rights of ICCs/IPs to their ancestral domains and recognition of the applicability 

of customary laws governing property rights or relations;  

 rights to preserve and develop their cultures, traditions, and institutions; the full 

measure of human rights and freedoms without distinctions or discriminations;  



19 | P a g e 

 

 right to cultural integrity and an equal footing with regards rights and 

opportunities which national laws and regulations grant to other members of 

the population.  

 

Further, IPRA underscores the obligations of the state to ñthe strong expression of the 

ICCs/IPs for cultural integrity by assuring maximum ICC/IP participation in the direction of 

education, health, as well as other services of ICCs/IPs, in order to render such services more 

responsive to the needs and desires of these communitiesò. 

 

The experiences of the tribes in Mount Kitanglad, however, show that despite the law 

and official recognition of some basic problems in park management, the indigenous peoples 

are still left to fight for recognition of their rights even when dealing with government. 
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Future in Confined Space 

State of constant assertion 

 

It was a long battle for assertion of their rights before the indigenous peoples of 

Kitanglad through Bae Inatlawan and Datu Makapukaw were finally heard and given credence 

in the PAMB, whose establishment is borne from the Mount Kitanglad Range Protected Area 

Act of 2000. Section 2 under Declaration of Policy states that: ñIt is therefore the policy of the 

State to ensure protection and preservation of Mt. Kitanglad Range, the communities, their 

culture and way of life therein in accord with the rhythm and harmony of nature.ò 

 

ñThese days, when a project is proposed, Datu Makapukaw and I are informed by the 

PAMB. If there is a proposed law that can affect our people, these are explained to us, 

unlike before when we would just be shown signed documents in the manner that the 

Mount Kitanglad Protected Area was declared, where not one of our people was 

consulted,ò Bae Inatlawan said. 

 

Until now, however, the prohibited acts clause remains, and thus the tribes can enter 

the forest only for their rituals and pilgrimages and nothing else. 

 

The members of PAMB may be more aware of the voices of the indigenous peoplesô 

representatives, but the need to assert what should be given them as prescribed by the law 

continues. Datu Makapukaw said that he recently submitted a proposal to PAMB requiring 

mountain climbers and other visitors to Mount Kitanglad to pay a  ñdisturbance feeò to the 

indigenous peoples to cover the lost dayôs productive work when their leaders are called on to 

perform the ritual before entering the mountain, and sometimes, even to accompany the 

visitors. This proposal will have to go through the long bureaucratic process, but that is all right 

with him, so long as people are made aware that indigenous peoples are also occupied with 

other tasks and livelihood activities, and taking them out from these incurs some cost, much like 

a worker losing a dayôs worth of wages. 

 

Datu Makapukaw has other proposals he wants to submit. One is the proposal for the 

eight municipalities to pool some funds to cover attendance in PAMB meetings by the council of 

elders. Among PAMB members, indigenous leaders are the poorest, and it costs them a lot just 

to attend a meeting. Pointing out that PAMB operates autonomously from DENR central office, 

such that it can craft its own programs and policies based on existing law, and make its own 
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budget to be approved just by the provincial DENR, all that the indigenous representatives 

need to do is to make the most of this autonomy.  

 

But Datu Makapukaw admits that indigenous representatives remain at a disadvantage 

compared to other board members because of the lack of representation, absence of written 

documents on how the tribes administer to things, lack of technical know-how, and the fact that 

they do not get any compensation for their service to the board. 

 

ñThatôs all that they lack,ò he said.  

 

While Datu Makapukaw may downplay what the tribal representatives need to be on 

equal footing with the rest of PAMB, these are key factors that marginalize their voices and 

influence in the policy-making body. This is especially so because, as admitted by both Datu 

Makapukaw and Bae Inatlawan, they are the only ones speaking up for the tribes among the 

eight tribal representatives. Take these two out of the equation, and what is left are leaders who 

can easily be overwhelmed by the tasks expected of them.   

Disconnect between indigenous knowledge and conservation programs  

 

That the indigenous peoples had to fight for their voices to be heard within PAMB is 

best illustrated by forest-based programs that have stalled simply because the indigenous 

peoples see no wisdom in participating in these. The one that stands out is the reforestation 

project. There are four such projects in the protected area, they said, but the tribes are staying 

away from these. Only the barangay councils are taking part. 

 

Bae Inatlawan said they put their foot down against this because the reforestation 

program prohibits the harvesting of trees. 

 

ñWe are for reforestation but only on the condition that the trees can be harvested,ò Bae 

Inatlawan said. ñIf we will be made to plant and yet not allowed to harvest, we could just 

be leaving behind a problem instead of a legacyé We do not like that because we 

might just be sending our grandchildren to jail all because of what we have planted,ò 

she said. 

 

Following tribal ways, she said the succeeding generations would see the trees as an 

investment for their future homes, decide to cut these in the belief that these were planted by 

their grandparents for them to use, and end up behind bars instead. 
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Other projects also do not conform to indigenous knowledge, like the massive planting 

of giant bamboo in forest areas, when bamboos are appropriate only for headwaters and 

riverbanks. The primary role of bamboo in nature, Datu Migketay said, is to hold soil and help 

prevent water sources from drying up. 

 

ñWill bamboo plants contribute to the ecological biodiversity of a forest? No, because 

young trees cannot survive along with bamboo plants. The bamboo roots spread so 

wide and thick and fast, these will strangle the saplings. Bamboos cannot provide food 

nor sh\elter forest creatures; only weevils and snakes live among bamboos,ò Datu 

Migketay said. 

 

The datu said even abaca will be strangled by bamboo if the two are planted in one 

area. Abaca thrives in dipterocarp forests. In comparison, a balite (Banyan) can host honey 

bees, hornbills and many other birds, as well as monkeys and bats. These are the types of 

trees that should remain in forests so as to sustain biodiversity, he said. 

 

The disconnection, however, will not disappear for as long as mainstream society and 

those who have the mandate over protected areas, including the rest of PAMB members and 

all government units from barangay to national level, are not sensitive to the nuances of 

indigenous knowledge and practices. 

 

Datu Makapukaw cited the experience with the tribal guards, who were under the 

command of the datus and made to become the KGV. The DENR proposed the formal training 

of these guards to be the foot soldiers for the protected area, which virtually is the datusô 

territory. Their organization was also formalized so that they could receive honoraria. 

 

Datu Makapukaw explained that the KGVôs role is to monitor and warn those doing 

kaingin or slash-and-burn farming in Kitanglad. Those who continue despite a warning will be 

reported to the datu who will in turn forward the case to the protected area supervisor and then 

file a case against the violator.  

 

ñBut it shouldnôt end at that. The DENR should have a desk manned by a cultural 

expert who receives an appropriate salary, the fiscalôs office should have a cultural 

desk, even the courts and the police. How can you expect the indigenous violator to 

understand and for these agencies to understand him if even our dialect is different. 
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There has to be a cultural desk so that these issues can be addressed with a clear 

understanding of indigenous culture,ò Datu Makapukaw said. 

 

That is just for law enforcement in the protected area. There is a whole gamut of 

interactions that can easily be lost in translation within the framework of protected area 

management. 

 

Thus, the divide will remain for as long as indigenous peoples, especially their leaders, 

cannot expound on indigenous knowledge and practices in a manner that can be grasped by 

those they have to interact with. This brings to the fore Datu Makapukawôs proposal for the 

documentation of their indigenous knowledge system and practices to serve as the ñbibleò on 

how indigenous peoples govern themselves and how their knowledge and practices cannot be 

separated from all that surrounds them in the forests and their communities. 

 

ñSo that the people in government will see and realize that this is what is covered by 

our executive responsibilities in forestlands; that forests are not just about the 

mountains, the trees, and water. But all these can only be understood when it is done 

in writing,ò Datu Makapukaw said. 

 

By deliberating the distinct knowledge, practices and belief system of the indigenous 

peoples of Kitanglad, a better understanding may be had of what it is that they are standing up 

for, some of them in apparent defiance of government. 

 

ñEven before it was declared as a protected area, Mt. Kitanglad has been there and the 

tribes have had prior ownership of it. Kitanglad has been the landmark of traditional 

peace pacts among the different tribes in Mindanao where traditional territories are 

concerned; these are all based on IP history,ò Datu Migketay said. 

 

ñBut from how it is now, IPs are looked down on as if they do not deserve a part in the 

wealth of the nation, all because they have not been able to deliberate the importance 

of their roles in a comprehensible manner like in a formal proposal. If we continue as 

we are doing, only the insurgent movement will benefit because the IPs who feel 

government has neglected them will just join the rebels,ò Datu Makapukaw said.  

 

The law is very clear about the full recognition of the rights of indigenous peoples to 

their ancestral domains; it even declares that ñall lands presently occupied by indigenous 
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cultural communities since time immemorial shall be presumed to be ancestral lands.ò It is also 

stated that traditional property regimes exercised through the tribesô customary laws govern the 

relationships of individuals in these communities with respect to all land and resources found 

within ancestral domains. And yet they stand to be penalized if they are caught hunting game 

and gathering forest products. The law, in fact, is a paradox that binds the indigenous peoples 

to forever fight for what should already be theirs under the intent of the law. 

 

What could have been 

 

Had the understanding and appreciation of the indigenous peoplesô role in forest 

management been at the forefront in the crafting of laws that affect them, and had their voices 

been heard even before the law was crafted, the focus of protection and conservation would 

have been the indigenous knowledge and practice systems and not individual components of 

the mountain range like the land, creatures, trees and waterways, to which the present law is 

tilted. 

 

Bae Inatlawan said bluntly that had they been consulted beforehand, there would not 

have been any need for such law. 

 

ñThe IPs have already been protecting this, what is the need for declaring a protected 

area if it is already protected? Instead, what should have been reinforced was how the 

IPs protect Kitanglad,ò Bae Inatlawan said. 

 

ñThat is why I am constantly reminding the PAMB to recognize our ways of protecting 

the forest. All that government is doing is planting trees and protecting the watersheds 

and water sources,ò she said. ñWhat has been disregarded is the protection by the 

spirits and the rituals that will call on them to keep our waters clean and watch over our 

forests. No matter how many trees we plant, these can easily be toppled by the spirit of 

the wind, which can then bring in drought, and then the fire. Now, what is there to 

protect if the forest is all burned down?ò 

 

ñWhat is lost is the awareness that everything is according to the will of the spirits. All 

that man wills has to be with the consent of the spirits,ò Datu Makapukaw said. 

 

But most of all, by removing the indigenous peoples from the elements of the forests 

and taking over their protection as separate elements, the whole dynamics of symbiosis 
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between man and forest that has sustained Kitanglad before logging became the norm, was 

also removed. 

 

ñIf we were to imagine the crisis the forest is in, that is also the crisis the IPs are in. 

Because while the IPs could have been encouraged to seek better methods of 

protecting the forests through this law, what the law did was to prohibit them from 

practicing what they have been doing throughout time, and so they no longer care 

about the forest,ò Datu Migketay said. ñIn any conservation initiative, the participation 

and interaction of the people should not be removed.ò 

 

No room left for holistic culture 

 

What is left of the indigenous cultures and practices after ten years of implementation 

of the Protected Area Act is almost nil. As earlier discussed, their very existence has been 

endangered when the law disallowed them to hunt, gather and harvest from the forest. 

 

ñThis kind of protected area management most affected our culture. If we look at 

culture that covers social, economic, political and spiritual aspects of a people, the 

spiritual aspect of our culture is still strong, but the socio-economic relationship within 

the culture has been eroded,ò Datu Migketay said 

 

But even had they been allowed to, the decades of commercial logging operations that 

preceded the protected area declaration had already wiped out what could have sustained the 

tribes for generations to come. 

 

ñWhat is there to hunt when the wild animals have long been decimated? There are still 

wild boar, but these are now hiding deep in the remaining forests when before, wild 

pigs would parade right outside our village,ò Datu Migketay said. ñMy father Datu 

Kinulintang who was a hunter once had to climb up a tree to escape a horde of wild 

pigs. But by the time we were all grown up, the stories of my brother who was also a 

hunter were all that remained. If you listen to him, itôs as if he was able to hunt down 

one game every single day when in truth it was already a good year if he was able to 

get one.ò  
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There is also the problem within the tribes themselves. Many of those who have 

acquired higher education are not beyond taking advantage of those less educated among their 

people. Many others no longer believe in their customary ways. 

 

ñMany IPs now are becoming cunning, especially those who are well educated. They 

appoint themselves as datus and have many strategies to grab power,ò Datu 

Makapukaw said. ñSome have been converted to a religion and are thus inclined to 

follow the preaching of their pastor or priest. They have forgotten the customary laws 

regarding water, the rituals before planting, their relationship with the soil, the people, 

and the sacred spaces. All these they have lost; their brains now run by óbatteriesô,ò 

Bae Inatlawan said. 

 

ñThe beliefs system will not easily be lost, and the tribes may still abide by customary 

laws, but all these are already on a survival mode. While the culture is still alive, its 

space is now constricted,ò Datu Migketay adds. 

 

Throughout history, the role of indigenous peoples and their indigenous knowledge and 

practices have been swept aside, from the introduction of religion that looked down on them as 

pagans to the laws and commerce that denied them of the very source of their existence. How 

their culture has survived through all these is a study in resiliency and the realization that their 

traditional ways are synchronized with the ways of nature. 

 

There is much to learn of their ways that can spell the difference between a forest that 

sustains life and that which can only provide oxygen and carbon traps. In a world that is 

becoming desperate for means to provide food and a life-giving environment for a growing 

population, there is a need to understand nature like those who see the loss of biodiversity and 

respect for nature as a cause for the calamities that now ravage us. And for the Talaandig and 

Daraghuyan of Kitanglad, the spirits that dwell within and the laws set out by nature and the 

Creator. 

 

ñAll the laws of nature and man should not be by man but by God. The poverty we are 

now experiencing, the low productivity of our agriculture, all these are the penalties for 

our disregard of these laws,ò Datu Makapukaw said. 

 

Many may scoff or laugh at this, but just as many are praying to their own Creators, 

prophets, and saints for divine intervention. Truly, there is a lot we can learn from the 
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indigenous peoples, especially when we need to focus on sustainability. But we can only learn 

from them if we look at the problems we are trying to address in the same manner that they 

look at it ï in a holistic way where resources and knowledge cannot be separated from culture 

and beliefs. 

 

As we read through their narratives that move from the physical to the metaphysical, 

we should not pick out only the physical because of our refusal to believe in the spirits they hold 

in high regard. Indigenous culture is complex and cannot easily be divided into bits and pieces 

or lumped into one standard or a fixed conclusion. This will require specialization and focus on 

specific interests to derive the greatest benefit from the indigenous knowledge and resources. 

Otherwise, one can be lost in their sheer complexity. 

 

There is indeed urgency in Datu Makapukawôs insistence on the documentation of the 

ways and mores of the tribes because their predominantly oral traditions that lay down a very 

complex culture passed on from generation to generation are, as tribal leaders attest, already 

on the last throes of survival. Once lost, gone too will be the traditional knowledge and 

understanding of biodiversity as their ancestors had lived in. As it is, no one can tell for sure 

how much has already been lost and how much remains, while those that have been 

documented are not readily accessible to the tribes and the general public. 

 

One other concern regarding the indigenous peoplesô role in deliberating and 

establishing protected areas is capacity-building of its leaders, key members and institutions, 

such as the Daraghuyanôs MKCHC and the Talaandigôs SLT. Clearly, the number of indigenous 

leaders who can articulate and stand up for their complex culture and systems of beliefs is 

dwindling. Left to fend on their own, they can only do so much to pass on their understanding, 

wisdom and capabilities to the next generation as soon as possible. The key leaders, as they 

are today, are already reaching if not past their prime, but the young generation has still not 

fully imbibed what they are fighting and standing up for. This is so because of the limited 

resources, space, and time that can be allotted for the quick succession of the young. There is 

regular school, television and the vagaries of youth that come into play. 

  

Given the extent of work left to do ï from documentation, dissemination to development 

of understanding -- when the elements being explained are no longer as apparent, there is 

indeed very little time left. But as the experience of protected area management would show, 

the good intentions of any undertaking will just lead to perdition if delivered by those who do not 

comprehend indigenous culture. Simply said, the indigenous peoples have to stand up for 
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themselves, but they can only do this if they are given support to enhance their capabilities, 

whether in terms of leadership development or in comprehending the world they have to 

interact with, without losing their identity. At the same time, the outside community too needs to 

exert effort to understand the dynamics within an indigenous cultural community. 
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Recommendations 

 

Clearly, the declaration of a protected area that did not emanate from those who have 

lived within the area through generations and was not designed with a clear understanding of 

the complex relationships within forestlands and indigenous communities created more harm 

than its intended benefits.  

 

The experience in Mount Kitanglad illustrates the importance of a thorough 

understanding of the biodiversity of a protected area to include indigenous peoplesô interaction 

and practices, and how excluding these violates not only their rights but also the over-all 

success of the protection program. The only way to craft such management program is to 

involve the indigenous peoples from the drafting of the law to its full implementation, with the 

clear mandate to give the existing indigenous community control over the forestlands they 

occupy. 

 

The tribes themselves have said that before they were finally able to assert their 

presence, the government only saw the land, plants, forest animals, and river systems and not 

how all these were interlaced with the ways of life of the indigenous forest dwellers. As such, 

the focus was in conserving and rehabilitating the forests in sheer disregard of the forest 

people.  

 

On the brighter side, the continuing dynamics within PAMB for the protected area and 

the communities, specifically the tribal leaders and non-government organizations, have shown 

how a better understanding of indigenous peoplesô issues about the land and their culture can 

enhance not only environment protection but also community participation. 

 

That the battle for better understanding dragged on for a decade, however, cannot be 

blamed solely on mainstream society and government, and that is because indigenous 

peoples/cultural communities existed beyond what we commonly understood and perceived. 

 

But while the indigenous peoples of Kitanglad have already achieved levels of 

institution- and capacity-building that many other indigenous groups in Mindanao have not 

reached, they continue to suffer from the same discrimination and lack of understanding 

because of very basic infirmities.  

 

The study thus makes the following recommendations: 
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1. Comprehensive documentation 

 

The importance of documenting indigenous knowledge and practices that anyone who 

works in forest environments or programs can easily access and understand cannot be over 

emphasized. Over and over in this study, we stumbled on the fact that the rights of the 

indigenous peoples have been violated even though both IPRA and NIPAS guarantee the 

protection of indigenous rights. But how can such rights be respected if these have not been 

comprehensively explained and documented in a manner that can be reviewed and pulled out 

anytime someone needs such information and source of understanding? 

 

Much can also be learned from indigenous peoplesô sustainable forest management, 

organic farming and biodiversity practices that have been handed down through oral tradition 

from generation to generation. The years since the forests have been denuded by logging and 

since activities were prohibited as part of protected area management have put a stop to these 

practices. Without a deliberate move to document these soon, these practices can become but 

vague memories.   

 

Of great importance is that the process and tools for documentation should be culturally 

appropriate and can navigate through the oral traditions and customs of the tribes. To ensure 

this, the documentation and research results have to be verified and pass scrutiny by the 

communities studied. 

 

2.  Capacity-building for all 

 

The documentation, however, cannot be expected to be able to present the complex 

world of the indigenous peoples if they themselves do not have the capacity to participate in 

such an undertaking. It should thus be made clear that together with the need to document 

indigenous knowledge to ensure its protection is capacity-building for the main actors ï the 

indigenous peoples. This includes the ability to articulate their culture, practices and needs. 

 

Further, the gap apparent in the implementation of NIPAS -- from policy-making by 

PAMB to interaction with government units, agencies and communities ï and the intent to 

respect indigenous peoplesô rights can be traced to lack of capacity among indigenous leaders 

and members, staff of government bodies, and all other organizations working and with interest 
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in the protected area and its management. Thus, the effort to conserve nature and preserve 

indigenous knowledge and practices has to go hand in hand with capacity-building programs 

for all who have a stake in Mount Kitanglad. This goes for all those who intend to work with the 

tribes like NGOs or institutions so as not to further degrade indigenous peoples and their 

cultures. This will prevent such unfortunate incidents like the visiting researcher who saw 

nothing but the chickens and coins offered in rituals, and not the solemnity and spirit of 

acceptance such rituals engender. 

 

3.  Venue for sustained cultural, tribal exchange and discussions 

 

To this day, awareness is low of indigenous cultures outside the superficial recognition 

of indigenous dances and colorful costumes especially by the outside world. This superficial 

awareness can only be converted into a deeper understanding through the promotion of 

dialogue and exchange of experiences among tribes as well as with the outside world. This can 

enable the tribes to come up with common programs for the benefit of individual tribes, and at 

the very least, enhance their participation in PAMB. Continued dialogues between and among 

tribes can also strengthen their generations-old ties that have engendered such annual 

activities like the Panendan, the coming together of boundary keepers at the Tagoloan River 

headwaters, which represents the traditional peace pacts crafted by the different tribes around 

the river. It can also change the continuing low regard given indigenous peoples and their 

cultures, especially when immersion programs are institutionalized. 

 

A lack of venue for the tribal representatives of PAMB to discuss concerns and issues 

among themselves was among the factors Datu Makapukaw identified as limiting their active 

participation in meetings. The absence of funds for such meetings has become a stumbling 

block for them to craft policy proposals that benefit not just the protected area but the 

communities living within, as well. 

 

In the process of sustained exchange and communication, parameters can be set with 

regards cultural sensitivity and ethics that can measure the propriety of actions and programs 

designed for indigenous communities. 

 

4.  Protecting indigenous rights over resources, domain 
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While the above three recommendations already engender protection of indigenous 

knowledge, systems should be set in place to ensure that measures and programs designed for 

recognition of indigenous peoplesô rights over the resources and their ancestral domain include 

deliberate steps to reinforce partnership between them and local governments down to the 

barangay level. The insults suffered by Bae Inatlawan in getting their barangay councilôs 

endorsement of the tribeôs ancestral domain claim is a concrete example of how an indigenous 

community can be marginalized by even the smallest unit of governance. How can this be 

avoided in future endeavors of indigenous peoples, whether in applying for AD claims or in 

pushing forward programs for indigenous knowledge-based forest management and climate 

change adaptation? These can be addressed through a strong partnership between 

government units and the people as well as the establishment of wider networks among 

indigenous peoples, other local government units, NGOs and even the academe.  

 

Also, the prohibitions that came with the Mount Kitanglad Protected Area Management 

Act most affected the cultural diversity of the tribes and the biological diversity of the forests ï 

e.g. planting of bamboo within forest areas. The problem emanates from the act of removing 

the indigenous peoples from the land, which may not have the infrastructure the outside world 

associates with prior occupation, but are in fact that way because within those forests are the 

wellsprings of their knowledge and spirituality. 

 

5.  Developing culturally-sensitive awareness 

 

Underlying all that has gone wrong in protected area management and rehabilitation of 

Mount Kitanglad is the absence of cultural sensitivity. The same, however, cannot be achieved 

overnight and with just one dialogue or conference. The complexity of indigenous culture and 

knowledge requires a long-running awareness-raising on the importance of the indigenous 

peoples and their indigenous knowledge in conserving nature and adapting to a changing 

environment. The indigenous peoples, as they are, are not just threatened by displacement and 

climate change. There are also issues involving the forestlands, which both indigenous and 

mainstream communities have to understand and act on. 

 

Activities that stimulate discussions and better appreciation of indigenous culture and 

knowledge will likewise enable the indigenous communities to craft their own solutions to 

problems they face, whether natural because of continued denudation of forests, or man-made 

because of intrusion for bioprospecting, mining, land-grabbing and similar threats they continue 

to face. 
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Above all, the indigenous peoples should be assisted in developing tools by which they 

can assess how much damage their traditional culture has been subjected to. By being enabled 

to measure how much has been taken from them, they will be aware too of how much more 

work they should exert to preserve and enhance what remains. A key is the participation of the 

successor-generation in activities that analyse and enrich their indigenous knowledge and 

practices. 

 

All these are not new ideas and recommendations, and yet these are not on the ground 

or are not fully supported and sustained. These are basic requirements for better understanding 

and appreciation of the importance of the indigenous peoples in resource management and 

climate change adaptation. The fact that these are still needed answers the nagging question of 

why indigenous peoples continue to be discriminated against, displaced and disregarded, and 

their mastery of the forests, wasted. 
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