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When informal settlement communities are not united nor empowered, all too often, an eviction notice 
or a fire is sufficient to expel the residents.  But when a community organizes, as in the case of the 
Estero de San Miguel – Legarda, with research, planning, and networking, there is hope for negotiating 
a fair compromise with the government, and remaining on the land they call home.      
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History of the Estero de San Miguel - Legarda 
  

 

 

 

  

As told by local Barangay Captain, Filomena Cinco, in a series of interviews. 

  

Dec 26, 2011.  11:00am.  Fire breaks out 

along the river bank of the Legarda Esteros, 

totally gutting 89 wall-to-wall shanty structures 

home to 186 families.  Every person was able to 

escape the flames with the clothes on their 

backs, but not much more.  Most had been in 

their homes resting from a full Christmas 

celebration the night before, while many 

families were off visiting relatives in the 

provinces.  

By 3pm, the fire was declared “controlled,” and 

the community members gathered themselves 

at the scene.  Barangay captain, Filomena 

Cinco, immediately called a meeting of all the 

head-of-households (mostly fathers).  “There’s 

a pattern,” she said, “among slum communities 

who are stubbornly resistant to eviction:  fire, 

then barricade.”  There was little doubt in their 

minds that the fire was a strategic, last attempt 

to dis-empower a community that was on the 

verge of its ground-breaking event (Dec 30) that 

would begin erecting permanent houses on the 

land and solidify the community’s long-sought 

land tenure.  

But this community on the banks of the 

Legarda Esteros, after a decade of cleverly 

mediating a plan for permanent rights to the 

land they were living on, was not about to be 

out-done.   

Captain Cinco called all able community 

members to immediately begin clean-up.  By 

the end of the day, any and all scrap material 

that could be sold had been brought to a 

central location.  Then the men of the 

community took posts barricading the border 

of the community so that no one could enter to 

barricade them out.   

The following day, the gathered junk was at 

once sold to a junk shop, generating P240,000 

($5,854 USD), which was immediately divided 

equally among the families.  It was just enough 

for each family to purchase plywood (for floors 

and walls), and roofing for a skeleton of a 

shelter.   

Captain Cinco then gathered the carpentry-

wise men and posed the question, “How many 

of these shanties can we build in a day?  3-4 per 

work crew?  Let’s get to work!”  By the end of 

the 5th day, every family was equipped with the 

bare bones of an erected structure.   

On the sixth day, the antagonistic LGU (local 

governing unit) sent representatives to deliver 

the message that no one should build new 

houses on the land.  “Well, see for yourselves,” 

replied Captain Cinco, “all the houses have 

already been rebuilt!”  The representatives 

toured the site of the freshly-finished houses, 

taking photos to document the facts.   

On the seventh day, Captain Cinco and her 

crew were summoned to the LGU offices and 

charged with insubordination.  “You’re building 

houses and you weren’t supposed to!” they 

chided.  “Sir, when we got the memo, all the 

houses had already been built!”  Once again, 

the LGU was appalled and frustrated at the 

cleverness and unified cooperation of the 

stubborn residents of the Estero.   
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Beginnings.   
This wasn’t the first time that outside entities 

had been confounded by the Estero members 

of barangay 412.  Over a decade earlier, in 

2000, an eviction notice was delivered to this 

informal settlement along the river, stating that 

the bull-dozers were to arrive the next day.  A 

band of nanays (mothers), determined to not 

give in without at least a conversation about 

their options, went immediately to the mayor, 

asking for intervention.  Unable to override the 

demolition notice himself, he sent them to get 

a written order from City Administration.  

Colonel Dinisio was in a closed-door meeting at 

the time, that lasted until 1:00am, so naturally 

he was quite shocked to see a tired bunch of 

nanays waiting for him at the door when he 

emerged.  At first he objected that he could not 

type a letter for them at this late hour, but 

when they promptly presented him with paper 

and a pen, he was able to scratch out a letter 

ordering demolition to stop until a consultation 

could be had with the community.  Surely the 

demolition team would doubt the letter’s 

authenticity, so along with his signature, the 

nanays advised that he include his cell phone 

number, which he promptly gave.   

Sure enough, when the team showed up the 

next day to demolish, they didn’t believe the 

hand-written letter, until they called the 

Colonel’s cell phone and heard the declaration 

for themselves!  

 

From that point on, the group of nanays, along 

with other community members, organized 

themselves and began the long, hard work of 

lobbying for a proper conversation about the 

conditions necessary for them to continue 

living on the land that they have been calling 

‘home.’ 

A United Neighborhood. 
“Nagkakaisang Mamamayan ng 

Legarda” neighborhood 

organization is born. 

In the midst of lobbying, (mostly writing letters 

to the government asking to say on-site), it 

became apparent to the Legarda Estero 

residents that interest groups in the 

government objected to the settlers’ presence 

because settlers on the river banks tend to 

contribute to the trash filling the waterways.  
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To prove that they would not be part of the 

problem, and could in fact be part of the 

solution, the households of the Legarda Estero 

organized themselves into a weekly rotation 

of daily clean-up teams to fish the trash out of 

the stream running under & beside their 

houses.   

That same year, Filomena Cinco, the band of 

nanays’ audacious leader, brought together the 

community and collected P100 ($2.50 USD, ¼ 

of a day’s minimum wage, but about ½ of a day’s 

actual income) from each family (amounting to 

P8,000), which they then used to hire an 

architect, who came up with a design for 

houses-on-stilts that would be appropriate for 

their location.  If the neighborhood was to be 

serious about gaining their land rights, they 

would have to start planning suggestions for 

how they could continue to live there 

unobtrusively and in accordance with 

government regulations.   

Mayor Atienza liked their driven efforts, and 

promised the barangay that for as long as his 

term lasted, he would see to it that they would 

not be demolished.   

In 2003, the organized neighborhood group 

was officially registered as an organization:  

“Nagkakaisang Mamamayan ng Legarda” 

(NML) (United Citizens of Legarda), with 

Filomena Cinco as the president.  

 

  

Filomena Cinco, the bold, witty, straight-talking, justice-conscious now Captain of the Legarda 

Estero barangay 412, has a long history of being out-spoken and pro-active about correcting 

injustices when she sees them.  While she was a student at University of the Philippines, her mom 

would say to her, “oh, Mena, it’s good to see you home again, alive” because of her  

fearlessness in meeting antagonists face-to-face.     Even when she was a 

child in the province, she once approached the respected Attorney in her 

town to reprimand him for presumptuously cutting to the front of a 

long line they were all waiting in.  And as a young woman, agitated the 

wealthy families in her church by  (with the priest’s permission) removing 

the ‘reserved’ signs from the front rows of the pews, and plopping her 

Sunday school students conspicuously in the first three rows for the 

service.   
 

So, it should come as no surprise that she would organize her current 

neighbors to negotiate a fair housing situation.   
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Opposition Continues.   
In 2004, the favorable Mayor Atienza was 

replaced by Mayor Lim, and threats of eviction 

and demolition returned to the riverside 

shanties.  Heading the cause of the river 

beautification project was the Pasig River 

Rehabilitation Commission (PRRC), whose 

goal was, in accordance with the Mandamus 

supreme court mandate, to clear out any 

houses within 3 meters of the riverbanks.  

Whenever representatives from a local 

government unit (LGU) would visit to do 

tagging of houses targeted for clearing, 

community members would fetch 

neighborhood organization President Cinco to 

interrogate them.  But they could not be 

stopped.  The best tactic would be to continue 

building up the community cohesiveness and 

their case for being awarded land rights before 

the beautification team reaches demolition 

phase.   

 

President Cinco and her team propelled 

themselves forward, strengthening the 

community by educating community 

members and leaders through a series of 

capability-building seminars and related 

activities. They practiced showing strong 

resistance and voicing out ‘what the people 

want’ in relation to the land they’re on.     

In an effort to put some backing to their words, 

the community started its own savings group 

in Nov 2009.  The money they began collecting 

every month from each family (into individual 

savings, according to each family’s abilities) 

would be useful in making down-payments on 

land (to which they hope to gain titles) and 

sturdy houses they hope to construct.  More-

over, it would be concrete evidence of their 

seriousness and increasing ability to purchase 

the land and proposed improved housing.   

Partnership with UPA begins. 
Up to this point, various land rights 

organizations had approached Legarda’s 

neighborhood organization, NML, to offer their 

help, but always with membership fees or 

hidden agendas.  And NML consistently turned 

down their offers.   

But in August 2010, Urban Poor Associates 

(UPA), a reputable advocacy group known for 

its diplomacy and non-violence, approached 

NML, with an offer to help.  Seeing that they 

had neither membership fees nor required 

participation in public protests, and 

furthermore, that they were quite organized, 

competent, and had connections to important 

public figures, NML gladly accepted, and a 

brilliant partnership was born.   

At this point, with some outside experience & 

guidance to add to the community’s existing 

cohesiveness and diligence, the pace picked up 

rapidly.   

Around this same time, NML President 

Filomena Cinco also became Captain of the 

Pasig River Rehabilitation Commission  

vision for riverside clean-up 
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barangay, thereby streamlining the efforts on 

behalf of the barangay.   

In UPA’s philosophy of community 

development, their role is to help the 

neighborhood organization pin-point what they 

want to tackle next, and then help equip them 

with any inside connections they have, to drive 

the process forward.   

One of UPA & NML’s first joint efforts was to 

initiate a dialogue with PRRC, the river 

beautification commission, the primary force 

behind the riverside clear-out.  This would be 

the first time the two strong personalities, 

Captain Cinco of NML, and Gina Lopez of PRRC, 

would meet face-to-face.   

 

Gina Lopez confrontation. 
Captain Cinco seems to enjoy recounting the 

story of when she and Gina Lopez had their first 

encounters.  UPA and NML had sent several 

letters requesting to meet Gina Lopez on 

certain dates; having received no reply, UPA & 

barangay 412 just decided to show up on the 

proposed date at ABS-CBN.  Gina pulled the 

barangay’s out-spoken leader aside and 

offered Captain Cinco a fully furnished house 

if she would just drop the case.   “Whatever you 

have to say to me, you can say in front of my 

friends,” replied Cinco, and walked out.   

On their second encounter, Lopez invited Cinco 

to her office, and raised her voice in agitation 

that her plans for beautification were being 

frustrated: “Why are you giving me trouble?” 

she scowled.   

“Why do you say we’re giving you trouble?” 

replied Cinco calmly, and then broke into an 

unexpected shout, “You’re the one giving us 

trouble!”   

Shocked, Lopez tried to mend the situation: 

“Why are you antagonizing me?  I’m your 

friend.” 

“Then prove it,” replied Cinco.  “Gina, when you 

speak, everyone listens to you.  As long as 

you’re telling the world you’re helping us, you 

may as well help.  We’re not against 

Gina Lopez, the heiress of ABS-CBN, one of the most 

prominent TV stations in the Philippines, is the face of the 

PRRC river clean up.  Her agenda, as understood by the 

Estero dwellers, is to eradicate river-bank shanty 

towns – a bit of an eye-sore – so they can be replaced with 

pleasant flower gardens.   

In affluence and media influence, Gina may have the upper 

hand, but in stubbornness, she and Captain Cinco are equal. 
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rehabilitating the Estero.  Just please involve 

us in decisions that affect our lives.” 

Lopez conceded, on the condition that she 

would get public credit for the help she 

provides.  But the relationship didn’t really 

seem to take a significant turn from there… 

until the time of Palafox.   

The Palafox Concept. 
Architect Felino Jun Palafox is an 

internationally popular city planner who 

designed the architecture for both Makati (the 

wealthiest district in Manila), and for the 

Legarda Estero!  

Through common friend and legal advisor, 

Atty. Bien Salinas, UPA had been able to 

connect with Arch. Palafox, who ended up 

giving his custom design for the Esteros to 

them for free, as a humanitarian gesture.   

One day, this renowned Palafox had made 

time to visit barangay 412, for a meeting that 

Gina Lopez also happened to attend.  His 

support of the Legarda residents (and 

assurance to her that the project he designed is 

feasible) won her over.   

She immediately came up with a new plan:  

“I’ll make my flower garden in front 
of your new homes!”   

As of now (November 2012), Gina Lopez is on 

board with the housing development plans 

for the Legarda Estero.  Furthermore, she is 

pushing to fast-track the project so that she 

can start in on the flower gardens.   

The Palafox Design.   

The families within the 3-meter river easement 

have been welcomed by their neighbors 

further from the river to move in on top of 

them!  The new housing, accommodating 40 

families, will be 3 stories high:   

 The ground level will be reserved for 

storage and commercial* usage:  keeping 

pets, washing clothes, parking tricycles, 

and setting up sari-sari stores.   
 

*The commercial concept itself is revolutionary, as it will “address the lack of access to legal business 

space: … the usual model maximizes space for dwelling units, but denies families an opportunity to make 

a living right where they live” (Concept Paper, prepared by UPA & NML, Nov 2012). 

 Floors 2 & 3 will house one family each, allowing 16m2 of floor space.  Extending the ceiling several 

meters to allow for building a loft and crawl space for sleeping would maximize this space.   

Units would cost about P490,000 each.   

*The above photo is a 2-story version of the proposed 3-story model. 
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Community Mortgage Program.   
Simultaneous to the relational process of 

working out resolutions with adversaries, has 

been the legal process of building a practical 

plan for acquiring land. Upon joining with UPA 

in 2010, the partnership identified the popular 

Community Mortgage Program as the best 

fitting approach to NML securing land tenure.   

 
NML has worked long and hard under the 

guidance of UPA to meet the various 

requirements of the CMP program, such as: (1) 

surveying community members to determine 

how much they’d be able to pay for the 25-year 

monthly amortization, and (2) procuring 

approval for building from various government 

departments, such as DPWH soil testing in 

March 2012, and a DNR land survey in Sept 

2012.   

Resident Participation: 
In June 2012, NML & UPA began round-table 

discussions with SHFC about funding.  The 

amount the community has determined it’s 

able to pay doesn’t quite reach the full price of 

land & housing proposed.  (The lot for purchase 

is in prime location in a popular part of the city.)  

Negotiations and brainstorming (with 

representatives from the World Bank) are 

currently in process, as is a re-assessment with 

a more detailed survey of what each household 

can really manage to pay monthly.   

An approach I admire both about UPA and this SHFC 

round-table discussion is the emphasis on putting the 

tasks in the hands of the neighborhood organization – 

both to develop & administer surveys to their own 

neighbors, and to design or approve designs of their 

own living spaces.  

Up-to-date. 
Ground-breaking is intended again for this 

November 30, 2012.  A fire preceded last year’s 

ground-breaking.  Have things cooled over by 

now?  The next few days will tell… 

  

Community Mortgage Program (CMP).   

Started in 1992, and currently funded by a budget of P10 billion borrowed from the World Bank, (P800 

million of which is disseminated annually or forfeited), CMP is a socialized housing project of the 

Philippine government (implemented through SHFC – Socialized Housing Finance Corporation), that 

allows informal settlers a chance to own the land on which they live.   

How it works:  The currently titled land owner (private or public) sells the land to SHFC at a fair market 

value for immediate compensation.  Once the land owner is out of the mix, the collaborative 

neighborhood organization of informal settlers is accountable to pay back SHFC in collective monthly 

payments over the next 25 years.   

The acquisition of land is typically done in conjunction with on-site upgrading of structures.  Once 

repaid, the land & houses will finally belong to the residents.   
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Philosophies & Strategies 
  

 

 

 

  

The making of a cohesive and perseverant movement… 

Philosophy of Organizing 
Filomena Cinco thinks of her role as a barangay captain as much like that of a parent – she has the 

responsibility to look after her constituents, responding to their needs in the most caring ways, with all 

the tact of a parent well-versed in psychology, and an emphasis on educating them and helping form 

positive self-identities.     

A tactic straight from community organizing best practice, intuitive to Captain Cinco, is to get the 

people you’re organizing to be the ones to say the idea that you thought of – so that they own it.   

For example, in starting the savings program with residents of barangay 412, Captain Cinco did not 

begin by telling people they needed to save, but rather giving them the facts, and then asking them a 

series of questions: 

 “What do we want?”      “Land & houses!” 

 “How do we get that?”      “Loan from government who will first buy the land & materials!” 

 “How should we show the government we’re serious?”       “Start saving to pay back the loan!” 

Educating. 

Captain Cinco also organizes by training the next 

generation to think about their rights.  Twice a 

month their barangay hosts a film showing for 

teens in the community, which teach 

responsibility for self and others.  “We won’t be 

squatters forever!  We are not eye sores!” she 

teaches, aiming to instill in people a sense of self-

respect, and ideas of attainment.   

She also educates children not to throw trash, with 

a similar discourse after presenting the facts:   

 “Do you want respiratory problems and 

dengue in our community?”          “No!”   

 “So what will you do?”        “Not throw trash!” 

 “And what if you see someone throw trash?”     

      “We’ll box ‘em!”      ...”No, no, no!”        

“Oh, ok, we’ll make him clean it!”      

    “That’s better.”   

 

 

 

 

 

Innovative River Clean-Up: 

Members of the esteros have 

innovated a system of clean-up using 

rafts and long bamboo poles with an 

electric fan cover on the end as a net.   
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Philosophy of Conflict: 
Non-violence.  Both NML and UPA are non-violent, capitalizing instead on research, negotiation, and 

compliance with processes designed for fair acquisition of land.  You’ll get further reasoning with people 

around a round table (like that offered by SHFC), than pushing people to their limits until they have no 

choice but use force to push you out. 

Power in Numbers.  “When we don’t have power in contacts, we have power in numbers.”  Estero 

members can collaboratively promise votes to elected officials whom they believe are amiable to 

them and their cause.  As over half the population of Metro Manila is considered ‘urban poor,’ it’s in the 

interest of elected officials to take heed of their majority constituents.   

Persistence.  Captain Cinco and her team are nothing if not persistent, even writing the same letter 7 

times to the mayor, or visiting him as his office, until he can’t help but want to finally answer the ones 

pestering him.   

Ability to Intervene.  Community members used to think “there’s nothing we can do” – but we can!  

NML neighborhood assn exemplifies that hard work, unity, intentionality, and determination can catch 

the attention and approval of those in power wishing to work with competent, organized communities. 

 

Spirituality: 
 

http://

urban
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ve.ht

ml    

Organizational structure:  

Leadership:   
Captain Cinco has 12 cluster leaders under her, who gather for meetings, and then are 

responsible for disseminating the info to their respective clusters in the barangay.  As UPA 

In a 2010 gathering, residents 

of the Esteros, representing 

“80,000 families  living along 

the waterways in danger of 

being evicted,” posted their 

prayers to Mother Mary on 

the statue’s cart, and Fr. 

Reyes consecrated it, asking 

Mother Mary to act on the 

people’s prayer.   ~UPA blog 
                                                            7 Sept, 2010 

http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
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http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
http://urbanpoorassociates.blogspot.com/2010_09_07_archive.html
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and NML both value empowerment, all the leaders are competent in the proceedings of the 

land acquisition, and take turns as spokesperson at the round table meetings with SHFC.   

Decision-Making Process: 
Community’s Plan.  In UPA’s interactions with any barangay, they leave the leading / decision-making 

up to the barangay, asking, “Where do you want to go from here?”  Then UPA just uses its connections 

to advise and facilitate those plans.   

Consensus.  When the community is to make an important decision (such as whether or not to pursue 

on-site upgrading and land rights), they go for a consensus.  It’s unwise to drag along contentious 

groups in the community who are bitter about not having gotten what they wanted at the outset.  

A consensus can most easily be met when small clusters have a chance to meet and each person can 

voice their opinion, and after hearing each other out, reason together for a unified outcome.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Captain Cinco presents the Palafox plan to her community for their input and 

approval.  The houses on stilts at the top represent a previous suggestion, and 

the line of 3-story houses along the river at the bottom represent current plans. 
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Many thanks to all who took the time to invite me in to 

experiencing with you the legacy you are leaving! 

Interviews & Assistance: 
Cinco, Filomena.  Personal Interviews.  19 Sept + 7 Nov 2012. 

Conversations with various members of the community from August to November, 2012. 

Urban Poor Associates, especially Ate Luz, Ate Grace, Kuya Benjo, and Ate Princess.  Salamat! 
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