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Local humanitarian actors are on the brink of what could be a revolutionary 

movement in the global humanitarian space, which is still dominated by huge 

and powerful international players. In the Philippines, this movement started 

way before the Typhoon Haiyan catastrophe of 2013. For many communities in 

the country, local humanitarian actors were always at the front lines of efforts 

that enabled communities to recover and build back better. In such efforts, it 

was understood that people in disaster-stricken communities should themselves 

be the drivers of change for a readier future apart from being the recipients of 

disaster response.  
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1 THE TALE OF TWO 
TYPHOONS 

After one of the most powerful tropical storms in recorded history hit the 
Philippines in 2013, the Eastern Visayas region had to rebuild 
completely. No road or bridge was left undamaged or not blocked. Clean 
water and food were lacking, and communication channels and power 

lines were down.1  

With maximum sustained winds reaching 315 kph, Typhoon Haiyan 
(locally known as Super Typhoon Yolanda) claimed more than 6,000 
lives and displaced more than five million people.2 It cost the country an 
estimated USD 12–15 billion in losses and damages, which was 
equivalent to five percent of its economic output.3 

Six years later, in 2019, Typhoon Phanfone (locally known as Ursula) 
wreaked havoc in Eastern Visayas, once again bringing the region to its 
knees. Some of the communities that were affected had yet to fully 
recover from previous typhoons. Although weaker than Haiyan, Phanfone 
made seven landfalls as it traversed the central portion of the country, 
displacing 145,000 people4 and killing at least 50.5 Damage to agriculture 
and infrastructure was estimated at USD 66 million.6 

Both typhoons claimed lives and uprooted families from their homes. 
Both destroyed livelihood and infrastructure, and further delayed the 
economic progress the region has been trying hard to accomplish. 

Vergira Rangis sits inside a makeshift house made of plastic sheets and pieces of wood. Her 

house was one of 3,386 houses in the coastal village of Matarinao that were damaged after 

Typhoon Phanfone made landfall in Eastern Samar on Christmas Eve of 2019. Photo by Jhie 

Durana/Oxfam 

Like in previous disasters (see Box 1), local actors were the first to 
respond to the destruction caused by Typhoon Phanfone. With 
communities suffering from its onslaught, local government, civil society 
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groups, and community-based organizations all heeded the call to boost 
a local response. 

Box 1: The Philippine humanitarian context 

The Philippines is no stranger to risks and disasters. According to the 2019 

World Risk Report, the country was the ninth most at-risk country in the 

world, and the most at-risk country in Asia.7 

The natural hazards the country faces multiple times a year include storms, 

floods, tsunami, and landslides. 

Each year, the country is visited by an average of 20 typhoons, at least five 

of which are destructive.8 Between 1997 and 2007, for instance, the 

tropical storms that entered the country claimed more than 13,000 lives and 

affected more than 51 million families; the loss and damage to agriculture, 

infrastructure, and private properties reached a staggering PHP 158.242 

billion.9 

As an archipelago lying along the Pacific Ring of Fire, where two major 

tectonic plates meet, the country is also vulnerable to earthquakes and 

volcanic eruptions. On average, the Philippines experiences five 

earthquakes each day, though many of which are hardly felt. 

While disasters brought by earthquakes and volcanic eruptions are less 

common, their impact on communities can be “massive and devastating.”10 

For instance, the magnitude 6.9 earthquake that struck Davao del Sur and 

nearby provinces in Mindanao in December 2019 killed at least nine people 

and caused serious damage to public infrastructure.11 Another example is 

the Taal Volcano eruption in January 2020, which affected more than 

840,000 people in 228 barangay (villages) in the island of Luzon.12  

Apart from natural hazards that turn into disasters, the Philippines is also 

vulnerable from health-related outbreaks that require massive humanitarian 

efforts—the latest of which is the COVID-19 pandemic13 (see local COVID-

19 response stories in Chapter 3). COVID-19 threatens to undo the 

development gains of the past decades, setting back the economy and 

massively affecting the health and education sectors, as well as increasing 

protection issues particularly violence against women and girls. 

Polio, measles, and dengue outbreaks are significant health emergencies 

that have also shaken the country. 

Humanitarian assistance was also warranted during some of the country’s 

worst conflicts in history, including the Zamboanga Siege in 201314 that left 

300 people dead and hundreds of thousands homeless, and the five-

month-long armed conflict in Marawi in 201715 that displacedmore than 

300,000 people. Until now, displacements due to conflicts and disasters 

continue to disadvantage people in the Mindanao region. 

The aftermath of every crisis paints almost similar images: poor, 

marginalized, and disempowered women and men in disaster-affected 

areas picking up what’s left of their lives—from identifying bodies of family 

members to cleaning the rubble of what was once their homes.  
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In the aftermath of Typhoon Haiyan, many international non-
governmental organizations (INGOs) and aid agencies were forced to 
rethink their development programming to meet the needs of women and 
men in disaster-affected communities. For many of them, including 
Oxfam, this meant enabling local and national non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) to be at the frontlines of disaster response through 
several approaches such as skills and knowledge sharing and resource 
mobilization. 

Through concerted efforts, Oxfam and its local and national NGO 
partners reached more than 800,000 people in the provinces of Leyte, 
Eastern Samar, and Cebu with emergency and long-term support.16 

Guided by multiple local-level assessments, Oxfam and its partners’ 
interventions included water, hygiene, and sanitation (WASH) products 
and services; gender interventions such as increasing women’s access 
to information and resources, and addressing the disproportionate care 
tasks that fall on their shoulders; shelter repair; capacity-building for 
health volunteers; and electronic cash transfer (see Box 2). 

Box 2: Electronic cash transfer and digital financial inclusion during 

crises and conflicts in the Philippines17 

During the recovery phase of the Typhoon Haiyan response, Oxfam 

pioneered the use of an electronic solution to cash transfers. However, a 

large portion of its livelihood intervention was still in the form of in-kind 

support to affected communities in Eastern Visayas and Northern Cebu, 

facilitated by grants to local organizations. 

In the latter part of Oxfam’s response, cash interventions became quicker, 

bigger and better due to the presence of remittance companies and the re-

opening of banks. At this juncture, Oxfam was collaborating with a private 

company to develop an electronic payment solution using a prepaid card in 

remittance centers, post offices, and automated teller machines or ATMs. 

Oxfam’s experience showed that in many cases, access to financial 

products and services gave people in poverty a sense of dignity and more 

control over their lives. 

Timely and context-specific cash-based assistance enables vulnerable 

households and communities to protect their productive assets (such as 

agriculture and fishing inputs) and avoid negative coping strategies during 

a crisis. Cash transfer during emergencies prevents low-income families 

from slipping back into poverty and mitigates the erosive impact of crises 

on livelihoods.  In the long run, it is also a more efficient form of delivering 

assistance. 

 

In the wake of Typhoon Phanfone’s destruction, Oxfam and its local NGO 
partners’ response aimed to reach 2,000 families in the most affected 
coastal and rural villages of Eastern Samar with life-saving assistance for 
WASH, emergency shelter, food security and emergency livelihood, as 
well as with initiatives to address gender and protection issues integrated 
across sectors. 

Many of these interventions would not have worked without the support 
of local government units (LGUs), and the commitment of local and 

The aftermath of every 
crisis paints almost 
similar images: poor, 
marginalized, and 
disempowered women 
and men in disaster-
affected areas picking 
up what’s left of their 
lives—from identifying 
bodies of family 
members to cleaning 
the rubble of what was 
once their homes. 
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national NGOs, particularly community-based organizations. Ultimately, 
this is what local humanitarian leadership should be about: empowering 
people at the center of the crisis to act. 

Indeed, for many communities in the Philippines, this has been a long-
standing tradition. Local humanitarian actors were frequently on the front 
lines of activities that enabled communities to recover and, in some 
cases, build back better. In such activities, it was understood that people 
in disaster-stricken communities should be both the “driver and recipient 
of disaster response.”18 

In the town of Salcedo, Eastern Samar, for instance, a Municipal Disaster 
Risk Reduction and Management Plan has been institutionalized, 
mandating the local government to plan and prepare for future hazards, 
and mobilize an emergency disaster response team to lead response 
efforts. 

Salcedo recorded zero casualties due to Typhoon Phanfone because of 
the proactive community engagement of local humanitarian actors led by 
the local government.  

Mayor Melchor Mergal (leftmost) during a community simulation exercise in Salcedo. Photo by Ana 

Vineles/Oxfam 

“When you institutionalize the need for disaster risk 
governance, set policies on preparedness and response, train 
and engage people to handle emergencies, and empower 
communities at the center of crises, you give yourself and the 
people you serve peace of mind. The town of Salcedo may be 
a fifth-class municipality, but we are ready for any disaster.” 
—Mayor Melchor Mergal of the Municipality of Salcedo 
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2 LOCAL HUMANITARIAN 
LEADERSHIP 

“The diversity of the humanitarian community is an asset if we 
build on our comparative advantages and complement each 
other’s contributions. Local capacity is one of the main assets 
to enhance and on which to build. Whenever possible, 
humanitarian organizations should strive to make it an integral 
part in emergency response. Language and cultural barriers 
must be overcome.”19 —Principles of Partnership, Global 
Humanitarian Platform 2007 

Local humanitarian leadership is built upon the idea that preparedness 

and response actions before, during and after a crisis should be led by 

local humanitarian actors whenever possible. According to the People’s 

Disaster Risk Reduction Network, Inc. (PDRRN), local humanitarian 

actors are women and men from disaster-affected communities, 

community-based organizations, local government units (LGUs), and 

national and local level NGOs.20  

While pockets of successes have been documented in the past, many 

NGO responders still grapple with the idea of local humanitarian action 

because of insufficient and, oftentimes, unpredictable funds; unequal 

distribution of power and authority between international and local actors; 

and other systemic barriers such as corruption in the use of available 

funds, invisibility of women and the overlapping gender issues in crisis 

response and the widening information inequality.  

According to an Oxfam report, “tens of millions of people receive vital 

humanitarian aid every year, but millions more suffer without adequate 

help and protection, and their number is relentlessly rising.” Oftentimes, 

this is because “their governments cannot, or intentionally will not, ensure 

their citizens’ access to aid and protection.”21 

Without national governments responding to crises—either due to 

capacity, resource or political issues—INGOs and donor agencies 

usually fill the gaps. Yet, they are not without flaws or limitations. The 

international humanitarian system, while playing a pivotal role in ensuring 

communities survive in the long-run and can prepare for the next crisis, 

faces deep challenges. 

Having constrained resources is among the most pressing challenges—

humanitarian needs are rising at a rate that renders the system incapable 

of coping. As a result, humanitarian assistance is “often insufficient, late, 

and inappropriate for the local context.”22 

Although the pace of growth has slowed in recent years, the international 
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humanitarian assistance from governments and private donors continued 

to increase in 2018, reaching USD 28.9 billion.23 Yet, in the same year, 

more than 206 million people living in 81 countries were deemed in need 

of humanitarian assistance.24 From the food insecurity crises in Somalia, 

Venezuela and the Democratic Republic of Congo; to the ongoing 

conflicts in Syria, Yemen, and South Sudan25; and to the climate-related 

disasters in Japan, Pakistan, and the Philippines,26 the humanitarian 

system  was stretched to the limit. 

THE REALITIES 

OF SHIFTING POWER 
Where solutions to these challenges lie has become less the debate, but 
whether the humanitarian system is ready or capable to implement the 
deep changes required, including reversing the preference for 
international actors over national ones.27 

As early as 2005, the Tsunami Evaluation Coalition (TEC)—in its critical 
review of the massive humanitarian action responding to the 2004 Indian 
Ocean tsunami—boldly showed how aid agencies and media 
organizations had neglected local capacity. 

The report found that “the international aid community undervalues the 
very important contribution of local communities to their own survival and 
recovery. The international system has not developed methods to build 
on, capture, or report on such crucially important inputs. The international 
media also overlook local actors and focus on the international actors.”28 

Further, in 2006, TEC called on the international humanitarian community 
to rethink its role “from supplying aid to supporting and facilitating 
communities’ own relief and recovery priorities.”29 

However, the subsequent decade saw little progress.  

In 2016, the World Humanitarian Summit was held. It was a rare 
gathering that resulted in commitments among United Nations member-
countries, international humanitarian organizations, and leaders of 
affluent nations to, among others, transform the global humanitarian 
system into one that celebrates local humanitarian leadership. 

New ways of working were agreed on with great focus on commitments 
to “reinforce local leadership and ownership; transcend the humanitarian-
development divide while ensuring full respect for humanitarian 
principles; increase preparedness and risk-driven planning and 
programming; create diverse partnerships and alliances to tackle specific 
challenges; and provide coherent and aligned financing to enable these 
shifts.”30 
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In practice, this means donor-agencies would “devote more of their 
resources and yield more authority to local and national humanitarian 
actors, including government agencies, civil society organizations 
(CSOs), and community-based organizations operating at the national or 

subnational level in a country.”31 This included a commitment under the 
Grand Bargain initiative aimed at channelling 25 percent of global 
humanitarian funding as directly as possible to national and local actors 
by 2020.32  

This noble intention, unfortunately, has yet to be realized. In 2018, 96 
percent of all humanitarian funding still went to international agencies, 
with only 3.1 percent going to local and national actors. Of the funding 
that flowed to local and national actors, 83 percent went to national 
governments, and only 15 percent to local and national NGOs.33 

These figures indicate the massive challenges that lie ahead. Shifting 
power and resources from the international to the local arena requires a 
paradigm shift within the humanitarian sector that, ultimately, 
fundamentally interrogates the sector’s relevance and effectiveness. And 
yet, it is worth noting that, in the long run, relying on local capacities 
means donors and humanitarian agencies will be able to reach more 
people in need of assistance. 

In doing so, it is integral that INGOs and donor agencies proactively seek 
the active engagement of local actors in, among others, coordination 
mechanisms, and promoting inclusion at all levels of planning and 
implementation of response. According to the 2020 Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee guidelines, “this will require taking concrete steps to 
create an environment where meetings will be more inclusive and 
language-sensitive, local organizations able to meaningfully contribute to 
discussions and decision-making with support and resources available to 
take on national or sub-national co-leadership roles, where 
appropriate.”34 

Local and international humanitarian actors responding in the wake of the Mt. Taal eruption in 

Batangas province in January 2020. Photo by April Bulanadi/Oxfam 

 

Shifting power and 
resources from the 
international to the 
local arena requires a 
paradigm shift within 
the humanitarian 
sector that, ultimately, 
fundamentally 
interrogates the 
sector’s relevance and 
effectiveness. 
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PEOPLE AT THE CENTER OF 

CRISES 
 

In 2017, just a few months after the World Humanitarian Summit was 
held, PDRRN published a research—titled Locally led humanitarian 
response: reflections on the Haiyan response experience of local 
development organizations35—that investigated how local humanitarian 
leadership was viewed from the perspective of local organizations that 
drove the Typhoon Haiyan response.  

Distilling lessons from years of engagement in humanitarian work in the 
Philippines (see Box 3), PDRRN raised six elements that serve as key 
building blocks of locally led humanitarian action in the country.36 

1. Development perspective and orientation. A strong development 

orientation among responding NGOs enables them to understand 

where power lies and avoid further power inequalities. With 

development mindset, NGOs are also able to align response with 

long-term recovery.  

2. Community organizing as core humanitarian strategy. Community 

organizing strategies ensure that “the poor and disaster-affected 

women and men are visible in the different aspects of the 

humanitarian response, aware of their basic rights, and engaged in 

claiming entitlements.” 

3. Guiding principles. Understanding poverty context allows NGOs to 

prioritize the poor, marginalized, and underserved women and men in 

disaster-affected communities.  

4. Resources. NGOs in the Philippines are connected to each other—

directly or indirectly—via different networks that allow them to respond 

faster, more efficiently, and more effectively. 

5. Collaboration strategies or models. A wealth of collaboration 

strategies had been witnessed in the past, such as NGO-to-NGO and 

sector-focused collaboration, solidarity relief37 and learning circles.38. 

6. Power and gender dimensions. NGOs can create sustainable 

change when they challenge inequalities and shift power by raising 

awareness, transforming social relations, and empowering individuals 

and communities. 
 

All these elements put people at the center of a crisis—both as affected 
individuals who need humanitarian assistance, and as prime movers of 
response and recovery. Supporting them are local and national NGOs 
whose roles change or adapt, depending on the needs of the 
communities, and striving to embody core humanitarian standards (see 
Box 4).  

It is important to note, however, that in order to perform their functions 
effectively, NGOs need to build networks to: (1) gain exposure or 
credibility, (2) respond to specific opportunities or threats, (3) improve 
access to resources, and (4) consolidate the exchange of knowledge and 
experience.39 
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These networks function differently depending on the needs in the 
geographic area they cover or the capacities and value they add to the 
humanitarian system, among other considerations. Some networks, for 
instance, focus on community building, convening, advocacy, resource 
mobilization, learning, or implementation.40 

A Phanfone (Ursula) survivor from Quinapondan, Eastern Samar shows to humanitarian 

responders from the Philippine Rural Reconstruction Movement and Oxfam Philippines the 

damages wrought by the typhoon to her house. Photo by April Bulanadi/Oxfam 

Box 3: Brief history of local humanitarian action in the Philippines 

The early legal framework for local humanitarian action in the Philippines is 

the now defunct Presidential Decree No. 1566 of 1978 (Strengthening the 

Philippine Disaster Control, Capability and Establishing the National 

Program on Community Disaster Preparedness) that created the National 

Disaster Coordinating Council (NDCC). It was the first disaster risk 

reduction law in the country which emphasized that emergency leadership 

should lie in LGUs (i.e., provincial governors, city and municipal mayors, 

and barangay chairpersons), with support from the national government. 

The law mandated that planning and operation be done “at the barangay 

level on an inter-agency, multi-sectoral basis to optimize the utilization of 

resources.”41  

Yet, long before PD 1566, international and national NGOs were already 

established in the country: Philippine Red Cross in 1947, Philippine Rural 

Reconstruction Movement in 1952, World Vision in 1957, and Plan 

International in 1961. The United Nations system, meanwhile, began its 

operations in the Philippines after the country signed the UN Charter in 

1945.42 Save the Children started operations in the Philippines in 1981, 

while Oxfam supported initiatives in the Philippines in the 1980s, eventually 

registering in the country in 1988.  

In the 1980s, at the height of the Marcos dictatorship and a series of 

disasters that killed thousands of people including Typhoons Ike and Agnes 

in 198443,44 and Typhoon Nina in 1987,45a national network of relief and 

rehabilitation NGOs, led by the Citizens’ Disaster Response Center, 

developed and promoted the framework called citizenry-based and 
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development-oriented disaster response (CBDO-DR).46 As a framework, 

CBDO-DR focused on crafting a development agenda that recognized the 

vulnerable and marginalized as both drivers and beneficiaries of response 

and recovery actions.47  

In October 1991, the Local Government Code (LGC) was signed into law. 

Through the LGC, certain powers were devolved to local governments, 

including carrying out necessary emergency measures during and in the 

aftermath of disasters.48  

During the 1990s, the Philippines also witnessed the evolution of CBDO-

DR through the establishment of different local and national disaster risk 

reduction and preparedness NGOs, such as the Pampanga Disaster 

Response Network in 1991, and the Center for Disaster Preparedness in 

1997.  

In 2010, Republic Act No. 10121 or the Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction 

and Management Act was enacted to replace the NDCC with the National 

Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Council (NDRRMC). Needing a 

more proactive approach against disasters,49 the NDRRMC aimed to 

“strengthen the capacity of the national government and LGUs, together 

with partner stakeholders, to build the disaster resilience of communities.”50 

RA 10121 also recognized the important roles played by CSOs and the 

private sector, particularly in complementation of resources and effective 

delivery of services. One of the pitfalls of the law, which was tested to the 

limit during Typhoon Haiyan, has to do with leadership in emergency 

contexts. The huge number of actors51 involved in response and recovery 

was a challenge to effective coordination among humanitarian workers, 

CSOs, and LGUs. 

 

One example of such networking was the Financial Enablers project, 
which encouraged national partnerships in the form of consortia. 
Partnering with national NGOs, CSOs, and less traditional humanitarian 
actors, the project sought to shift decision-making over humanitarian 
capacity development to organizations close to people affected by 
crises.52 

“We set out not only to strengthen local knowledge and 
capacity but also to build local leadership. The partners we 
work with define their own needs and gaps and design their 
own capacity-development plans.”53 —Jane Bañez-Ockelford, 
Financial Enablers Project Lead for Oxfam 

Box 4: Core humanitarian standards54 

The Core Humanitarian Standard (CHS) on Quality and Accountability sets 

out nine commitments that guide local, national, and international 

organizations as well as individuals in improving the quality and 

effectiveness of the humanitarian assistance they provide. 

Through these standards, communities and people affected by crises are 

able to learn what they can expect from these organizations. 

By committing to the CHS,55 organizations commit to communities to do 

their best to: 

1. Understand and meet their needs. 
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2. Give support when they need it. 

3. Provide support that helps them recover and prepares them to respond 

to a similar emergency in the future.  

4. Inform them about the support they can expect and how they should be 

treated, giving them a say in decisions about the support provided. 

5. Ensure that they can report problems if they are unhappy with the 

support provided or with the way the staff treats them.  

6. Work together with other organizations that provide support, combining 

knowledge and resources to better meet their needs.  

7. Learn from experience so that the support given them improves over 

time.  

8. Ensure that the people who work for the organizations have the skills 

and experience to support the communities. 

9. Manage resources56 in a way that is responsible, limits waste, and has 

the best results. 
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3 NARRATIVES OF 
LOCAL ACTION 

No two disasters are the same. But in every disaster, poor and 
marginalized women and men suffer the most. The following narratives 
give light to the stories of women and men at the center of a 
humanitarian emergency, and how they are gradually transforming the 
humanitarian system into one that genuinely works for people.57 

A LOCAL NGO HEEDING THE 

CALL: OPERATIONALIZING 

LOCALLY-LED HUMANITARIAN 

ACTION 
Working primarily in high-risk but least served communities in the 
Philippines, the People’s Disaster Risk Reduction Network, Inc. 
(PDRRN),58 formerly known as the Pampanga Disaster Response 
Network, was created in 1991. It became part of the Citizens’ Disaster 
Response Center (CDRC), which provided community-based disaster 
response management programs in Pampanga province.  

In 2010, PDRRN became part of the Humanitarian Response Consortium 
(HRC), a group of local organizations that provides emergency response 
in the event of a disaster or conflict.  

For almost three decades now, PDRRN has worked with community-
based disaster response organizations (CBDROs), LGUs and other 
government agencies, and CSOs to advance local disaster preparedness 
and response work in the country. 

When Typhoon Haiyan hit, PDRRN provided local humanitarian 
assistance to several affected provinces in the Philippines. According to 
PDRRN president Esteban Masagca, a champion of local humanitarian 
leadership in the Philippines, local action requires local actors to 
articulate the problem, brainstorm local yet innovative solutions, and 
partner with other local organizations. 

During their Typhoon Haiyan response, for instance, PDRRN worked 
with local governments and local shelter committees to train 4,315 local 
workers from 154 barangays on typhoon-resistant shelter construction, 
understanding the priority of providing disaster-affected families a roof 
over their heads immediately after a disaster. The houses they built 
during the training were then distributed to beneficiaries.59 

Local action requires 
local actors to 
accurately articulate 
the problem, 
brainstorm local yet 
innovative solutions, 
and partner with other 
local organizations. 
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Construction of model house as part of PDRRN’s Yolanda response. Photo by PDRRN  

PDRRN also provided food aid to vulnerable households and facilitated a 
cash assistance program to more than 500 individuals as food and 
livelihood support. They held other training programs and capacity-
building activities, which helped empower communities and promote local 
leadership. 

Local leadership through policy 
and campaigns 
While supporting the operations of several community-based disaster 
response organizations through organizing and capability-building, 
resource mobilization, monitoring and evaluation, and financial 
management, PDRRN takes pride in its years of advocating policy 
changes to localize disaster response in the country, and contributing to 
communities’ resilience. 

“Ground-level work—such as capacity building, technical support to 
LGUs and people’s organizations, and humanitarian response—is 
important, but its impacts only reach a few people. During disasters, we 
see hundreds of thousands of people being affected, that’s why we need 
to transform our interventions to one that looks at the policy level, so we 
reach as many women and men in disaster-affected areas as possible,” 
explained Masagca.  

Hence, in 2004, PDRRN supported the creation of the Philippine Disaster 
Management Forum (now called the Disaster Risk Reduction Network), 
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which calls for a strategic approach that underscores the importance of 
disaster risk reduction management in achieving sustainable 
development. PDRRN also lobbied for the passing of the Philippine 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Act of 2010. Understanding 
the close ties between poverty and disasters (i.e., disaster-affected 
individuals cannot cope because of poverty), it worked with the National 
Anti-Poverty Commission to integrate disaster risk reduction into the 
commission’s workstreams.   

In the run-up to the World Humanitarian Summit, PDRRN led the Balik 
Lokal (Back to Local) campaign, started in 2016 to advocate the practice 
of locally-led humanitarian leadership.60 

The movement focused on four local humanitarian leadership 
commitments: to strengthen local actors’ capacity, affirm the importance 
of local stakeholders as frontliners, support local coordination 
mechanisms, and improve disaster preparedness and response work. 
“Simply, it aims to bring the power back to the local people,” noted 
Masagca. 

Prospects for local humanitarian leadership 
“The call for local humanitarian action is not new; but it is evolving. It’s 
not just about funding anymore. It’s about changing the ways of working 
of many international actors and how they can create partnerships that 
form context-based solutions,” said Masagca. 

For PDRRN, localization of humanitarian action means understanding 
the specific context and cultural, social, and political dynamics; 
supporting the capacities of local actors; assessing available resources 
and networks; and collaborating with local governments and CBDROs to 
create solutions. Methods that worked in certain areas may not work in 
others. Customized solutions will enable faster implementation and 
increase effectiveness. 

The following are some lessons from PDRRN’s experience that can 
serve as building blocks for other local and national NGOs seeking to 
promote local leadership:  

• Effectiveness and efficiency in disaster response require a clear 

direction: Local governments must take the lead, NGOs must 

support.  

• Local government needs to harmonize different disaster-related 

resources: These include policies, literature (best practices), and 

tools (rapid assessment, post-disaster assessment, climate and 

disaster risk assessment). The highly fragmented nature of these 

resources limits local actors—including the microfinance, religious, 

and youth sectors—to use them appropriately. 

• There needs to be social accountability in leadership. It is 

important to agree on the indicators or measures of success at the 

beginning of the intervention. 

• There is a need to have an enabling environment for 

humanitarian workers. During disasters, humanitarian workers are 

also at risk. Their safety must be a priority.  

• Resources should focus on communities and municipalities 

where the active interactions of local actors happen. Local 
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government can also institutionalize locally managed funds for 

community-based organizations. 

• Donor requirements must be simple and clear. During disasters, 

humanitarian workers are also tasked to report to donors and 

complete all necessary requirements for fund disbursement. While 

these are important tasks for transparency, they should not take too 

much time away from the more important role of providing 

humanitarian assistance. 
 

“The geographic nature of the Philippines, being an archipelago, poses 
an immediate challenge to delivering international and national response 
in the aftermath of disasters. In the event of providing aid, locally-led 
humanitarian actions will be significant because local actors have direct 
access, and they understand the local circumstances. Local humanitarian 
actors should be empowered and supported to make them more 
effective,” said Masagca. 

 

OUT OF THE BOX: HOW A GROUP 

OF LOCAL WOMEN IMPROVED 

DISASTER PREPAREDNESS 

THROUGH COMMUNITY 

ORGANIZING 
San Miguel is a small farming and fishing community in the historic town 
of Balangiga, Eastern Samar.61 On a regular day, fisherfolk would spend 
their mornings at sea, and would tend their farms in the late afternoon 
until the evening. 

In November 2013, just hours after Typhoon Haiyan devastated the 
Eastern Visayas region, the quaint agricultural community of San Miguel 
had become unrecognizable. The typhoon washed away homes, heavily 
damaged the town’s agricultural lands, and destroyed its boats. It was 
vital to quickly restore the people’s means of livelihood.  

Oxfam initially partnered with local actors based in the province to 
implement initiatives on sustainable enterprise development that would 
encourage changes in social dynamics and empower vulnerable sectors 
in the community. This led to the creation of Abante Kababayen-an 
Organization (AKO), a local women’s organization in San Miguel, in 
2014. 

Raymunda Alas, president of AKO, recounted: “There were barely any 
workers’ associations or organizations in the province, and NGOs were 
looking to partner with government-accredited organizations. We formed 
AKO as a collective of San Miguel’s women looking for new sources of 
income and funding to rebuild our livelihood. Little did we know that fast-
forward to a couple of years, our partnerships would bring us more than 
just financial assistance.” 
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AKO president Raymunda Alas. Photo by Mark Vincent Aranas/Oxfam 

Empowering women in disaster-affected areas  
With the increasing need to prepare for and respond to future crises, 
Oxfam supported local and national NGOs and institutions (i.e., 
Philippine Rural Reconstruction Movement (PRRM), Center for Disaster 
Preparedness (CDP), and Visayas State University) in the area to 
implement the Adaptive Livelihoods and Emergency Readiness and 
Timely Response of Communities (ALERT) project, where AKO is a local 
partner. ALERT’s interventions focused on: (1) strengthening the 
capacity of local humanitarian systems to increase community 
awareness, action, and knowledge in disaster risk reduction; (2) 
protecting assets and promoting resilient livelihoods; and (3) sharing and 
learning from best practices on disaster preparedness. 

Through ALERT, members of AKO were empowered to join community 
engagement activities such as the drafting of the barangay contingency 
and early warning plans, and the development of the disaster risk 
reduction and management plans in both municipal and barangay levels. 
Because of such involvement, the plans now have a gender component 
that looks at the situations of other vulnerable sectors, particularly 
women and youth.  

“We learned that our local community is the first line of defense against 
any emergency. We are the first responders. It was essential that we 
improve our knowledge and expertise in dealing with crisis situations. 
Because we had a role in creating these plans, we feel confident being in 
the frontlines. We could monitor situations, initiate response, prevent 
major losses, and protect our livelihoods,” said Raymunda.  

The creation of the organization and the assistance from local NGOs 
brought big changes to the women of San Miguel. The training and 
financial assistance increased their opportunities to access employment 
and people regained their livelihood by helping each other.  

“Before Typhoon Haiyan, we had a weak sense of community. It was 
understandable because we were all poor and the help we could offer 
was so limited; we would rather give it to our own families. But we 
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realized that we could increase our capacities to help. It took us out of 
our comfort zones,” Anita Lagobrio, vice president of AKO, said. 

“Our work and responsibilities grew and were no longer confined within 
the walls of our homes. AKO’s organizational meetings are now regular, 
where we discuss and try to find ways to improve everyone’s lives. We 
make sure to participate in town meetings. There is now a spirit of 
helping and spreading encouragement,” she added. 

According to Anita, the gender stereotypes that relegated women to 
being second priority in a disaster response were slowly broken. “Women 
used to spend most of their time working at home doing all the chores, 
but now both women and men work in the farms and earn. Men also saw 
the need to share the load in doing household chores like laundry and 
childcare, especially when women members of AKO conduct community 
engagement activities,” she noted.  

Changing community dynamics led by women 
“Training sessions and knowledge about disaster risk reduction 
empowered our women. Today, the participation of women in San 
Miguel’s Barangay Disaster Risk Reduction and Management (BDRRM) 
committee is high. Sixty percent of the members are women, and eight 
out of 14 committee positions are held by them,” said Anita.  

Members of AKO are currently very active in the different disaster risk 
reduction committees of the municipality of Balangiga: relief distribution 
(packaging and delivery), psychosocial activities (counseling and 
debriefing with women and children), camp management (organizing in 
evacuation centers), communications, and health. 

According to Raymunda, AKO members take part in these activities to 
increase their community’s awareness of the hazards (i.e., through 
bandillo or using public address systems to announce alert levels in the 
community), and to achieve zero casualty in future crises.  

An early warning system is now established in San Miguel. This informs 
community members of risks at a given time, the roles of families and 
individuals, the role of the BDRRM Council, and the people in charge of a 
response.   

Members of AKO were also trained to become lead investigators for the 
rapid damage and needs assessment (RDANA) of their barangay, the 
results of which usually feed into the LGU’s local assessments and the 
provincial government’s scoping reports. These assessments inform 
NGOs and the national government of the primary needs of a community 
in times of disaster.  

In addition to their community engagements, they were able to generate 
new streams of income. “We were able to grow and sell cacao seedlings, 
create handcrafted souvenirs made from recycled plastic, and produce 
cassava chips. Though these are not yet fully sustainable, it already 
provides us income that we can use for utility bills, licensing fees, training 
fees, and emergency funds. On some occasions, we were even able to 
provide medical assistance to some of our members,” shared Lagobrio. 

With these earnings, AKO purchased a 150-square-meter lot to house 
their future initiatives. It is their long-term goal to develop the lot into a 
cassava processing plant that will enable them to manage larger orders 
and supply more markets. 
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Members of AKO. Photo by Mark Vincent Aranas / Oxfam 

Reaping the benefits of community organizing 
When Typhoon Phanfone hit Balangiga in December 2019, there were 
no casualties because the town had set pre-emptive protocols. 

According to Andrelyn Fabilla, bookkeeper of AKO and lead of the camp 
management committee of San Miguel, AKO member saw a huge 
improvement in the way the local government and the NGOs in the area 
managed disaster response, compared to what happened during 
Typhoon Haiyan. During the onslaught of Typhoon Phanfone, they were 
more alert and prepared. They even had go-bags with emergency 
supplies ready in their homes. 

 “With the help of our partners, we put up early warning systems in 
strategic places, and we could alert members of the community with 
flags. When the need to evacuate arose, we could already provide 
special attention to vulnerable sectors of our community such as persons 
with disabilities and people in high-risk locations. Our town will always be 
vulnerable to typhoons; but we must do our best to reduce the impact of 
disasters by continuously improving the coordination and efficiency of our 
systems,” said Andrelyn. 

 “We, the women of AKO, were exposed to a world of possibilities. We 
have become income-generators for our families. We are more open to 
new ideas. We are more willing to experiment and explore new ways of 
improving our lives. I now have a small pizza business that provides 
additional income. I never even thought I would be able to start any 
business. I am more confident now and I look forward to what the future 
can bring,” she added. 
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ENGAGING THE LOCAL 

GOVERNMENT TO CREATE 

LASTING SOLUTIONS AGAINST 

RISKS: THE CASE OF SALCEDO 
Salcedo, a fifth-class municipality in Eastern Samar, Philippines with a 
population of 22,532,62 is in a vulnerable geographic location. 
Perennially, the coastal municipality and its 41 barangays are exposed to 
a multitude of environmental risks such as typhoons, storm surges, 
earthquakes and landslides. Sixty percent of its residents living along the 
coast are fisherfolk whose livelihoods are exposed to several hazards.  

Salcedo also has a high poverty incidence, which was exacerbated by 
Typhoon Haiyan in 2013. Exceptional leadership and innovative 
approaches have been proven vital to reducing the town’s vulnerability to 
hazards.  

Fisherfolk’s peace of mind 
Barangay Councilor Ferdinand Abucot has been a fisherman in Salcedo 
in the last 30 years. Every day at four in the morning, he and his wife 
would ride their boat some kilometers off the coast, hoping to catch 
enough fish to tide them over for a day or two. 

More than 10 hours later, usually at five in the afternoon, they come back 
with their haul, sell some of it for cash, and save a few for their meals. He 
would then proceed to tend the farmland where he would spend a couple 
of hours before calling it a day. 

For Ferdinand, fishing is a two-edged sword. It feeds his family day in 
day out, but it also puts them at high risk because of the dangers at sea.  

“The bigger fish stay in deeper waters, away from the coast, where 
waves are bigger. It is risky, but we need to go there. Often, groups of 
boats go together so we can watch each other’s backs,” he said. 

“When there’s a looming typhoon, people on the coast know what time 
we’re supposed to be back—just before the high tide—and when a 
rescue will be needed. I always go with my wife and I don’t want to risk 
our lives. We have our children who need us. But others choose the risky 
part because they need to catch more fish,” he added. 

To reduce the vulnerability of fisherfolk like Ferdinand, the ALERT project 
saw the need for asset protection mechanisms to keep their livelihood 
afloat after a disaster. Oxfam, the Philippine Rural Reconstruction 
Movement (PRRM),63 and some local government units in Eastern 
Samar—Salcedo included—facilitated the profiling and accreditation of 
1,875 fisherfolk and shouldered their fishing boat registration fees. As 
government-registered fisherfolk, this meant they could apply for 
insurance coverage for their boats with the Philippine Crop Insurance 
Corporation (PCIC).64 

To recognize the risks posed by weather-related hazards not only to 
assets but also to fishers’ lives, the local governments, in partnership 
with a private company, provided accident insurance to 1,196 individuals, 
majority of whom are women (60%). 
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Likewise, more than 380 community members now have access to their 
own prepaid cards, ready for use as cash transfer modality in the event 
of a disaster and as regular access point for financial services such as 
bills payment, remittance, savings, insurance and credit. 

Ferdinand Abucot aboard his boat. Photo by Mark Vincent Aranas / Oxfam 

In July 2019, Typhoon Danas (locally known as Falcon) hit the northern 
portion of the country. Although it did not make landfall in Eastern Samar, 
its winds still caused damage to the town and its boats, including 
Ferdinand’s. 

“As a barangay councilor, I had to prioritize the safety of the residents. 
We sent out warnings and deployed our response team to transport 
people in vulnerable areas to evacuation centers,” shared Ferdinand. 

“After the storm, I found my boat with a damaged hull; and I needed PHP 
27,000 to repair it. I went to our municipal hall, and they helped me file an 
insurance claim. While waiting for the money, I helped other fishers fix 
their boats—and whatever amount they could give me was what I 
earned. It took a few months before I received my claim. Although the 
insurance money did not cover the entire repair cost, it was still a big 
help,” he added. 

Ferdinand said it is important to be prepared and to put in place 
mechanisms that would allow fishers like him to continue their livelihood 
following a disaster: “When Typhoon Haiyan came, it took everything 
from us. It was difficult to recover because we lost our homes and entire 
livelihoods. As a fisherman and leader, I try to encourage others to get 
insured. You never know what’s going to happen; it’s good to have a 
safety net,” he stressed. 
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Leadership and solutions that last 
For Salcedo Mayor Melchor Mergal, the way a leader manages an 
emergency can spell the difference between massive damages and 
survival. Poor leadership magnifies negative impact and prolongs the 
recovery period. The vicious cycle that poor leadership creates is one 
that keeps the poor and the marginalized at the bottom, depriving them of 
resources and opportunities to improve their lives.  

Mergal believes that leaders should learn and hone their skills in 
managing disasters and risks. He treats any scale of emergency as an 
opportunity to learn (see Box 5 for Salcedo’s COVID-19 response).  

“I had been an agronomist and a lawyer before I became mayor of 
Salcedo in 2013. The primary focus of the LGU was to help provide 
opportunities to our farmers and fisherfolk, especially those who were 
gravely affected by Typhoon Haiyan. I was a young mayor then and was 
still learning the ropes of managing disaster response and recovery,” he 
recounted. 

After Typhoon Haiyan devastated Salcedo, leaving 11 people dead and 
thousands displaced, people flocked to the municipal hall, looking for any 
form of assistance from the government. 

Mergal remembered how overwhelming it was because the municipality 
had limited resources to address the numerous challenges. Food, 
security and shelter were among the top priorities.  

“I did not want my constituents to see me looking hopeless because they 
might feel hopeless, too. The experience was a great test for the town’s 
leaders because we had to fix our broken economy, guide our people 
and bring them back on their feet,” he said. 

Help from the national government took a while to reach the municipality. 
It was up to the local government to make decisions and take action. 

It was also crucial for the local government to expand its partnerships 
from government to government and involve local and national NGOs, 
INGOs, donor agencies along with the private sector. With these 
partnerships blending well with visible65 local leadership, Salcedo saw 
improvements in their public services, new farm-to-market roads, 
increasing numbers of businesses and a boost in local revenue.  

With lessons from Typhoon Haiyan, the municipality focused on 
improving its Municipal Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Plan 
(MDRRMP) and integrating it with its developmental plans such as the 
Comprehensive Land Use Plan as well as the health and sanitation plan.  

Using hazard maps provided by the Department of Science and 
Technology, the local government leaders identified vulnerable areas in 
Salcedo and built relocation projects. They created contingency plans for 
typhoons and storm surges. They also partnered with the Center for 
Disaster Preparedness for their earthquake and landslide contingency 
plans. 

Salcedo now has four evacuation centers that community members can 
rely on in times of crises. Two more evacuation centers are expected to 
rise by 2022, according to Mergal.  

As part of the Municipal DRRM Plan (MDRRMP), early warning systems 
for typhoons were put up to indicate risk levels, corresponding actions, 
and the people in charge. Regular drills are held to simulate municipal- 
and barangay-level crisis situations. Through an executive order, the 
municipality institutionalized an emergency disaster response team, 

The vicious cycle that 
poor leadership 
creates is one that 
keeps the poor and the 
marginalized at the 
bottom, depriving them 
of resources and the 
opportunities to 
improve their lives.  
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where members received training on disaster management and its four 
thematic areas: mitigation and prevention, preparedness, response, and 
recovery. The emergency disaster response team is equipped with 
rescue vehicles, emergency health kits and spine boards. 

 “I believe we need to empower our first responders and involve them as 
much as possible. That means we must train and inform them. We have 
implemented campaigns that focus on information dissemination about 
disasters, warning systems and response. If people know what to do, 
then they will be able to help and contribute when an emergency 
happens,” said Mergal. 

 The women’s organization of Balangiga in Eastern Samar who help in responding to disasters in 
their community after being trained by the Center for Disaster Preparedness and Oxfam. Photo by 
April Bulanadi/Oxfam. 

 

When Typhoon Phanfone struck in December 2019, the difference was 
clear. There were no casualties in Salcedo because they were  more 
prepared. Phanfone also tested their MDRRMP and contingency plans, 
which they followed and adjusted based on the needs of the 
communities. The experience taught them new lessons on how to 
improve their systems to prepare for future crises.  

For Mayor Mergal, empowering people requires institutionalizing good 
practices and leading by example. The town has received various 
distinctions such as the Seal of Good Local Governance, which 
recognizes the efficiency and effectiveness of the LGUs in performing 
their mandate for public service delivery.66 

Box 5: Salcedo’s COVID-19 response  

The local government of Salcedo has a municipal DRRM Plan in place for 

health; however, emerging infectious diseases was not a priority in the said 

plan. When Covid-19 struck, the LGU drew from its extensive background 

responding to recent disaster risks, and immediately put in place necessary 

and needed processes in terms of capacity, coordination and precautionary 

measures. 

According to Salcedo Mayor Melchor Mergal, meeting with the town’s 

different stakeholders helped in ensuring that agreements in their COVID-
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19 response were properly executed.  

Through the Salcedo Local Inter-Agency Task Force, the LGU: 

• Set up a help desk and an operations center at the municipal covered 

court. 

• Carried out extensive information dissemination campaigns at the 

barangay level using bandillo, radio, and the social media.  

• Issued an executive order for Modified Enhanced Community 

Quarantine in anticipation of the exodus of Salcedo residents who would 

be returning home because of the Metro Manila lockdown.  

• Established handwashing facilities in all municipal buildings, in the 

public market, and in some parking areas. 

• Increased the capacity of the Barangay Health Emergency Response 

Team (BHERT) to manage potential COVID-19 cases.  

• Augmented the capacity of the Salcedo Disasters and Emergency 

Response Team by encouraging youth volunteers to help man border 

checkpoints.  

• Converted five evacuation centers into quarantine facilities and 

identified three schools as isolation facilities.  

Aside from these immediate responses, Mergal said they set up a holding 

area right at the border of the municipality where they hold ‘persons under 

monitoring’ while seeking relevant data. Those who did not coordinate with 

the LGU before traveling to Salcedo were not allowed to enter the town. 

“My issuance of the Modified Enhance Community Quarantine somehow 

affected people’s ability to earn an income. Thus, aside from relief 

distribution, we gave financial assistance of PHP 50,000 to each barangay 

(41 barangays). We also gave financial assistance to drivers of jeepneys, 

buses, tricycles, habal-habal (motorcycles), and potpot (bicycle for hire). 

We provided assistance to barangay tanods (guards) and utility workers, as 

well as gave hazard pay to regular and job-order employees, including 

members of the Salcedo Disasters and Emergency Response Team. For 

those who were already receiving hazard pay, such as health personnel, 

we provided a special risk allowance,” he said . 

According to Mergal, LGUs should always stay focused whatever risks are 

present. He said involving all stakeholders in the discussions helped them 

execute their plans well. For effective response, he said, LGUs must 

anticipate and plan ahead. 
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Mayor Melchor Mergal discusses with local community leaders the food security framework of the 

local government of Salcedo in Eastern Samar as part of their COVID-19 response.  

(Photo by: Ricky Capara/LGU Salcedo) 

ADDED WEIGHT ON HER 

SHOULDERS: ADDRESSING 

WOMEN’S UNPAID CARE AND 

DOMESTIC WORK DURING 

DISASTERS 
While disasters know no race, gender, or social and economic status, it is 
always the poor, the marginalized, and the most vulnerable who are hit 
the hardest. The differentiated impacts of disasters, which still tend to be 
overlooked, affect how communities recover and build back better. 
Women and girls, in particular, are at a disadvantage. 

In the Philippines, recent Oxfam findings show that, on average, women 
are twice more likely to shoulder household tasks—such as childcare, 
laundry, and cooking—than men.67 These unpaid care and domestic 
tasks are doubled—sometimes tripled—when a disaster strikes, leaving 
women and girls with no time to access important public services such as 
healthcare, and actively participate in relief and recovery activities.  

According to Oxfam’s 2020 Inequality Report, women across the world 
put in 12.5 billion hours of care work for free every day. Women’s unpaid 
care work alone is adding value to the economy by at least USD 10.8 
trillion a year, a figure three times larger than the global tech industry.68  

In the Philippines, these unpaid care tasks performed by women and girls 
are valued at nearly PHP 2 trillion, which is roughly 20 percent of the 
country’s gross domestic product.69 Yet, the unpaid care work that they 
dois radically undervalued and taken for granted by society. As a result, 
women and girls are pushed even further into poverty and into the most 
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disadvantaged zone of the gender inequality crisis, -making them more 
vulnerable during disasters or crises. 

“Motherhood is a full-time job” 
Take Ruth Girays’s experience as an example. After Typhoon Haiyan 
devastated Tacloban City, she could not remember how they survived 
the storm but what was etched in her memory was the difficulty of getting 
back on their feet in its aftermath.   

Ruth and her family were moved to a resettlement area, which was far 
from the city.  

Left without a single source of income or any savings, she and her family 
relied on relief packages from the local government, NGOs, and private 
individuals. For Ruth and her husband, the future looked uncertain. They 
were not sure whether there would be food on their table, whether their 
children would go back to school, or whether they would endure in the 
long run.  

On top of these worries, Ruth was expected to perform all household 
chores, including childcare. With no source of water nearby, she used to 
wait in line for hours just to collect a bucket or two from the city 
government’s ration. She oversaw cooking, laundry, and house cleaning. 
When a family member was ill, she was called to provide care. 

 Ruth Giray hanging clothes after doing the laundry. Photo by Jed Regala/Oxfam 

“Motherhood is a full-time job. The work never ends if you have children 
to raise and a house to look after. At home, I’m always the first to wake 
up and the last to go to sleep. Even when I was pregnant, I was the one 
cooking meals, cleaning the house and washing the clothes… I feel like I 
am carrying a heavy cross. Sometimes, I want to quit. Sometimes, I feel 
like I’m going crazy,” she intimated. 

Ruth has no recollection of having time for herself ever since Typhoon 
Haiyan struck. But she said, “I was very proud of everything that I did 
because I was doing my duty as a mother.” 
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Challenging the status quo 
In early 2019, Ruth and her husband joined a seminar on unpaid care 
work organized by the Philippine Rural Reconstruction Movement 
(PRRM) as part of the Women’s Economic Empowerment and Care 
(WE-Care)70 project. At the seminar, they learned how the unpaid care 
work that women do at home should be recognized, as well as the value 
of sharing the workload at home. 

As part of the project, PRRM and Oxfam also installed water tanks and 
distributed wheelbarrows in the resettlement area where Ruth lived in 
order for women to fetch water easier. Now, she has ample support from 
her husband in doing household chores, and in taking care of their seven 
children.  

From 2017 to 2019, the WE-Care project in the Philippines was 
implemented in Eastern Visayas and Central Mindanao.Both regions 
have a long history of local humanitarian action from the disasters in 
Eastern Visayas to the armed conflicts in Central Mindanao. Directly 
implemented by six national and local NGOs, the project involved 
conducting a Rapid Care Analysis (RCA) to assess, among others, how 
women’s unpaid care and domestic work may impact their participation in 
development projects.71 

Through the RCA, the NGOs learned that fetching water72 was one of the 
most difficult tasks that women performed daily, so the construction and 
repair of water systems became the project’s entry point in the 
community. In just three years of implementation, more than 44,000 
women and girls were able to have direct access to water near their 
homes.73 

It is also worth noting that when interventions in unpaid care work are 
matched with livelihood interventions, such as in the experience of 
another partner-led project called EMBRACE,74 increase in income 
becomes more evident when there is a decrease in time spent on care 
work. With increase in income, families are in a better position to prepare 
for future crises. 

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO KEEP 

COMMUNITIES SAFE FROM 

COVID-19? THE STORY OF 

LAWAAN 
Composed of 16 barangays connected by a network of roads and 
highways, Lawaan is a fifth-class municipality that serves as the gateway 
of trade and industry to the province of Eastern Samar. With a population 
of just over 12,00075—many of whom are fishers and farmers—and a 
poverty incidence of 38.7 percent,76 creating opportunities to improve 
people’s means of livelihood is a priority in the municipality. 

Due to its location, environmental risks always pose a threat to the lives 
and livelihood of Law-ananons. When Typhoon Haiyan struck in 2013, 
the damages to the town’s houses, agricultural farms, and livelihood 
amounted to more than PHP 20 million.77 

As the country faces a new and unprecedented health threat in the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Lawaan—as the gateway to the province—is 
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particularly at risk. Aside from potential health risks, the pandemic also 
threatens to stall economic gains from the town’s trading, as well as push 
the town’s emergency response capacity to the limit. 

While this causes Lawaan Mayor Athene Mendros considerable fear, it is 
also a test of leadership for her local government.  

“I am worried about COVID-19. I fear not for myself alone, but for my 
family and my constituents. The effects of this pandemic could damage 
our municipality, so I need to ensure the health and safety of my 
constituents. We want to keep Lawaan COVID-19-free, so we 
implemented precautionary measures in accordance with the 
government’s community quarantine guidelines,” shared Mendros. 

Immediate response spells the difference 
At the border of Lawaan, a checkpoint and disinfection booth were put up 
to prevent the spread of the virus in the province. A No-Sail Policy was 
also enforced to restrict the entry of sea vessels that come from places 
where there are confirmed COVID-19 cases. All persons entering the 
region are registered, evaluated for symptoms and required to be tested. 
COVID-19 isolation facilities were set up to accommodate up to 236 
Persons Under Monitoring (PUM) and up to 10 Patients Under 
Investigation (PUI). 

“The COVID-19 pandemic is one of the most trying challenges for us. 
Truth is, as a municipality, we are not yet fully prepared nor capable to 
fight this virus. We need the whole community, the government and our 
partner organizations to make an impact and lighten the burden,” said 
Mendros. 

As an immediate measure, the local government of Lawaan reallocated 
its general and disaster risk reduction management funds to purchase 
medicine, personal protective equipment (PPE) and rice for relief 
operations. These funds were also used to distribute cash incentives to 
affected families. 

Medical teams were at the forefront of managing PUM and PUI cases. 
The town also implemented a curfew for students and elderly citizens, 
and designed safety protocols and procedures with the help of barangay 
(village) officials and the Barangay Health Response Team (BHERT). 

Information campaigns were rolled out to educate citizens about self-
quarantining, physical distancing, proper use of facemasks, proper 
handwashing and other sanitation practices to minimize the spread of 
COVID-19. Consistent house-to-house checks were also conducted to 
ensure that the rules were observed. 

With support from PRRM, CDP, Regional Climate Change Research and 
Development Center (RCCRDC) and Oxfam, the local government units 
of Eastern Samar put up community handwashing facilities in Lawaan, 
Balangiga, Quinapondan and Salcedo. 

Through these initiatives and the coordinated response of the different 
local governments, in partnership with local and national NGOs, Lawaan 
was found to be COVID-free, and Eastern Samar had only one confirmed 
case as of 13 June 2020.78 

Crucial to Lawaan’s success, according to Mendros, is the commitment 
shown by frontliners, essential workers, BHERT and barangay officials to 
keep every Law-ananon safe. She understands that they need to 
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continue working to remain COVID-free and come up with better 
measures to fight the pandemic. 

“With the pandemic affecting international and national relief efforts 
during disasters, the need for good local leadership arises. We, as 
leaders of our communities, are ideally positioned to improve community 
preparedness. We can identify the needs of our constituents, make quick 
decisions, delegate responsibilities, and provide immediate action. The 
coming months of battling COVID-19 will become more challenging as 
more typhoons come. We will need everyone to work together, as one 
people, to win,” Mendros said. 



32 

4 THE FUTURE OF LOCAL 
ACTION 

INGOs and donor agencies can no longer ignore the call to genuinely 
transform the sector and enable local leadership to flourish. Key to this 
transition is the re-balancing of power so that local actors find themselves 
in decision-making roles, empowered to determine their strategies and 
actions, and adequately resourced.  

Conversely, the task to address the deep challenges in the 
humanitarian system does not lie alone with INGOs and donor 
agencies.Local actors should claim this space and exercise their 
power, instead of waiting for others to honor their commitments.  

Driven by their local knowledge and long-standing relationships with 
communities in disaster-affected areas, local and national NGOs are able 
to deliver quick and appropriate response when needed. This is a space 
no other actor can effectively take over.  

To realize such a scenario, humanitarian actors have respective parts to 
play: 

For INGOs and donor agencies 
The task for international actors to support local and national NGOs is 
more crucial now because of the increasing complexity of crises, as 
shown by the COVID-19 pandemic. International actors should honor 
commitments made in the Grand Bargain and walk the talk by 
channelling at least 25 percent of their humanitarian funding directly to 
local and national NGOs. 

New partnership models must lay out critical autonomies claimed by local 
and national NGOs in order to decide how to use their funding and what 
response to implement. They must also outline critical risk-sharing 
mechanisms, opportunities for technology and knowledge transfers, and 
mutual accountability requirements. 

Moreover, localization should also be promoted across all aspects of 
development work, not just in disaster risk reduction. The WE-Care 
example provides an impetus to how local programming—in this case, on 
unpaid care and domestic work—can improve community resilience, 
even if it is not an intended outcome. 

For local and national NGOs, CSOs, and 
community-based organizations 
These organizations need to ensure that the ownership of humanitarian 
action lies with the women and men in crisis-affected areas. This means 
local action should stay grounded in the challenges faced by 
communities, engage women and men in response and recovery, and 
proactively seek feedback on how they could do better. 

Such situation also highlights the important tasks of claiming the space 
and changing the humanitarian system that are placed on local actors’ 
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shoulders. Waiting for international actors to make the first move is 
counterproductive and, in many cases, futile. NGOs, CSOs and 
community-based organizations must change the system collectively, 
through strong alliances with each other. 

During disaster preparedness and response, these organizations must 
also find value in partnering with other groups such as the youth sector, 
religious groups, women’s organizations, and LGBTQIA+ community to 
increase community awareness, develop inclusive response agenda, and 
enable faster recovery of individuals.  

For local governments 
Without the support from LGUs, many local interventions led by NGOs 
will not foster. Local government officials should institutionalize 
partnerships with local and national NGOs to streamline disaster 
response. 

They should lead coordination efforts before, during and after a disaster, 
as well as carry out preparedness-related initiatives even when risks are 
not present. They must invest in information dissemination tools—such 
as community broadcast systems and early warning devices—and 
strengthen their social media engagement for effective and efficient 
information management particularly during crises. 

LGUs should hold barangay officials accountable in the implementation 
of their BDRRM Plan and mobilize resources to enable community-based 
organizations to respond in times of crisis. 

While many LGUs have shown improvements in their crisis response 
mechanisms, there is still a need to continue putting preparedness in 
their core agenda—not only for natural hazards but also for other forms 
of crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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5 ABOUT OXFAM 
PROGRAMS 

The following Oxfam programs implemented by partners in the Eastern Visayas region 
exhibit local humanitarian leadership, as they have: (1) enhanced the capacities of 
communities to co-lead disaster response activities, (2) improved community readiness 
by increasing people’s access to information and technology, and (3) strengthened 
relationships with various stakeholders, such as local and provincial governments.  

ALERT 
The Adaptive Livelihoods and Emergency Readiness and Timely Response 
of Communities or ALERT Project was implemented in four municipalities in 
the province of Eastern Samar: Salcedo, Quinapondan, Balangiga and Lawaan. 
These municipalities were chosen for their high geographical exposure to natural 
hazards such as typhoons, floods, and drought; their high levels of poverty; and 
the strong eagerness of their local communities to strengthen their disaster risk 
reduction capacities.  

ALERT aimed to address the underlying causes of vulnerability of communities, 
as well as the shortcomings in the humanitarian preparedness and response 
systems through capacity development, disaster risk reduction and asset 
protection, and learning and knowledge sharing.  

ALERT was implemented by CDP, PRRM, and the Visayas State University-
Regional Climate Change Research and Development Center (VSU-RCCRDC) 
together with Oxfam. 

B-READY 
The Building Resilient, Adaptive, and Disaster Ready Communities or the 
B-READY Project aims to better protect vulnerable households from disasters 
using the latest digital forecasting technologies that predict extreme weather 
events. 

B-READY combined two innovations in disaster preparedness to enhance 
community resilience by using: (1) early warning systems through parametric 
forecasting and risk modeling technology, and (2) financial technologies to 
enable pre-disaster cash transfer program to save lives, increase preparedness 
and mitigate disaster risks. 

Through B-READY, 15 small- to medium-scale merchants and sari-sari store 
owners in Salcedo, Eastern Samar, were accredited and trained as community-
based financial service providers or MIMO (Money-in-Money-out) to expand 
access to payment and disbursement channels, before and during emergencies.  

B-READY is jointly implemented by Oxfam Novib, Oxfam Pilipinas, People’s 
Disaster Risk Reduction Network, PLAN International, PayMaya, Smart Padala, 
CLIMBS Life and General Insurance Global Parametrics, and the local 
government of Salcedo. 
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HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE FOR 

TYPHOON PHANFONE-AFFECTED 

COMMUNITIES IN THE PHILIPPINES  
Typhoon Phanfone (Ursula) devastated the Visayas Region when it made seven 
landfalls on December 24 and 25, 2019, affecting more than 2.4 million people in 
six regions. Oxfam, PDRRN, CDP, and PRRM joined hands in assisting 10,000 
individuals in 26 barangays in four municipalities of Eastern Samar.  

This humanitarian effort aimed to support the efforts of the LGUs of Eastern 
Samar to reduce the burden among poor households, as well as to protect the 
most vulnerable men, women, girls and boys from harmful coping strategies. 

As of 17 June 2020, the project had assisted about 10,000 individuals through 
the following: (1) cash assistance provided to 2,392 families; (2) shelter repair 
kits provided to 431 families whose houses were totally damaged; (3) hygiene 
and household kits provided to 2,063 families; and (4) access to potable water 
provided to 805 households for 40–45 days.  

In addition to these efforts, the project helped strengthen relationships among 
the NGOs and the provincial government of Eastern Samar, four LGUs, and 26 
barangays involved in the response. More recently, the partners helped put up 
handwashing facilities in the towns of Salcedo, Quinapondan, Balangiga and 
Lawaan to help them respond to COVID-19.  

COVID-19 RESPONSE 
Oxfam and partners aim to contribute to broader efforts by government and 
private sectors to contain the spread of COVID-19 and mitigate its social and 
economic impact on the poor in urban areas by: (1) increasing their access to 
food and basic needs and services, (2)  preventing and reducing infection risks 
due to the  outbreak, (3)  protecting them from the negative impact of the 
government’s measures to control the outbreak. 

One of the COVID-19 response projects is Hygiene Behaviour Change 
Coalition (HBCC) 

The project will run from May 2020 to April 2021 in Eastern Samar and 
Maguindanao. It aims to sustain improved health and hygiene behaviour that 
limits the spread of COVID-19 and promotes gender norms that enable equal 
distribution of health and hygiene care work among women and men in 
households and communities. 

Implementing partners are UNYPHIL-women and IDEALS in Maguindanao and 
PRRM in Eastern Samar. 
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