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This preface puts down the first words of this monograph with the intent 
of inspiring you to join us in a conversation about building a better world 
out of this dreadful global health crisis.  

This monograph presents the Final Report of our team’s research project 
titled “Social Networks for Service Delivery and Humanitarian Response in 
Times of COVID-19.” It shares the narratives and insights about emergent 
agency in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, which we gathered from 
various conversations with research partners in the course of six months. 
These narratives and insights, as well as our analysis, are conveyed 
here as case studies, which paint a picture of the variety of responses 
and responders to the health crisis. Each case study tries to capture in 
writing the passions and dreams that motivate our research partners’ 
actions. As researchers, we extend the conversation by listening 
intently and wringing out visions of a different normal condition after the 
pandemic. Jo Dionisio, our research project leader, integrates all of these 
in a thoughtful executive summary before each case study is presented 
one after the other. In a way, the publication of this monograph is an 
invitation for more public conversations and deliberations about building 
back better. 

Preface: Join the conversation
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The first few pages of this monograph feature a compilation of messages 
from our research partners, in recognition of their important role in this 
exercise of knowledge production. These messages encapsulate what 
this research has come to mean for them. Included in these messages 
are the voices of our community partners, which is symbolic of our team’s 
deep ethical commitment and respect (and that of Oxfam Pilipinas and 
the Philippine Sociological Society, which we represent) to each of our 
key informants who willingly and poignantly shared their time, narratives, 
perceptions, and opinions with us. 

Aside from being the first research partnership between the Philippine 
Sociological Society and Oxfam Pilipinas, this research was “novel” and 
pioneering in many ways. Sociologists from the three major island groups 
of the Philippines are represented as case study writers and research 
assistants. For this we must thank the Philippine Sociological Society, 
whose pivot toward the South in the past years has breathed new life and 
re-animated sociological practice in the Visayas and Mindanao. 

The research timetable and the quarantine restrictions were tight and 
stress-inducing. We could not access more expansive field sites and did 
not have the luxury of prolonged contemplative analysis. What we had 
was the advantage of research work that was targeted and focused. We 
must thank Oxfam Pilipinas, which provided not only funding support but 
also calm and reassuring guidance and feedback at crucial moments of 
the research process.

We also had a lean and committed research team that kept on working 
despite personal challenges amid a resurgence of COVID-19 infections 
in the country. As if to test our mettle as a team, we were thrust into a 
frantic mode when on the first days of data gathering, after hurdling 
research preliminaries, such as the ethics review from an external 
panel, the community pantry phenomenon spread like wildfire on the 
first week of April 2021. How could a research team on emergent agency 
ignore this viral display of mutual aid in the face of a disastrous health 
crisis? Our team documented the first few days of the community pantry 
phenomenon and became one of the first to release a comprehensive 
account of the spontaneous action. 

The community pantry case study, which was collectively written by the 
entire research team, eventually set the tone for the entire research. It 
was a social phenomenon that unfolded right before our very screens in 
real time and was the team’s baptism of fire into this emergent agency 
research. As the narrative of the community pantry was being hijacked by 
forces that saw the emerging practice of mutual aid as a political threat 
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and predictably red-tagged its prime movers, the research team was able 
to intervene in the public discourse by presenting our documentation 
and analysis. In time, the community pantries multiplied even faster 
despite the red-tagging, and a wider conversation about the issues that 
had motivated the community pantries ensued. It was an exhilarating 
experience to be part of this public discourse, which makes one ponder the 
possibilities that these quick and targeted researches could accomplish 
in terms of providing evidence-based counternarratives to the official 
story of dominant forces in real time. Public sociology, anyone?

Ultimately, this research on emergent agency, despite its many novel 
features, unique subject matter, and obvious focus on social media, is 
really an occasion to contemplate on some issues in the key sociological 
areas of social movements, social change, and social hope. For instance, 
there is the point of view that emergent agencies must be appreciated 
for their temporal and anarchic nature and that their natural dissipation 
and absorption into the “natural course of things” are nothing but the 
expected behaviors of complex social systems finding balance. An 
opposing interpretation would regard these processes as cooptation 
and the removal of these occasions’ radical potential. Another view 
that emanates from these case studies is that emergent agencies are 
pregnant with alternatives and possibilities, whose transformative 
potentials may only come into being through the intentional action of 
change agents as midwives of a new order. These are just some serious 
issues we should continue to ask not just in times of the COVID-19 
pandemic but also beyond. 

We invite you to join these continuing conversations within and outside 
the pages of this monograph.

Arnold P. Alamon
September 6, 2021

Iligan City
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COVID-19 will trigger profound political and social change at all levels 
of society—we know that much from the history of pandemics going 
back centuries. Such profound shocks can act as “critical junctures,” 
disrupting existing power relations and social and political orders, and 
paving the way for new ideas, institutions, and ways of being to emerge. 
In fourteenth century Europe, the Black Death killed a third of the 
population, but also heralded the end of feudalism.

We can already see that COVID-19 has acted across the world as 
an “inequality engine,” latching onto and exacerbating inequalities 
between rich and poor (both within and between nations); between men 
and women; between marginalized and dominant groups. But what we 
know less about is how poor communities and their organizations have 
responded to the pandemic.

I therefore welcome this research collaboration between Oxfam Pilipinas 
and the Philippine Sociological Society to study how social networks have 
arisen or changed, whether on the level of feeding the hungry, providing 
bicycles to transport frontline workers, producing masks and other PPE, 
or catalyzing grassroots advocacy related to the pandemic.

These case studies provide invaluable insights not just to the 
intellectually curious, but to those who seek to support or participate in 
progressive change in the Philippines and elsewhere. Activists are not 
always adept at “not letting a good crisis go to waste.” Sometimes they 
are tempted to stick to their painstakingly created strategies and plans, 
rather than “dance with the system,” responding to new circumstances 
and opportunities, even when it means jettisoning those previous ideas. 

In trying to correct this tendency to “stick to the plan,” we can learn a 
great deal from the spontaneous grassroots movements that typically 
spring up in response to disasters and shocks, but also contribute to 
helping them consolidate and become lasting contributors to social and 
political change, rather than a short-lived “flash in the pan” disaster 
response.

Duncan Green
Senior Strategic Adviser, Oxfam GB

Message from Oxfam GB
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In the Philippines, we have been in varying degrees of lockdown since 
March 2020—the world’s longest lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Yet, as of this writing, cases continue to rise, unemployment is at a 
record high, involuntary hunger has soared, and household incomes have 
dropped. Hardly a day goes by when we do not hear of a friend, colleague, 
or family member who has gotten sick or, worse, passed away. Amid the 
doom and gloom, stories from the emergent agencies research are bright 
spots and a treasure trove of insights into social mobilization.

Whether it is sewing PPEs, to building a social enterprise that links 
agricultural producers to urban consumers, to providing cycling equipment 
and loans to medical frontliners, to setting up community pantries—these 
actions were all thanks to individuals who saw a need, rallied their networks, 
and applied dogged determination to the effort: classic social entrepreneurs 
who mobilized their social capital for the social good.  

Their collaborators were initially family, friends, or neighborhood/
homeowner associations; but eventually, even those they had sought 
to help. This we see from the mutual aid approach of the community 
pantries, where those who had taken from the pantry helped sustain it by 
also giving what they could and taking only what they needed. 

The stories are also a testament to diskarte, or what the research 
describes as “the ability to troubleshoot using street smarts, persistence, 
creativity, and innovativeness.” Across the research, we see women’s 
diskarte and amazing mobilizing powers.

If organizers still need additional argument for the mastery of social 
media, this research provides that—the initiatives highlighted in the 
research all had social media as an ingredient for success. 

All the case studies end with reflections on their future, as questions 
about sustaining logistics, promotions, managing finances, etc., 
inevitably surface. There is no easy answer to this. As pointed out in 
the case of the community pantry, it did not set out to solve hunger, 
but to “give people a fighting chance.” And after all, as Amihan Abueva 
says about Sewing for Hope: “The narrative will continue to evolve as our 
community grows.”

I am truly grateful to the Philippine Sociological Society for the collaboration 
on this research; and I look forward to the rich conversations to be had 
about it. My thanks particularly to the research team that took this on 
during such trying circumstances.    

Mabuhay kayo at padayon!
Maria Rosario “Lot” Felizco

Country Director, Oxfam Pilipinas

Message from Oxfam Pilipinas
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When the COVID-19 pandemic started in early 2020, some analysts said 
it could be the end of the era of globalization, a period of borderless 
connections. The lockdowns, the restrictions on mobility brought 
everyone and everything to a halt. The disconnect gave rise to limits felt 
both at the global and local levels. The abrupt closure of institutions 
made the delivery of service and everyday survival needs difficult. The 
restrictions on mobility affected individuals—their physical activities and 
health, access to food and transportation, motivation to finish a degree 
or engage in work, and economic progression, possibly making them miss 
so many opportunities. 

The disconnection could be observed both between and among states 
and between the state and its people. Caught unprepared, the Philippine 
government failed to set up mechanisms that would continuously provide 
services to its people despite quarantine and lockdown protocols. This 
led to the emergence of alternative agencies. 

These agencies manifest two things: one, the inefficiency of the state to 
respond as the core reason, and two, the power of collective action. The 
cases presented in this study came about due to pictures of desperation 
of people most affected by the pandemic. The initiatives were a response 
to the missing or inadequate action coming from the state. A deplorable 
condition worsened by news of piles of borrowed funding to supposedly 
support pandemic response in the country. This sorry state led groups of 
people to take things into their own hands and collectively assist others. 
The collective action, voluntary in nature, is seen in community pantries, 
assistance in transportation access, personal protective equipment 
(PPE) production, and organizing of communities to extend help to even 
more people. These agencies have shown how decisive collective action 
is. The extent of support provided to numerous people is unquestionable. 

The Philippine Sociological Society extends its gratitude to Oxfam 
Pilipinas, for providing the opportunity to document these emerging 
agencies. In a field that focuses on the intersection of personal lives 
and the sociopolitical and economic context of public spheres, it is of 
great significance to understand the nuances of these agencies’ birth, 
rise, and success. May these cases be a foundation to agencies forming 
structures, influencing practices of resilience and care.

Louie Benedict R. Ignacio
President, Philippine Sociological Society

Message from Philippine 
Sociological Society
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I am glad to be a part of this collaborative effort of Oxfam Pilipinas and the 
Philippine Sociological Society, “Social Networks for Service Delivery and 
Crisis Response in times of COVID-19.” The study highlighted the creative 
and important roles community organizations and private individuals 
played in providing various forms of support to the people in the face of 
the limited, belated, and ineffective government health and economic 
response. The documentation of the Citizen’s Urgent Response to End 
COVID-19, or CURE COVID, and the insights drawn from the experience of the 
network shed light on the continuing relevance of people’s organizations 
in times of pandemic. I am particularly glad that the voices of women, 
one a representative of the urban poor and another a representative of 
farmers, are included in this study. Women as mothers, health workers, 
teachers, service workers, organizers, and human rights defenders made 
major contributions to community response despite the heavier care 
work they had to take on because of the lockdown. I look forward to 
seeing how the findings of this study can be translated into policies and 
programs not only of government and nongovernment organizations but 
of academe as well in fulfilling its public service role.

Judy M. Taguiwalo
Spokesperson, CURE COVID

Message from Citizen’s Urgent 
Response to End COVID-19
(CURE COVID)
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The pandemic has laid bare the fundamental weaknesses of the Philippine 
mobility environment. It has also pointed to several priority reforms to 
improve commuter welfare and ensure the viability of the road-based 
public transport industry, which moves the vast majority of passengers 
each day. A positive development we are seeing is the emergence of many 
civil society groups that have organized for the purpose of advocating 
better transportation sector policies and practices and championing the 
welfare of commuters.

One important principle is that mobility is a basic need. All Filipinos should 
have the means to travel around their urban areas to enjoy fully their rights 
and privileges. Not everyone has a private vehicle; in fact, based on the 
last census in 2010, close to 90 percent of Filipino households did not 
own a private car, and close to 75 percent did not own a motorcycle. Most 
Filipinos relied on public transport, walking, or cycling, for their daily travel.

Public transportation is an essential service, enabling people to get 
to school or work or to access basic goods and services. When public 
transportation is inadequate or missing, the entire society suffers—basic 
services cannot be delivered, employees cannot get to work, firms close 
down, and families fall into poverty. And yet, this is the nightmare we are 
experiencing today. It is not just a problem of this administration.  

Even before the pandemic, the public transportation system suffered from 
problems related to safety, insufficient supply, and absence of coordinated 
operations. On many routes, commuters endured long waiting times and 
sub-human crowding and jostling just to get a ride. The aspiration of every 
commuter, as soon as they could afford to, was to acquire a private motor 
vehicle so that they could escape this daily commuting “hell.” This was a 
recipe for disaster as more private motor vehicles led only to worsening 
congestion, pollution, and climate change.  The flaws in our transportation 
system have been there for decades, but it is only now that the situation 
has come to a head—triggered by the arrival of COVID-19.  

The challenge for all of us is to shape the emerging efforts at collective 
action so that they are effective in the near term and sustained over the 
longer term. It is a story that is still unfolding as the Philippines undertakes 
this crucial process of reform in the transportation sector; it is a story that 
needs to be documented. This report by the Philippine Sociological Society 
and Oxfam Pilipinas is therefore a welcome contribution to literature in this 
field.

Robert Y. Siy
Advisor and Co-Convenor, Move as One Coalition

Message from Move As One Coalition
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Veggies for Good may have been an accidental social enterprise arising 
from the COVID-19 pandemic, but it has shown us a way of serving 
multiple stakeholders (i.e., farmers, urban poor women, jobless riders, 
poor communities) in a sustainable manner. Imagine by just purchasing a 
kilo of sweet potato (kamote) for Php 60 (while supermarket price is Php 
80), you allow an indigenous Dumagat farmer to earn Php 20 , while the 
nanays (mothers) earn Php 10, delivery rider Php 10, and consumer Php 
20 in utility values. This seems impossible, but it can be done by tweaking 
the current food system to shorten the value chain and give more value 
to the producer and consumer. Based on the experience of Veggies for 
Good, efficiency can be achieved with the use of internet technology 
(aggregation of demand and supply), increasing demand through social 
media marketing and community marts, and optimization of logistics. It 
is still a work in the progress, and it continues to work with private and 
government partners in creating more demand, ensuring high quality and 
timely supply of vegetables at affordable prices. Several innovations are in 
place like using a web application (www.veggiesforgood.com) to simplify 
order taking, allowing the business to reach the wider National Capital 
Region (NCR) market; partnering with three new farmer groups in Tarlac, 
Laguna, and Bukidnon, using the backload of Seven Eleven trucks; and 
employing additional nanays to supply a number of community pantries 
in the Metro Manila area. 

We express our deepest gratitude to the Philippine Sociological Society 
and Oxfam for conducting this study. It documented the birth and growing 
pains of Veggies for Good, not only in the business aspect but also in the 
sociological elements and relationships within. We have learned its value 
from the perspective of a third person that moves us to pursue the vision 
of Veggies for Good to be a sustainable platform of goodness to various 
poor communities even beyond the pandemic. We hope the model of 
Veggies for Good will be shared and replicated in every city or municipality 
in the Philippines to empower more Nanay Dorinas, Farmer Mengays, and 
Kuya Bayanis in the communities. 

Aison Garcia
Founder, Veggies for Good

Message from Veggies for Good
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I would like to thank the Philippine Sociological Society and Oxfam 
Pilipinas for undertaking this Study on Social Networks for Service 
Delivery and Crisis Response in Times of COVID-19.

It had been a pleasure to be a part of this study as it helped us to 
reflect more deeply on our experience and learn more about other 
similar initiatives during these challenging times.  

This study points to the need to renew and expand our social 
circles constantly, not just to ensure personal comfort and growth, 
but also to create wider circles of kindness and compassion.  

There is a profound need for everyone to feel useful and needed, 
especially in times of crisis. Each of us is uniquely positioned to 
make use of our individual talents and resources, but when we 
pool these together, we can create momentum toward change at 
both the personal and structural levels. 

I would also like to thank the secretariat and the Board of Trustees 
of Child Rights Coalition Asia (CRC Asia), the Sewing Hope team, the 
sewing teams, weavers, riders, suppliers, family and friends, and 
our clients who have been supporting Sewing Hope.  

It is our aspiration to continue Sewing Hope, to promote more 
initiatives that benefit our people, and to help create a just and 
loving society that blesses all. 

Amihan V. Abueva
Founder, Sewing Hope

Message from Sewing Hope



11

Executive Summary

The coronavirus pandemic has changed our lives and the world 
we all share. It has exposed the limits and failures of governments 
around the world. The pandemic has also given rise to novel 
initiatives by emergent agents who struggle to fill in the gaps and 
weaknesses of official responses to the global health crisis. The 
ways through which people and their communities bear the burden 
of providing for their welfare needs and ensuring public safety may 
be instructive of how a more just society can be rebuilt under the 
so-called new normal. 

In 2020, in response to the global impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Atlantic Fellows for Social and Economic Equity (AFSEE) program 
of the International Inequalities Institute (III) at the London School 
of Economics (LSE) collaborated with Oxfam on a project that 
brought together the expertise of practitioners and academics 
from different parts of the world. The Emergent Agency in Times of 
COVID-19 Project aimed to advance knowledge of the many ways 
through which people and their communities had responded to the 
new challenges brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic toward 
shaping policy and informing wider public conversations around 
these initiatives.
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As part of this global endeavor, Oxfam Pilipinas worked together 
with the Philippine Sociological Society on a research project that 
would collect primary examples and cases of Emerging Agency 
within the Philippines. The research partnership covered the 
implementation of the Study on Social Networks for Service Delivery 
and Crisis Response in Times of COVID-19. This project characterized 
the agents and the networks behind various initiatives formed in 
response to the challenges brought about by the pandemic. Its 
main objectives were to humanize these initiatives by identifying 
the immediate motivations of the agents, tracing their sectoral/
institutional affiliations, and examining the types of partnerships, 
organizational structures, and work procedures that had been 
established in support of their initiatives. By doing so, we gain a 
better understanding of the needs these initiatives have addressed 
toward a rethinking of the ways through which governments and 
aid agencies should conduct crisis response and/or social welfare 
delivery.

What Is Emergent Agency? 

Emergent social phenomena are events that tend to occur when 
(1) existing organizations fail to meet certain demands, (2) usual 
tasks and structures are deemed inappropriate or inefficient, or

(3) communities feel the need to respond or to resolve a crisis 
situation, such as disaster events, on their own (Drabek and 
McEntire 2003). Emergent groups may be thought of as people 
who work together to fulfill shared goals, but with an organization 
that is yet to be institutionalized (Stallings and Quarantelli 1985). 
For this project, we examined actions undertaken by a variety 
of stakeholders that were new or different from what they were 
normally doing and were caused by the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic.   

Human beings have agency, or the capability to cause necessary 
and desired changes (Mead 1934). Giddens (1984) defines agency 
as “events of which an individual is the perpetrator, in the sense 
that the individual could, at any phase in a given sequence 
of conduct, have acted differently.” For Giddens then, human 
intention is the core of human agency and human action that is not 
intentional is deemed merely a reactive response. For this project, 
we examined action that people had taken on their own, without 
being asked or given permission. We investigated the processes 
through which individuals or groups were able to choose actively 
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and independently, creating change in their lives or the lives of 
others. 

In the work of Bandura (2000), intentionality is linked to perceived 
self-efficacy. People, either as individuals or as a collectivity, 
pursue a course of action when they perceive that their action 
will produce desired outcomes. Collective efficacy is not derived 
from the totality of efficacy beliefs of individual members; instead, 
collective efficacy emerges as characteristic of the group as it 
pursues collective action. For Bandura, “(p)eople’s shared beliefs 
in their collective power to produce desired outcomes is [sic] 
a crucial ingredient of collective agency.” For this project, we 
examined the emergence of collective agency and how social 
network ties were mobilized toward civic action. 

What Are Social Networks?

A social network is a “structure of relationships linking social 
actors” (Marsden 2000:2777). Social actors actively shape their 
everyday lives through the information and resources they produce 
for or acquire from their social network ties. Social networks may 
function as bonding social capital through ties among people who 
tend to be closely connected, such as immediate family members, 
neighbors, close friends, and business associates sharing similar 
demographic characteristics (Rossing et al. 2010:270). They may 
also function as bridging social capital through ties among people 
from different ethnic, geographical, and occupational backgrounds 
who have similar economic status and political influence (Rossing 
et al. 2010:270), enabling access to diverse resources. Social 
networks may also function as linking social capital through ties 
formed with allies in positions of power (Woolcock 2002), who have 
the “… capacity to leverage resources, ideas and information from 
formal institutions beyond the community, most notably the state 
…” (Woolcock 2000:23). Thus, social networks become most useful 
as social capital when they contribute to civic engagement and 
social change (Wilson 2001). For this project, we paid attention to 
the different social network ties that had been mobilized toward 
service delivery and crisis response in each case that we examined. 
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Philippines: Study on Social Networks for Service 
Delivery and Crisis Response in Times of COVID-19

CASE 1—Humanizing the lockdown: Providing access to food and 
livelihood during lockdown

Food insecurity and hunger, especially to the poorest and most 
vulnerable sectors, were the immediate and widespread effects 
of the ill-planned government-imposed lockdown. Non-state 
initiatives in response to this serious and prolonged lack of access 
to food—a basic necessity—came in different forms. A quick review 
of these different initiatives highlights common characteristics, 
such as their innovativeness in mobilizing resources and social 
networks, their presumably unintended effect of organizing the 
marginalized and the dislocated into communities of service, 
and their use of information communication and technology (ICT) 
and social media platforms. Clearly, this initiative has become 
an alternative marketing system that connects producers to 
consumers and undercuts the role of big traders in the distribution 
of food. 

Two initiatives were included as cases under this cluster—the 
Veggies for Good and the Bayanihang Marikenyo at Marikenya 
initiatives, which were spontaneous responses to a commonly felt 
grave need. 

Veggies for Good is a family-initiated farm-to-table network.

A spontaneous humanitarian response, it has developed a system 
for bringing agricultural produce to quarantined residential 
households in gated communities by mobilizing impoverished 
women and displaced workingmen and by using social media 
platforms. Sources of its produce include the Dumagats, an 
indigenous people (IP) community in Rizal Province.

Bayanihang Marikenyo at Marikenya (BMM) is a food-aid distribution 
system for urban poor communities. It is an interesting case study 
of a women-initiated humanitarian response that has mobilized 
and organized a neighborhood to aid other neighborhoods. An 
example of self-help among impoverished communities, this food-
aid initiative has also used social media platforms and leveraged its 
social networks in mobilizing resources for its community kitchen. 
While it could be viewed and dismissed in social development 
circles as a shallow practice of dole-out, this study examined how 
marginalized and impoverished communities were able to mobilize 
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themselves and, in the process, recognize their own skills that 
could be used to help others.  

CASE 2—Citizens for public safety: Ensuring safe transportation 
during lockdown

The ill-conceived lockdown forced commuting frontliners and 
other daily wage earners to resort to either walking or cycling to 
and from their place of employment. Reports of road accidents 
involving bikers escalated, revealing the long-ignored need to 
address the road safety requirements of biking as an alternative 
mode of transportation.   

This case study included notable initiatives among different 
groups of bikers advocating safety for biking commuters and 
mobilizing networks to provide road-worthy bikes to frontliners. 
Their advocacy work for clean air and road safety found greater 
significance in these times of COVID-19. The initiatives, which 
highlight the lack of public awareness and the absence of 
appropriate public policies related to road safety, make good 
case studies. 

CASE 3—Novel solutions for public protection: Community-
based production of  PPEs

The COVID-19 pandemic overwhelmed our health care system, 
and public panic over the situation caused a frightening 
shortage in supply of basic personal protective equipment 
(PPE). PPEs proved to be crucial in preventing the spread of 
the virus, which had already victimized many of our exhausted 
health care professionals. 

Amid panic and mourning, a family mobilized their community to 
help produce face masks and hospital-grade protective gowns, 
which they distributed to hospitals in Metro Manila. Sewing 
Hope: Community Action for Frontliners and Our People is a 
community-based PPE production initiative. It is an interesting 
study of how to mobilize skills and incorporate cultural heritage 
in responding to a crisis. The initiative showcases humane and 
compassionate mass-production of vital supplies for local 
needs using local materials and community skills. Its model of a 
social enterprise is instructive of how an associative economy 
could be built and developed as an alternative to an economy 
dominated by big and foreign enterprises that rely on sweatshop 
production. 
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This case is reported in this monograph using the voice of Ms. 
Amihan Abueva, the main initiator of the project.

CASE 4—Emergent forms of  organizing and mobilization   

The escalation of the COVID-19 health crisis, the prolonged 
lockdown, reports of missing public health funds, and intensified 
repression provide extraordinary challenges as well as opportunities 
for collective action. Organizing and mobilization continues to 
be necessary in promoting public welfare and protecting human 
rights, but these need to be done in ways that will not exacerbate 
the spread of COVID-19, especially in a situation where the health 
crisis is made an excuse for more aggressive state repression. 

It was notable that different repertoires of collective action 
emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic. The case study of CURE 
COVID Network examined how political organizations transcended 
extraordinary circumstances to remain in the service of a restless 
and defiant public and to continue defending political gains while 
ensuring public safety. 

ADDITIONAL CASE—The community pantry movement

The emergence of community pantries all over the archipelago, 
constituting a social movement for mutual aid, happened while 
this research project was being conducted. This seems to 
resonate not only with the public’s dire needs but also with their 
brewing discontent over the government’s maladministration 
of the COVID-19 crisis that had brought the country to its worst 
economic and health care situation. The research team had to 
shift gears immediately to be able to capture the motivations, 
practices, and narratives in this spontaneous display of national 
unity and collective action on the issue of hunger. The viral spread 
of the community pantry initiative in the Philippines under the harsh 
conditions of enhanced community quarantine (ECQ) was simply 
phenomenal. Media accounts, images, and testimonials described 
how meager resources were selflessly shared and responsibly 
claimed between and among the hardest hit and most vulnerable 
in this COVID-19 pandemic. This seemed to have boosted the morale 
of a desperate public that was bogged down by feelings of gloom 
and doom as the National Capital Region was thrown under hard 
lockdown for the second time in a year.
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Methodology 

The main objective of this research project was to document 
cases of emergent agency that came about as a response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the official responses to it. In documenting 
the cases, the following guide questions served as guide:

• How did the emergent action emerge? 

• Who were the agents and what were their motivations?

• Which social and trust networks were mobilized?

• What mechanisms were used and to what effect?

• What difficulties and risks were faced and how were these 
resolved?

• What new alliances or networks, if any, were formed?

• What are the prospects for sustainability?

Data gathering was mainly in the form of online key informant 
interviews and qualitative content analysis of publicly accessible 
materials, such as organizational websites, social media pages, 
news articles, and/or feature articles. Interviews were transcribed 
as soon as they were completed. Transcribed interviews and 
selected online materials were immediately processed to generate 
thematic patterns. Recurring themes from the interviews and 
from online documents were analyzed and discussed in the case 
studies.
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Key Findings

Agents, motivations, and outcomes

The emergence of the various initiatives examined in this report 
was facilitated by the collaboration of a multiplicity of agents. 
Professionals from various fields, people with background in 
civil society organizations (CSOs) or who had some type of public 
service involvement because of their advocacy, were brought 
together with marginalized sectors that were dependent on daily 
wages or income but was displaced and cut off from their jobs 
or livelihood by the government’s inadequate and ill-conceived 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. These marginalized sectors 
included urban poor women, men, and young adults, farmers from 
indigenous communities, and workers in the transportation and 
logistics sectors. 

The initiatives were motivated by a multiplicity of needs, which were 
experienced simultaneously rather than as a rigid hierarchy (see 
Maslow 1987). For the marginalized sectors and solidarity groups, 
their physiological needs (food) and safety needs (livelihood and 
income, personal safety) were intertwined with their esteem needs 
(against helplessness) and cognitive needs (adequate and timely 
information about the pandemic). For those with public service 
background, their behavior was motivated by their need for self-
actualization (sense of purpose, putting their talents to use) and 
transcendence (service to others, empathy, and compassion). 

Benefits from these collaborations were mutual and not only one 
way, which is the tendency of most dole-out-oriented disaster 
relief programs. These also spilled over to other sectors that 
were not directly involved in any of the initiatives, such as health 
care professionals and frontline workers and commuters, who 
were in dire need of personal protection. Many of them expressed 
appreciation for the contributions they had received, noting 
that they felt loved and connected. It is also notable that these 
initiatives reconnected supply chains with demand chains while 
bypassing traditional and big capital traders, thus pump-priming 
local economies and generating incomes for small producers. 

Compassion is the motivation to relieve the suffering of others, 
but how does compassion lead to emergent action? As these case 
studies show, while individuals may be socialized by their families, 
education, or public service organizations into having compassion, 
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it is REFLEXIVITY that is crucial in directing compassion toward 
innovative and/or immediate ways of relieving the suffering of 
others. For example, while exposed to poverty and helplessness 
on a daily basis, Aison of Veggies for Good had to see hunger 
as something strange and unjust to initiate the setting up of a 
community market for displaced households; a group of bikers had 
to see the limits of their usual advocacy efforts to summon the 
courage to transgress the limits of the law intentionally in order to 
put their message across; Zena of BMM and Amihan of Sewing Hope 
had to realize that their own anxiety could only be relieved by using 
their resources, skills, and artistic talent to have the will to put up 
community kitchens or to create personal protective equipment 
for medical frontliners; and Patricia of the phenomenal community 
pantry movement had to admit that while her small bamboo cart of 
goods might not radically transform social inequities, sharing her 
meager resources with the less fortunate was still a necessary act 
of selflessness.  

Community markets, community pantries, community kitchens, 
and communal bike repair shops enabled the precariat to 
discover the existence of their own mobilizable resources and 
capabilities for self-help and mutual aid. It was in the process 
of collectively addressing their respective needs that actors in 
these various initiatives gained some sense of self-fulfillment 
and transcendence. This is the basis of their concerns about the 
sustainability of their initiatives. 

Networks of trust and solidarity for civic engagement  

These initiatives emerged by mobilizing resources from latent ties 
and core networks— family, friends, and associates—based on 
occupation, recreational interest, or personal advocacy. Donations 
in terms of cash and goods, time and effort, as well as knowledge 
and emotional support, were received and given through these 
network ties. 

In the process of civic engagement, the key actors behind these 
initiatives activated ties outside of their core networks, creating 
bridging ties between and among previously unconnected nodes. 
The CURE COVID Network facilitated a learning alliance between 
experts and grassroots citizens in understanding the health crisis 
and its effects and possible courses of joint action through its 
weekly online public briefings. The various community-based 
initiatives enabled trans-local mutual aid between and among 
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the poorest of the poor in urban and rural areas. Donations of food 
crops by farmers from distant agricultural communities had been 
filling makeshift pantries in the urban centers. Bikers who provided 
a mode of transportation and safety equipment to commuters had 
spawned an embryonic industry for bike repair and bike supplies. 
All the initiatives enabled an alliance between segments of the 
middle class that were growing increasingly disenchanted with 
the elite and the current administration, and the precariat, whose 
precarity was made even more visible in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Linkaging with allies in positions of power and influence was also 
an important dimension of all these initiatives. This was pursued 
to facilitate the setting up of the initiatives, or ease their ongoing 
operations, or ensure the sustainability not only of the current 
initiatives but more importantly of the change agenda that were 
embedded in these initiatives. 

It is interesting to note that the government’s official response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic could be seen as based on distrust 
in its own population. For example, the militaristic approach 
of government is repeatedly justified by the need to control 
the undisciplined. The distribution of the social amelioration 
package was slowed down by rigid procedures for ensuring that 
only legitimate recipients were given relief. In stark contrast to 
this official distrust, all the initiatives in this study operated 
within a framework of generalized trust. The community pantry 
movement is the most emblematic example of this principle of 
trust-based solidarity and civic action. There was no need to 
conduct surveillance or police the community markets, kitchens, 
and pantries. The moral code that became viral says it all: Get 
based on your needs, Share based on your capability. This call 
for trust-based solidarity and civic action resonated effectively 
with Filipinos all over the archipelago and beyond who responded 
with overwhelming support. Ironically, it was the government 
that distrusted these initiatives. They red-tagged the initiator of 
the community pantry in an attempt to discredit her actions and 
intentions, and at one point, the police arrested and jailed those 
who were distributing food to neighborhoods.   

Repertoires of civic action and the search for novel solutions

The most dominant form of civic action observed was volunteerism. 
All the key informants noted its importance in jumpstarting their 
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initiatives and how it enabled them to sustain their initiatives even 
in the face of resource strain and other constraints. 

Another form of civic action observed was negotiation with state 
authorities. Almost all the key informants shared how, at various 
points of their existence, they negotiated with government 
authorities so that they could start, continue, or expand the delivery 
of their services. However, they approached these partnerships with 
caution, aware of the need to strike a balance between partnership 
and critique in their effort to influence policy. In these activities, 
state regulations such as border restrictions, social distancing 
guidelines, and other similar regulations constrained activities, 
but the informants were able to negotiate their way through these 
obstacles.

Insurgent or transgressive action could be considered as a novel 
and effective form of civic action. This enabled the Bikers United 
Movement to have a space on the policy table, thus changing the 
terms of their relationship with government agencies to a less 
adversarial one.  

All informants noted the importance of social media in enabling 
them to meet their objectives. Social media became their primary 
recruitment, organizing, marketing, and resource mobilization 
platform. The public briefings of the CURE COVID Network functioned 
as an online “hub” where various experts and organizations 
came together to clarify burning issues, share experiences, and 
discuss the necessity of a comprehensive, effective, humane, and 
participatory COVID-19 response. The network of 6700 (number of 
community pantries inspired by Patricia Non) was pulled in and 
maintained through social media platforms, specifically Facebook. 
Online platforms enabled technical connections between and 
among previously unconnected groups, which might have yet to 
be activated as social ties.  

The various emergent agencies created their respective mini-
publics of netizens. That these netizens participated in civic 
action is proven by their continuing support for these emergent 
initiatives. That these netizens were mobilizable for collective 
action, given an effective mobilization frame, is best illustrated 
by the thousands of warm bodies who spontaneously joined the 
nationwide community pantry movement and made their own 
innovations in setting up community pantries. 
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Although the broader reach and the sustained resource generation 
were aided by updates and interaction through social media, it 
is noteworthy that physical spaces and face-to-face activities 
were also necessary in the day-to-day operation of most of these 
initiatives. What emerges as a common and effective form of civic 
action is the setting up of community-based initiatives, which 
have enabled the activation of households and neighborhoods. 

Emergent Change Agenda 
and the Question of Sustainability

1. Possible policy areas for the government 

a. Promote food security

• Boost environmentally sustainable and community-
based agricultural production. 

• Encourage the consumption of locally produced and 
healthier food products.

• Build the necessary physical infrastructure and 
logistical requirements for connecting farm-to-table 
initiatives.

• Promote community-based and community-led food 
production, manufacturing, and distribution. 

b. Mainstream  biking as a  dominant mode  of  transportation 
in the country

• A significant portion of urban dwellers use bikes as 
their main mode of transportation.

• Bike donations to frontliners indicate the importance 
of biking in emergency situations.

• The presence of communal bike repair stations implies 
that there is a big community of bikers.

c. Humanize and demilitarize disaster response

• Civil society responses to the COVID-19 health crisis 
are swift, effective, and humane.
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• Disaster response should not exacerbate hunger or 
suffering and should not induce helplessness among the 
poor and marginalized. 

• Community initiatives debunk dominant opinions 
on perceived behaviors of the poor and the needy. The 
sectors that have kept the pantries well stocked and who 
have taken from these pantries no more than what they 
need for the day are those that are consistently blamed 
by the current administration as the culprit for the spread 
of the virus because they are “pasaway” (undisciplined). 

d. Implement inclusive  and  participatory disaster  
rehabilitation programs

• Dislocated disaster victims become internally 
displaced peoples. They are excluded from most relief 
or amelioration programs because their residency is 
not immediately established after their relocation. Their 
victimhood continues from one disaster to the next.  

e. Repeal the Anti-Terror Law, which justifies red-tagging:

• Another way of looking at contentious mobilizations 
is to see them as an indicator of public need, especially in 
times of disaster.

• Treat civil society actors as partners or collaborators 
in ensuring the well-being of the people, especially in 
times of multiple social crises.

2. Insight for civil society organizations, development agencies, 
and donors  

a. Initiate conversations and the formulation of protocols 
related to spontaneous disaster responses.

• Numerous initiatives are formed spontaneously due 
to voluntarism, but these initiatives need resources to 
sustain their activities and their advocacies toward more 
lasting change. The question is what kinds of support 
in which areas of sustainability efforts may be most 
appropriate. 
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• The professionalization of development work has 
meant more regulation and greater organizational rigidity, 
which tend to hamper spontaneity and innovation. The 
need is to rethink these modes of operations. 

b. It is crucial for the development sector to intervene 
in the transportation policy arena. Several big international 
nongovernment organizations have focused on traditional domains 
of policy intervention such as hunger, rural development, gender, 
and so on, which has left the crafting of transportation policies to 
technocrats. 

Conclusion 

Civil society networks are active and flourishing even as the 
pandemic rages on. They are reliable channels for the delivery 
of trust-based and humane disaster response. Civil society 
networks have swiftly and effectively responded to the needs 
of the marginalized, including those who have become invisible 
to official agencies and `unable to access official aid from 
government. 

These emergent agencies represent collective civic action. They 
have mobilized latent ties and activated ties toward different forms 
of civic action that enable the imagination of alternative urban 
futures and urban-rural connections. They have also become 
channels for gaining esteem and transcendence, which motivate 
the quest for sustained civic action. 

The case studies are important documentation of these emergent 
initiatives. The research project became a channel for collaboration 
and conversation among academics, development practitioners, 
and grassroots communities. The process enabled reflection and 
the organization of thoughts and feelings which, in turn, have 
become a source of motivation and empowerment for all involved. 

Josephine C. Dionisio
August 22, 2021

Marikina City
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Diskarte at Bayanihan—
Beyond Food Relief: The Cases of 
Veggies for Good and Bayanihang 
Marikenyo at Marikenya

In March 2020, the entire island of Luzon was placed under 
enhanced community quarantine (ECQ), the strictest of all 
quarantine classifications in the country, supposedly to contain 
the spread of the coronavirus. Everyone was required to stay at 
home, except essential workers or those who had obtained a 
quarantine pass from their local government as designated buyers 
of essential items for their household. Armed police and military 
were deployed at checkpoints to apprehend violators. For more 
than a year now, major cities and provinces in the country were 
still put under different gradations of quarantine classification as 
the number of COVID-19 infections and deaths continued to rise, 
proving the futility of this militaristic government response to a 
raging public health crisis.

 The lockdown had put on hold the lives and livelihoods of many 
daily wage earners, such as transport workers. And in the absence 
of a corresponding relief program during the quarantine period, 
urban poor families who could not afford to stock up on necessities 
suffered from hunger and uncertainty. Thus, after a month under 

Josephine Dionisio, Kidd Alonzo Juwan 
Palanca, and Ferdinand Sanchez II
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ECQ, residents of an urban poor community in Quezon City took 
to the streets in April 2020, clamoring for relief packs from the 
government (CNN Philippines 2020). They were, however, arrested 
for protesting without a permit and for allegedly violating the 
rule on mass gatherings. Hours later, President Duterte ordered 
his police and military troops to shoot dead all residents causing 
trouble during the lockdown (Tomacruz 2020). 

The Duterte administration had been widely criticized for its 
inept response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It opted to rely solely 
on militaristic approaches while ignoring and bungling up crucial 
public health measures, such as mass testing and contact-
tracing. The Philippines was the last in Southeast Asia to roll out a 
vaccination program for its population, which only began in March 
2021 (Dela Cruz 2021; See 2021). As of this writing, the Philippines 
had had the longest running lockdown in the world but still with a 
surging number of new COVID-19 infections. 

It was against this backdrop of repressive and inept government 
response to the pandemic that various civil society initiatives 
emerged. Access to affordable and nutritious food supplies 
proved most needful, as the pandemic and prolonged quarantine 
had cut off conventional food marketing systems. Food insecurity 
and hunger, especially among the poorest and most vulnerable 
sectors, were the immediate and widespread effects of the ill-
planned government-imposed lockdown in the Philippines. Non-
state initiatives in response to this serious and prolonged lack 
of access to food came in different forms. Still, a quick review 
of these different initiatives highlights common characteristics, 
such as their innovativeness in mobilizing resources and social 
networks, their presumably unintended effect of organizing the 
marginalized and the dislocated into communities of service, and 
their use of information and communication technology (ICT) and 
social media platforms.

… nauubusan na ng mga pagkain sa mga lugar… 
hinaharang … ‘yung mga … food delivery … (Interview with 
Nanay Dorina Monsanto, May 4, 2021)

(… food was running out in most places … they were 
blocking food deliveries [at the checkpoints] …) 

The following case studies focus on initiatives to provide access 
to food during the lockdown.
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VEGGIES FOR GOOD

Veggies for Good emerged during the early months of the pandemic 
as a response to widespread food insecurity and hunger caused 
by the government-imposed lockdown. It is an example of a 
spontaneous response to food insecurity in times of COVID-19. 
A family-initiated humanitarian response, Veggies for Good has 
developed a system for bringing the agricultural produce, including 
that of the Dumagat, an indigenous peoples (IP) community, to 
quarantined residential households in gated communities and 

high-rise condominiums by mobilizing impoverished women and 
displaced workingmen and by using social media platforms.

It started as a food stall in a village basketball court, where 
residents could buy food essentials without having to go to the 
grocery store or traditional markets.

To expand its reach and make the initiative more sustainable, the 
business ventured into the online selling of vegetables. This also 
gave jobs to delivery riders whose livelihood had been displaced by 
quarantine restrictions. Eventually, other food items—seafoods, 
fruits, rice—were added to address the consumers’ demand for 
some variety in their merchandise. After the business set up shop 
in different communities across the city, its clientele expanded 

Veggies for Good stall at the neighborhood court in Marikina. (Photos from Veg-
gies for Good’s Facebook page)
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even to condominium residents. They would, for example, prefer 
already cooked food, specifically grilled food items that otherwise 
could not be cooked in their units. The enterprise then decided to 
offer grilled seafood and meat.

After a year, Veggies for Good had developed into a social enterprise, 
with urban poor mothers handling its day-to-day operations. It 
provided an alternative livelihood to urban poor families who had 
been adversely affected by the prolonged quarantine in many areas 
in Luzon and Metro Manila. The business also connected vegetable 
farmers directly to consumer markets in Metro Manila.

Nanays and tatays 
packing vegetables 
and goods (Photos 
from Veggies for Good’s 
Facebook page)



30

Its founders and members recognize the potential of their current 
business model to survive beyond the pandemic. Especially since 
the enterprise has been a source of income and livelihood of the 
mothers, its co-founders are now moved and compelled to find a 
way to make the current model sustainable. 

Veggies for Good is a social enterprise that believes 
in fair prices for farmers, sustainable work for nanays 
and tatays, decent pay for riders, and fresh fruits and 
veggies delivered to you at affordable prices. (Veggies 
for Good’s Facebook page)

Emergence: Contingency of Solidarities

The Veggies for Good initiative was born out of a chance encounter 
between peasant rights lawyer Aison Garcia and enterprising urban 
poor mother Dorina Monsanto. Aison was coordinating the program 
for the Office of the Vice President of the Philippines’ (OVP’s) 
shuttle bus service for medical frontliners when he chanced upon 
Dorina walking along a highway, carrying a heavy load of goods. 
Seeing how Dorina struggled under the heat with the goods, Aison 
and his team decided to offer her a free ride, even if she was not a 
medical frontliner.

Si Dorina, hindi siya frontliner, pero pinasakay namin siya 
kasi ang dami niyang bitbit. May kangkong, at saka mga 
firewood, d’yan sa may Santolan. So mainit masyado, and 
naawa kami. “Sige, marami pa namang space, sakay ka na 
lang. (Interview with Aison Garcia, May 3, 2021)

Meeting Nanay Dorina (Photo from 
Aison and Ditsi’s presentation, May 
3, 2021)
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(Dorina’s not a frontliner, but seeing how she struggled 
with her goods on the highway, we let her board the free 
shuttle service. She was carrying a bulk of vegetables and 
firewood, somewhere around Santolan. It was a really hot 
day, and we felt sorry for her. “There’s still a lot of space; 
we can let you ride the bus.”) 

Aison asked Dorina where she was going and why she was carrying 
such a heavy gamut of items. She told him about her life as a 
mother of five, including a still bottle-fed youngest child. Her 
husband lost job opportunities as a construction worker because 
of the lockdown. Dorina had to walk three hours each way every 
day so that she could tend to a small plot near the Marikina River—
where she harvested vegetables such as water spinach, which 
she would then sell in nearby flea markets—gather firewood, and 
buy food with her meager income for the day: Php 100, or roughly 
£1.48. Every day she negotiated with authorities at checkpoints 
so that she would be allowed to pass through. She explained her 
situation to them, bringing up her youngest, who still had to drink 
milk and who suffered from asthma.

She could not claim ayuda, or government aid, because she 
could not present proof that she was a registered voter from their 
barangay, or any proof of residence. Every time she approached 
barangay officials in Antipolo, she would be told to go instead to 
Marikina, where they lived originally. Typhoon Haiyan forced them 
to relocate to Pagrai in Cogeo because their house in Marikina had 
been swept away and destroyed by the rampaging flood waters.

Nanay Dorina and her family’s residence in Pagrai, Cogeo, Antipolo (Photo by 
Nanay Dorina) 
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Aison and his partner Ditsi Carolino found Dorina’s story very 
compelling. Aison posted Dorina’s story on Facebook, and friends 
expressed their desire to help. After gathering donations, he and 
Ditsi visited Dorina at her residence in Cogeo, in the outskirts of 
the city, bringing food aid and a small amount of cash, which they 
assumed would last them a month. There they met the members of 
Dorina’s big extended family, who were all in need. Dorina said that 
she had to share whatever they had with relatives, so the food aid 
and cash, as it turned out, were good for only a week.

Aison realized that this was the reality marginalized urban poor 
disaster victims had to contend with in this pandemic—they 
were jobless and hungry because of the lockdown. No aid from 
the government could reach them because they were considered 
as nonresidents of the place where they now lived. They were 
among those who had been excluded from the system of official 
government aid.

Aison maintained contact with Dorina after their chance encounter. 
Dorina said that she was used to people offering help or aid but 
never really followed through on their promises, whether they be 
private individuals, local politicians, government officials, or local 
government units. She was surprised when Aison and Ditsi came to 
their house bearing support. Dorina was even more surprised when 
they offered her a job of repacking vegetables. At the beginning, 
she thought that it was only for three days. But eventually this 
became a steady livelihood not only for her but even for her close 
relatives.

Emergent Agents and Their Backstories

Veggies for Good was initiated by a middle-class, professional 
couple. Even before this initiative, both had already been involved 
in social development work. Aison Garcia is a lawyer whose clients 
are marginalized communities, including indigenous communities 
such as the Dumagat group in Aurora. He provided them with 
legal aid in their fight against land-grabbing, for instance. He had 
been lawyering for dispossessed and marginalized farmers even 
before his present work at the Office of the Vice President of the 
Philippines. His partner, Ditsi Carolino, is a renowned documentary 
filmmaker whose films tackle issues on social justice, including 
films about extrajudicial killings and farmers fighting for their land.
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Aside from Aison’s chance encounter with Nanay Dorina, Veggies for 
Good was born out of the expressed needs of those who were already 
within Aison’s network of trust. Aison and Ditsi were approached by 
indigenous peoples—the Dumagat in Rizal, with whom he had had 
previous dealings as a lawyer for poor farmers. They had vegetables 
produced from their small plots, but they could not sell these in the 
lowlands because the lockdown policy had closed all markets.

Aison and Ditsi initiated Veggies for Good, with its day-to-day 
operations run by a team of urban poor mothers. Nanay Agnes 
Manuel is 37 years old. She works as a domestic helper for the 
couple. Her family was adversely affected by the pandemic. Her 
husband, the main breadwinner, was a daily wage worker whose 
number of working days was drastically cut in half due to the 
economic downturn. Agnes had to look for additional sources of 
income for their household.

Veggies for Good workers in action at a village market in Marikina (Photo from 
Veggies for Good’s Facebook page)

Nanay Dorina Monsanto is 34 years old. Her family established 
residence in Cogeo, a municipality along the eastern border of 
Marikina City. Like most urban poor families in the Philippines, 
she had to work to augment the family income, as her husband’s 
income as a construction worker was insufficient. Mothers of 
these households had to ensure their younger children would have 
milk and their school-age children would have enough allowance 
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for transportation. Dorina was an ambulant vegetable vendor, 
who used to live under a bridge, where they cultivated vegetable 
plots. She also collected recyclables, which she sold at recycling 
centers. To her, this was not a job per se, but mere resourcefulness 
on her part to make ends meet. She was used to hard work, but the 
pandemic made her work even harder because of the mandated 
limited mobility. Due to the lack of public transportation, she had 
to walk great distances to get to communities where she could 
sell the goods she had collected herself, such as vegetables or 
firewood.

Nanay Gloria Monsanto is 38 years old and the sister of Dorina. She 
used to work as a caregiver to a senior citizen, but her ward passed 
away during the pandemic so she had to look for another job. Her 
husband was a driver of a passenger jeepney and could no longer 
ply his route, given the lockdown. She got into Veggies for Good, 
and her principal task at first was to repack goods for distribution. 
Nanay Gloria also used to help Dorina plant and sell vegetables.

Motivations

From intrinsic to extrinsic motivation

As a documentary filmmaker, Ditsi felt that she could do a lot 
more than just watching the news about how the lockdown was 
adversely affecting the most vulnerable sectors. She asked 
herself, “Why don’t I go out and try to look for a story?”

For Aison, his initial response was to give aid (rice and canned 
goods) to those sectors that were beyond the reach of official 
government aid, like street dwellers. The homeless could not claim 
government aid because they did not have a home address, but he 
knew they needed help just as badly.

Even when Veggies for Good began to grow as a social enterprise, 
Ditsi said that it was not the profit margins that had kept them 
motivated. It was the knowledge that they had been able to provide 
support and livelihood to urban poor families and to displaced 
workers and drivers. This gave them a feeling of fulfillment, 
which then became their psychic reward. Even when the ECQ was 
reinstated in March 2021, given the surge in COVID-19 infections, 
their team no longer feared that their families would go hungry 
or that they badly needed government aid. They felt they already 
knew how to survive in the face of a crisis.
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From extrinsic to intrinsic motivation

For urban poor mothers like Nanay Agnes, the motivation at the 
beginning was to alleviate their own hardship. Eventually, as they 
became more exposed to the hardship of others, they began to 
feel rewarded in the knowledge that they were also helping others 
like them.

… hindi ko na po problema ‘yung sahod … kasi alam ko 
pong mayroon pa akong naitatabi. […] Nakikita ko po … 
na marami kaming natutulungan. Hindi lang po ‘yung 
mga nanay na nagtatrabaho sa amin. Minsan po, nag-do-
donate po kami sa mga LGU.

Hangga’t ‘di ako bumabagsak, ‘wag kang babagsak. Ano 
‘to, kumbaga, para sa pantry ‘to. Ambag na nating tulong, 
kumbaga. ‘Yun din po ang iniisip ko: na ‘pag natapos 
namin ‘to, maraming tao ang makikinabang, maraming 
tao ang matutulungan. Kahit na puyat, pagod, okay lang. 
Normal naman po ‘yun sa isang trabaho. (Interview with 
Nanay Dorina, 4 May 2021)

(… I no longer worry about how much I earn … because 
I know I’ll always have some money to spare. I see that 
we get to help many people—not only the nanays who 
work with us. Sometimes we also donate to the LGU [local 
government unit].”

As long as I haven’t given up yet, you better not give up 
either. This is for the pantries. This is our own contribution. 
That’s what I always think about: when we do our work, 
many other people will benefit, we can help so many 
others. Even if we’re sleepless, tired, it’s fine. It comes 
with any job anyway.)

Their motivation also comes from their self-confidence. The skills 
they have—selling vegetables—match the requirements of the 
enterprise. Nanay Dorina is proud of her diskarte, or the ability 
to troubleshoot using street smarts, persistence, creativity, and 
innovativeness.

… Ako po ‘yung madiskarte, kaysa sa asawa ko. Ako po 
‘yung kumuha ng … quarantine pass. Ako lang po ‘yung 
nakakalabas … walang sasakyan … nilalakad ko po siya. 
Siguro mga isang buwan na po mahigit ko nilalakad ‘yun 
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… Madaling araw, alas-kwatro y media nagsisimula na 
ako maglakad. Tapos darating ako nang mga 8 or 7 sa 
Santolan. Mamimitas po ako ng kangkong … (Interview 
with Nanay Dorina, May 4, 2021)

(… I’m more resourceful than my husband. I took 
initiative and got my own quarantine pass. I was the only 
one going out … There were no public utility vehicles, so 
I walked the whole distance [to sell my goods]. I was 
walking every day for one month … I would start walking 
really early in the morning. Then I would reach Santolan 
at about 8:00 or 7:00 a.m. I harvest water spinach from 
a plot of land nearby.) 

Motivation also comes from a strong sense of duty to provide for 
her family. Despite the hardships that she has to endure, she does 
not quit because she knows that her family depends on her.

… ‘yung time na gusto ko na sumuko pero hindi puwede 
kasi umaasa sa ’kin ‘yung mga anak ko. Marami ring 
umaasa sa akin … (Interview with Nanay Dorina, May 4, 
2021)

(… there was a time I wanted to give up, but I couldn’t 
because my children depend on me. So many others 
depend on me …) 

She would find strength from her family and her faith in God.

Pag naisip ko sila, kailangan matibay loob ko. Hanggang 
sa, sabi ko, “Lord,” ‘yung parang nagdadasal na ‘ko, “sana 
po mas makayanan ko pa ‘to, kasi mukhang magtatagal 
pa po,”, gano’n. (Interview with Nanay Dorina, May 4, 2021)

(When I think of them, I have to maintain a strong resolve. 
I prayed to the Lord that I would be able to withstand this 
because it seems that this would last quite a while.) 

They also feel motivated by expressions of gratitude from their 
clientele.

Pero para sa akin, gusto kong ituloy, kasi siyempre, mas 
masarap ‘yung marami kang natutulungan na mga tao … 
Nandoon din ‘yung mga may nagsasabi sa aming tao na, 
napakalaking pasalamat namin kasi nandi-diyan kayo. 
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Hindi n’yo kami iniiwanan. (Interview with Nanay Gloria, 
May 4, 2021)

(But for me, I want to continue it because, of course, it 
feels good knowing you are helping many people … And 
then there are customers who would tell us, “Thank you 
so much for staying. You have not left us.”) 

They began to feel a sense of reward in the knowledge that they 
were also helping others like them.

Yung mga kapitbahay ko po … Tatanong sila minsan, 
Ano’ng trabaho mo? … Noong … nag-start na kami ng 
pantry, doon nila nakita na, ah, gan’on pala ‘yung trabaho 
nila … d’on nakita nila kung ano ‘yung trabaho namin. So 
hindi lang kami basta naghahanapbuhay para sa mga 
sarili namin, kundi naghahanapbuhay kami, mayroon 
kaming kasamang pagtulong din sa kapwa natin, ‘di ba … 
(Interview with Nanay Dorina, May 4, 2021) 

(Our neighbors sometimes ask, “What’s your job?” When 
we started the community pantry in the neighborhood, 
they finally saw and realized what we were doing for a 
living. We don’t work only for ourselves; our work also 
involves helping out others.)

Stories of Solidarity and Collaboration

In his conversations with Dorina and the Dumagats, Aison 
understood their specific and urgent needs during the lockdown. 
Aison decided to do something about their situation and devised 
a plan—buy produce from the Dumagats and transport it to the 
lowlands using the OVP vehicle so that it could easily pass through 
checkpoints. They talked to the homeowners’ association of the 
village so that they could use the covered court that had been 
left idle because any type of public sports activity was prohibited 
during the lockdown. The officers approved the request, and Aison 
set up a mini flea market for selling vegetables. They were not able 
to sell everything, however, because of the sheer volume of the 
produce.

Ditsi shared what was going on with her former classmate. She said 
that although she’s used to seeing the poverty of the urban poor, 
it was the first time that she saw how helpless they were, being 
completely unable to make any kind of livelihood in quarantine. 
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Before, they could at least rummage through garbage dump sites 
or trash bins of rich neighborhoods to look for items they could sell 
to junk shops or recycling centers. Under the lockdown, they could 
not do this, as they were forbidden to go out of their community or 
enter other villages.

Eventually, they named their enterprise Veggies for Good. At the 
beginning, sales at the covered court as a physical store were 
not as brisk as they needed them to be—until they established an 
online presence.

To have reliable sources of fresh produce, the founders of Veggies 
for Good sought and maintained partnerships with farmer groups 
outside Manila, most notable of whom were the Dumagats from the 
mountains of Sierra Madre. In recent years, the Dumagats had been 
displaced from their ancestral lands by big infrastructure projects, 
such as the Kaliwa Dam. Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
in the development sector worked closely with them in their 
campaign for self-determination and sustainable livelihood. In 
fact, it was these organizations that first approached Aison to help 
them find a market for the Dumagats’ produce, which were mostly 
root crops sold to them in bulk. After driving tons of vegetables 

Marikina residents buy vegetables and fruits from Veggies for Good stalls at the 
village market. (Photo from Veggies for Good’s Facebook page)
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from the mountains to the city, Aison contacted Dorina and a few 
of her relatives to sort and sell these. 

Veggies for Good also had contact with farmer groups from nearby 
provinces, such as Nueva Ecija for lowland crops and the Cordillera 
mountains for highland crops. The suppliers were expected to 
provide only the freshest produce.

Aison knew the NGO workers who were helping the Dumagats in 
their struggle for land and their fight against the government’s 
dam project that would evict them from their ancestral lands. 
Several organizations with different but converging interests were 
working together—an NGO for farmers, a charitable organization, 
and a mountaineering group. 

Partnership Arrangements and Emerging Organizational Structure

Veggies for Good maintains partnerships with many of the suppliers 
it has grown with since the beginning. As an enterprise, it is 
committed to supporting farmers by paying them a fair price for 
their harvest—even and especially when the farmers themselves, 
faced with crises such as natural calamities, are forced to raise 
their selling price. Toward the end of 2020, typhoon Ulysses ravaged 
many farmlands across Luzon, destroying crops and unsettling 
supply chains. Keeping true to its principle of supporting the 
farmers and the nanays, Veggies for Good kept close contact with 
them, ready to purchase the products of the Dumagats as soon as 
they recovered.

Packing goods for delivery (Photos from Veggies for Good’s Facebook page)
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From time to time, the enterprise would encounter problems 
in product quality with some farmer groups. Since Veggies for 
Good must sustain itself as an enterprise and keep the trust of 
its clientele in its products and services, it had to impose stricter 
quality controls on its suppliers, even those groups that needed 
help the most. It stopped buying from those who were not making 
an active effort to check the freshness or quality of their goods 
before selling them.

The priority was to ensure the livelihood of the mothers. If the 
produce they were selling online was not good enough for the 
customers, they would lose sales and eventually the mothers’ 
livelihood would be affected. In a way, they were setting an 
example, especially for producers and suppliers, that doing good 
business is a form of doing good to others.

Eventually, their network of suppliers expanded. From the eastern 
part of Luzon (Rizal and the Sierra Madre mountains, where the 
Dumagats resided), they also linked up with suppliers from Central 
Luzon (Nueva Ecija). Their products included not only root crops 
and vegetables but also rice and fruits. Eventually, the enterprise 
was also buying upland vegetables from Baguio in the northern 
part of Luzon. Fresh seafood was added to their list of products.

Mothers’ work at Veggies for Good also grew from simply repacking 
vegetables to buying the goods themselves, which entailed 
choosing the best value, or the best quality for the lowest price. 
Work at their hub had to involve their entire households—husbands 
and teenage sons and daughters helping out and also earning for 
themselves.

At the beginning, there were committed buyers who were choosing 
to buy from the mothers as a form of support for the cause rather 
than simply satisfying their own need. As the demand for its goods 
and services grew over time, Veggies for Good had to adapt. In 
the early months, Ditsi and Aison did most of the management 
work, from contacting suppliers to taking and gathering orders. 
Changes to the organizational structure and the flow of its weekly 
operations came about naturally or, more properly, out of necessity, 
especially in areas of the business such as branding and social 
media marketing. Assistance would come from neighbors as well 
as volunteers and interns who helped with cashiering, doing 
graphic design, and improving the overall system of operations. 
But its organizational structure has remained essentially the same 
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since its early days. Ditsi says they hire only workers who are truly 
needed to keep the enterprise running.

Ditsi and Aison continue to head and direct the operations. They 
make the major decisions for the business and control finances. 
Nanay Agnes manages the nanays and other workers in doing 
the manual work of sorting, selling, and delivering goods. The 
founders work closely with the nanays and riders in the weekly 
flow of operations.

Nonetheless, Nanay Gloria is acutely aware that there remains 
a distinct difference between the work that she does, sorting 
and selling goods, and the work the founders and other workers 
do in cashiering, system improvement, and graphic design. 
More precisely, she distinguishes between the manual, physical 
work she executes with the other vendors and riders, and the 
mental labor the founders and other workers and volunteers 
do. This demonstrates Nanay Gloria’s own understanding of the 
organizational structure. For her, this basic distinction of labor in 
the organization, with everyone working according to his or her 
abilities, seems to be most effective and productive.

Hindi na naman iniistorbo dapat sina Ma’am eh. Kasi pagod 
na ‘yung utak nila eh. Kami, pagod kami sa katawan; sila, 
pagod sa utak … (Interview with Nanay Gloria, May 4, 2021)

(We should not be bothering Ma’am [Ditsi and Sir Aison] 
anymore. Because their minds are already tired. If our 
bodies are tired, their brains are tired.) 

Ditsi ensures Veggies for Good remains a flat organization. It is a 
group of people helping one another out. There are workers and 
volunteers for cashiering, system improvement, and graphic 
design, some of whom receive compensation in the form of 
goods. The founders have registered Veggies for Good as a 
private business, but they do not draw income or salaries for their 
services to the enterprise. Instead, their profits are reinvested into 
developing the business, such as buying a more reliable vehicle 
for deliveries. Profits are also kept as savings for the enterprise 
in preparation for whatever problems they may encounter in the 
future.

Ditsi and Aison intend to pull out gradually from Veggies for Good 
and leave the responsibility of running the business to the capable 
team of mothers and professionals. Such fullness of belief and 
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trust in the workers as capable agents—and in all their suppliers, 
partners, and clientele—may prove to be foundational to their 
project of sustaining the enterprise far into the future.

BAYANIHANG MARIKENYO AT MARIKENYA

Bayanihang Marikenyo at Marikenya (BMM) is a network of 
community kitchens organized by urban poor communities for 
their own neighborhoods in Marikina City, in response to bungled-
up COVID-19 health crisis programs of the government. BMM 
began setting up community kitchens as soon as the community 
quarantine order was imposed in March 2020, placing the entire 
island of Luzon and the National Capital Region on lockdown. 

One of the lead agents in the BMM initiative is Zena Bernardo. She 
is the mother of Patricia Non, who is recognized as the initiator of 
the phenomenal wave of community pantries that spontaneously 
sprouted throughout the archipelago in April 2021. Both mother 
and daughter are volunteers in BMM and in the community pantry 
movement, which has awakened the Filipino nation from its state 
of helpless stupor and activated its sense of compassion and civic 
duty. 

Zena Bernardo, BMM initiator, sorting ingredients for partner community kitchens 
(Photo from BMM’s Facebook page)
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On its social media page, BMM is described as “… an orchestra 
of volunteers that prepare, cook, and hand out about 12,000 
meals, 4 days a week for the children and elders of the Marikina 
community.” But BMM is clear on its mission—to provide support 
to communities in need without replacing government or allowing 
government to abdicate on its own mission and accountability to 
its constituents. Thus, it expresses support for the programs of 
the mayor, a responsive chief local executive who also goes public 
in their demands to the national government. 

Emergence of the Community Kitchens

Zena Bernardo is co-convenor of the feminist #BabaeAko social 
media network. She is also a staunch advocate of mental health 
and suicide prevention. As early as January 2020, she already had 
bookings for speaking engagements and seminars in no less than 
thirty public schools, but these had to be cancelled because of the 
island-wide lockdown in March 2020.  

Given their background in public service, Zena and her closest 
associates—Marylou and Fred—contemplated on how they could 
help those who had been rendered jobless by the lockdown, 
especially the daily wage earners who did not have the means to 
store enough food to get by during quarantine. They realized that 
many would be plunged into depression and one way to ensure 
mental health wellness was to help the people find relief from their 
immediate and pressing concerns by giving them access to food. 

In the beginning, the plan was to provide food support to overworked 
frontline workers, who included not only those in medical facilities 
but also the less recognized ones, such as public transport drivers 
and sanitation workers. BMM wanted to extend support to public 
transport drivers, whose source of daily income was taken away 
by the lockdown.

For their then-upcoming birthdays in April 2020, Zena and her 
team thought of posting a request on their social media page 
for donations to a feeding project as a form of birthday gift for 
a cause. They asked friends for small amounts of Php 50 to Php 
100, which would be enough to buy basic supplies to make simple 
but nutritious meals for distribution to quarantined urban poor 
households in different communities. Many responded, some of 
whom were more generous in their donations. 
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Using their own personal funds and the pooled donations, they 
bought basic food items, such as sacks of rice, sugar, cocoa 
powder, tofu, aromatics, etc., which they repackaged into complete 
meal sets. They soon realized, however, that they would be unable 
to sustain this due to their meager funds and the possibility that 
quarantined urban poor households might not have the means to 
cook these meal sets anyway. 

It is worth noting that this is the usual model for disaster relief 
assistance—stockpiling supplies at a central warehouse, 
mobilizing volunteers for repackaging the supplies into ayuda (help) 
packs, and distributing the food packs to disaster victims. This 
was the same model implemented by the Philippine government 
during the COVID-19 crisis. Given the extraordinary situation under 
this health crisis, where the main supply chains were paralyzed 
and cut off from their markets, the model was not able to cope 
with the requirements of an overwhelming number of affected 
households. At some point, the government resorted to handing 
out cash assistance instead, leaving the recipients to their own 
devices in procuring their basic needs.  

Community residents line up for the BMM Chocolate Porridge Sunday. (Photo from 
BMM’s Facebook page)
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To help more people despite their meager budget, BMM shifted its 
operations into a mobile community kitchen. Zena and her team 
started preparing and distributing cooked meals because they 
realized that even if they distributed goods, many recipients would 
not have the means to cook them. They would not survive on rice 
alone and would need nutritious food to go with it. They began 
cooking meals for 150 people. At first, it was in the form of a healthy 
and heavy snack that could be considered a meal in itself. They 
would cook one simple but nutritious meal a day and distribute this 
to the residents. In their first three weeks of operations, they did 
this four times a week, naming the meals Soup Tuesday, Congee 
Thursday, Rice Noodles Saturday, and Chocolate Porridge Sunday. 

But the travel restrictions from the worsening health crisis and the 
logistical difficulties in transporting food and kitchen equipment 
made them rethink their operations. Eventually, they resorted 
to putting up community kitchens instead. They organized 
communities, which were chosen based on economic need, to 
establish their respective community kitchens. They started with 
eight community kitchens, each receiving a subsidy of Php 500 
to buy the ingredients for a day’s meal for the entire community. 
The kitchens were set up near a public market for ease of access 
to supplies. For their counterpart, the communities would have 
to mobilize their own resources such as kitchen equipment, fuel 
for cooking, and, most importantly, the team of cooks, kitchen 
helpers, and servers. On some days, when there were in-kind food 
donations, these were divided and distributed to the different 
community kitchens. 

Now there are more than forty community kitchens in communities 
most adversely affected by work stoppage in Marikina City. They 
also responded in the aftermath of recent typhoon devastations, 
specifically in low-lying areas of Marikina.  

Motivations and Intentions: Regaining Control over One’s Life  

Zena and her team immediately recognized the strain of the 
lockdown situation on people’s mental health. It had caused 
not only widespread and prolonged hunger but also a sense of 
inescapable helplessness. They observed that even the relief 
system of government exacerbated this psychological stress. 
As mentioned earlier, the relief system reduced the people into 
passive recipients of aid. In many reported instances, they endured 
the hardship and humiliation of waiting in line for long hours under 
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intense heat or would be seen fighting over very limited relief 
supplies. Aside from hunger pangs, they felt exasperated over 
the ineffectiveness, inconsistency, and the generally oppressive 
response of the national government to the pandemic. 

Zena admitted that when the quarantine abruptly disrupted 
her regular schedule, she wanted to do something to help her 
neighbors feel useful. At the same time, this would relieve her of 
own anxiety from being rendered immobile and cut off from her 
usual advocacy activities. She could not stand being a passive 
observer of widespread hunger and suffering and felt compelled 
to do something for others.  

On their social media page, the initiators of BMM state that one 
of their intentions is to serve as a venue for their fellow Marikina 
City residents to regain self-esteem and belief in the goodness of 
people. They wanted to initiate innovative solutions to community 
problems while activating acts of kindness and solidarity in 
neighborhoods. In the course of their efforts to deliver food 
packages and show caring and respect to those in need, they 
realized that a self-help feeding program, or a community-based 
kitchen project, could help alleviate the twin problems of hunger 
and helplessness. 

Jeepney drivers cooking 
food under the BMM 
initiative (Photo from BMM’s 
Facebook page)
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Social Networks: Mobilizing Latent and Activated Ties

When they started their fund drive for a food brigade, the initiators 
of BMM first reached out to their core networks—families, friends, 
and associates in their advocacy networks, who were quick 
to respond with their donations. BMM used the initial funds to 
distribute packed goods to urban poor communities in the city. 
Aside from providing donations and volunteers, their latent ties 
in kindred advocacy networks, such as the women’s group Lingap 
Gabriela and the #BabaeAko social media network, helped identify 
recipient communities as well as other potential partners. Through 
these referrals, they were able to link up with contacts in urban 
poor communities, such as those at the Industrial Valley Complex, 
to organize food brigades in their areas.

Zena and her team had been involved in previous disaster relief 
operations in the city of Marikina, which had experienced many 
typhoon-related calamities. For its COVID-19 community kitchen 
initiative, they tapped activated ties in their disaster relief networks. 
For example, the director of Red Cross Marikina connected them 
to local youth leaders (Sangguniang Kabataan) per barangay, 
enabling them to set up community kitchens in even more areas 
across the city. Soon afterwards, community members—especially 
those who had been left jobless by the quarantine—were working 
closely with BMM initiators to cook and distribute hot meals in 
barangays, several times a week. The regularity of these activities 
further allowed them to establish ties with suppliers for basic 
cooking ingredients.

The mobilization of both latent and activated ties has proved to 
be crucial in the operations of BMM. When typhoon Ulysses hit in 
November 2020, the same network of people and organizations 
was mostly tapped to assist especially low-lying communities in 
Marikina, including the barangays of Industrial Valley Complex, 
San Roque, Tumana, and Nangka. BMM’s network of community 
kitchens became a venue for food distribution and community-
wide mutual support system for mental health wellness.  
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DISCUSSION

Agents, Motivations, and Outcomes

The emergence of both Veggies for Good and BMM was facilitated 
by the collaboration of people with some type of public service 
involvement. Their advocacy revolved around people who had 
been dependent on daily wages or income but were displaced or 
cut off from their jobs or livelihood as a result of government’s 
harsh and inadequate response to the health crisis. They included 
urban poor mothers who had to devise strategies to feed their 
respective families when their husbands lost their job because 
of the lockdown, transport and logistics workers who could no 
longer ply their regular routes as public transportation was mostly 
suspended, and small-scale farmers such as indigenous peoples 
who had been cut off from their regular markets in the lowland. 

The need for food was the main motivation of their initiatives. 
But the recognition of other equally important needs, such as 
secured income as well as the need for validation of self-worth, 
further motivated the design of their food distribution initiatives. 
Veggies for Good intentionally created alternative livelihood 
opportunities and markets for small-scale agricultural producers. 
BMM deliberately mobilized residents in their community kitchens 
to enable their participation in mutual aid and support. Thus, these 
initiatives went beyond food relief. 

Benefits from these collaborations were mutual and not only one 
way, which is the tendency of most dole-out-oriented disaster 
relief programs. Benefits also spilled over to other sectors who were 
not directly involved in any of the initiatives, such as health care 
professionals and residents of middle-class communities who also 
needed reliable access to nutritious food during the lockdown. For 
example, the decision of the officers of homeowners’ associations 
in gated communities to allow use of their spaces was motivated 
not only by their sense of solidarity with the plight of those in need 
but by the expressed needs in their neighborhood. 

All of the key informants in these cases expressed their sense of 
fulfillment in being a part of these initiatives. Many of them might 
have started out as volunteers motivated by personal needs, 
but in the process of their participation and interaction in these 
initiatives, their fulfillment eventually came from the knowledge 
that they were helping others during this crisis.  
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Networks of Trust and Solidarity for Civic Engagement  

The initiatives of Veggies for Good and BMM were made possible by 
the support of family, college friends, and officemates. Donations 
in terms of cash and goods, time and effort, as well as knowledge 
and emotional support, were received and given through these 
core network ties. 

As their respective operations expanded as an offshoot of 
increasing demand and resources, they also tapped into extant 
network ties. The younger adult volunteers used their skills in 
using social media to gain better public exposure, facilitating 
wider and more varied connections.  

The community-based nature of these initiatives activated 
neighborhood volunteerism, but their social media presence 
enabled trans-local connections, transactions, and mutual aid 
between and among the poorest of the poor in urban and rural 
areas. 

Linkaging with allies in positions of power and influence was also 
an important dimension for both these initiatives. Connections 
with government officials at the national and local levels enabled 
them to secure logistical support and expand the reach of their 
service delivery. Connections with mainstream media practitioners 
gave them exposure to a wider audience, while connections with 
lawyers helped them negotiate with the government in instances 
of repression. 

Repertoires of Civic Action and the Search for Novel Solutions

Both cases relied on volunteerism, locally referred to as the spirit 
of bayanihan, to jumpstart their operations. With Veggies for Good, 
in addition to nurturing the value of service to others in their team 
spirit, the founders instituted a system of just compensation as an 
inherent part of their model for an alternative livelihood scheme. 
With BMM, volunteers were given the opportunity to support 
protest activities, which they saw as necessary in demanding 
accountability and claiming support from government.

Negotiation appeared to be a necessary skill in these initiatives. 
From explaining their plight to the police at checkpoints to 
defending their rights against illegal detention, most of the key 
informants had stories to tell about how they negotiated with 
government authorities at various points of their existence. 
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But engaging in negotiations became necessary not only when 
dealing with the police or the military. They also had to negotiate 
with suppliers. Guaranteeing high-quality food not only ensures 
the sustainability of their initiatives; it is also embedded in their 
philosophy of food security. It is not enough to provide access to 
food; the quality and nutritional value of food also matter. In the 
context of food aid, food should not mean low-quality or leftover 
food. So to gain access to food products with the best quality at the 
fairest price, they had to be tireless in their efforts to explain the 
intentions of their initiatives to different contacts in their supply 
chain. Thus, negotiation skills were in their arsenal of diskarte, 
which roughly translates to strategy and, in a much broader sense, 
could mean agency. 

Emergent Change Agenda and the Question of Sustainability

The initiatives in these two case studies have become an 
alternative food marketing system that connects rural producers 
to urban consumers and undercuts the role of big traders in the 
purchase and distribution of food. By virtue of its accessibility and 
proximity to urban consumers, both online and in physical spaces, 
Veggies for Good has been able to deliver on its promise of providing 
only the freshest produce to the market. It has also provided a new 
opportunity and source of livelihood to urban poor mothers whose 
everyday lives were upturned by the pandemic. BMM’s community 
kitchens have delivered hot and nutritious food and enlisted the 
participation of residents in the process. Their model challenges 
the dominant model of food relief distribution.
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CONCLUSION 

Civil society networks are reliable channels for the delivery of trust-
based and humane disaster response. Civil society networks have 
swiftly and effectively responded to the needs of the marginalized, 
including those who have become invisible to official agencies 
and unable to access official aid from government. 

In the Philippines, bayanihan is understood as a traditional custom 
that refers broadly to acts of mutual aid and cooperation. Its iconic 
image is that of a whole nipa hut with all of its contents (sometimes 
including women and children) being carried by a group men on 
their shoulders as it is transferred to another location (Soriano 
and Lim 2016:108). The term connotes volunteerism and is often 
invoked to encourage solidarity and civic action, especially in 
moments of calamitous events. In recent years, this term has been 
misappropriated, especially in state-led disaster recovery efforts 
(see Su and Mangada 2017), to hide government ineptness. 

Still, the basic premise of bayanihan as a cultural practice of mutual 
aid persists, especially in times of crisis. As seen in the example of 
initiatives such as Veggies for Good and BMM, emergent actors are 
able to foster thick trust, or “trust embedded in personal relations 
that are strong, frequent, and embedded in wider networks” 
(Putnam 2000:136), in responding to the challenges brought about 
by the COVID-19 crisis. Norms of generalized reciprocity are invoked 
in efforts to tap activated ties within different social networks. 

The need for the kind of services Veggies for Good and BMM provide 
may remain, as the new normal is fast shaping up as a state of 
continuous cycles of crises and disasters. From these cases we 
learned that these initiatives are dependent on sustaining the 
availability of readily mobilizable and robust networks for active 
citizenship at the community level. We also learned that their 
efforts to pause and collectively assess their challenges and 
achievements are important practices toward sustaining their 
motivations for civic action. 

The initiatives by Veggies for Good and BMM are practices of care, 
or displays of diskarte and bayanihan, which are like vaccines 
against social injustice. They strengthen our resolve to survive 
and to continue resisting the virulent invasion of injustice in our 
systems, but they do not, and cannot, by themselves guarantee 
immunity against social injustice. Lasting structures for social 
justice will have to be built and sustained through tireless efforts 
of innovation, cooperation, and resistance. 
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Novel Solutions
for Public Protection:
The Case of Sewing Hope

Brief Description of the Initiative

Sewing Hope: Community Action for Frontliners and Our People is 
a small-scale community initiative for the production of personal 
protective equipment (PPE). The initiative started in the early 
months of 2020 as a way to address the shortage in supply of 
basic PPE for frontline health care workers when the COVID-19 
pandemic hit the Philippines. Use of PPE had proved to be crucial in 
keeping frontliners safe from the virus in high-risk environments. 
Amid widespread panic and mourning, members of a community 
volunteered their skills and resources to produce and distribute 
PPE, including cloth masks and hospital-grade protective suits, to 
health facilities and other communities in Metro Manila. 

An offset of the initiative is the provision of support for sewing 
groups, motorcycle riders, and other displaced informal workers by 
giving them an additional source of income. This has allowed the 
initiative to reach more sectors and extend help to more people. 
Sewing Hope has also been able to promote locally produced 
garments and materials through its engagement with weavers 
across the country, such as the T’boli indigenous women weavers 
from South Cotabato. 

Josephine Dionisio, Kidd Alonzo Juwan 
Palanca, Seiko Miho Mizushima, 
and Ferdinand Sanchez II
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Initiator Amihan Abueva envisions Sewing Hope to be a channel for 
her advocacy work as regional executive director of Child Rights 
Coalition-Asia (CRC-Asia). As such, the Sewing Hope team likewise 
uses various platforms to disseminate information, education, and 
communication (IEC) materials about child protection and mental 
health support in times of crisis and disasters, as well as promote 
the initiative of producing PPEs for health workers. 

Emergence of the Sewing Initiative

As the COVID-19 pandemic overwhelmed the Philippine health 
care system in 2020, the country experienced an unprecedented 
shortage in supply of PPE for both frontline health care workers 
and the general public, who were seeking to keep themselves 
safe from the virus. By the first week of April 2020, about 252 
health care workers had been infected; medical groups decried 
the failure of government to distribute enough PPE to hospitals 
around the country (Magsambol 2020). World Health Organization 
(WHO) Director-General Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus argued 
that without a secure supply chain of PPE, the risk to healthcare 
workers would put the fight against the pandemic in jeopardy. The 
WHO Interim Guidelines on the rational use of PPE for COVID-19 
released on February 27, 2020, called for the optimized use of PPE 
because of the global shortage of supply due to high demand. In 
a CNN report published on March 31, 2020, the Philippine Medical 
Association Commission on Legislation Chairman Dr. Oscar Tinio 
pointed out that the death of medical frontline workers in the 
earlier months of the pandemic in the Philippines could have been 
avoided if there were enough PPE available. Dr. Tinio further stated 
that at that time, most hospitals, especially local hospitals, relied 
on donated PPE or PPE made of improvised materials. Communities 
and volunteer groups took their cue from the country-wide shortage 
and began donating improvised PPE themselves to frontliners.

Sewing Hope was one of those groups that initiated the production 
of cloth masks, protective suits, and other necessary equipment, 
straight from Amihan’s own home. With an abundance of fabric at 
her own disposal, Amihan called upon her relatives, friends, and 
neighbors to collaborate and produce PPE en masse. In Romarosa 
Townhomes, a community in Matandang Balara, Quezon City, 
neighbors banded together for the project, with some cutting cloth 
according to prescribed patterns, others sewing, and a number 
helping to disinfect the gear before delivery to health facilities. In 
those early weeks, volunteers were reacting to the urgency of the 
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moment. They all felt they could be useful, contributing whatever 
skills or resources they had to the noble cause of protecting 
frontliners. 

The Sewing Hope initiative showcases the humane and 
compassionate production of vital supplies for local needs using 
local materials and community skills, especially at a time when 
resources are scarce. Its model of a social enterprise could be 
instructive in understanding how an associative economy might be 

Sample products donated to a medical facility (Photo from Sewing Hope’s 
Facebook page) 

built as an alternative to an economy dominated by big enterprises 
and to a non-responsive government in a state of emergency. 

 

Motivations and Intentions

Agents and Their backstories

Owing to her advocacy work for children and other vulnerable 
groups, Amihan was a firsthand witness to how the pandemic had 
further aggravated and troubled the material conditions of the 
marginalized. For her, the pandemic must be framed not only as a 
medical issue, but also as an occasion for the aggravation of extant 
socioeconomic conditions, such as job insecurity, hunger, lack of 



56

access to basic sanitation and hygiene, and heightened violence 
against children. This is especially true, since the pandemic had 
narrowed or restricted the accessibility of safe spaces where the 
vulnerable could seek comfort.

People ask me why I often bring my kit and sew when there 
are opportunities to do so. I tell them that working with my 
hands and making a whole quilt with small squares gives 
me hope that big things can be done through solidarity. 
I also tell them that quilting brings me a steady flow of 
ideas and motivates me to think of ways to work together 
towards a great mission. I have seen many stories of Filipino 
solidarity since the beginning of the pandemic, much 
like this patchwork quilt. (Sewing Hope Facebook page, 
publicly shared, May 11, 2020; accessed September 9, 
2021, https://www.facebook.com/SewingHopeOurStory/
posts/113222423717915).

When Amihan was starting out with Sewing Hope, making entire 
patchwork quilts using her own sewing kit, she held the ambition 
that, in her own words, “big things can be done through solidarity.” 
Being a quilter herself, she had yards and yards of unused fabric at 
home. These were put to good use in the initial production of cloth 
masks. With the help of relatives and neighbors, all that dormant 
fabric was channeled toward communities in need. 

Seamstresses in action (Photo from Sewing Hope’s Facebook page)
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This simple act of generosity and public service was the starting 
point for a much larger and still ongoing collaboration between 
civil society actors and informal workers, such as seamstresses 
and delivery riders, who had been displaced and left jobless by the 
pandemic. 

Two of the seamstresses, Marge Olea and Silver, used to work 
in a leading undergarment factory that had since closed down. 
Upon the factory’s closure, Marge and Silver began to sew at 
their homes for a living, investing in machines to produce good-
quality pieces. They helped improve the design and quality of PPE 
by making patterns for other sewing groups to follow, and even 
leading pattern-making training for community women. Their skills 
in sewing, learned from a life of factory labor, were passed on to 
other seamstresses for a good cause. These workers, with an 
additional source of income, are now involved as active agents in 
Sewing Hope’s core aspiration to solidarity and community in times 
of crisis. 

As Sewing Hope attends to the need for PPE against the threat of 
the pandemic, the enterprise also uses its platform to amplify its 
calls for genuine, long-term solutions to the pandemic and other 
related social issues laid bare or exacerbated by the pandemic.

Networks of Trust

Consequences of typhoons and a pandemic

Two particular disasters that struck the Philippines stirred Sewing 
Hope into action in 2020. Its first phase was a response to the 
first COVID-19 surge in March 2020 and the need for PPE. The 
second phase was a response to typhoon Ulysses (international 
name Vamco), which caused massive flooding in Metro Manila in 
November 2020. 

In the first phase of the Sewing Hope response, the first few pieces 
of cloth mask produced were actually donated to non-COVID health 
workers and other frontliners. Amihan and her close relatives 
and friends then began to try their hand at producing PPE suits 
using the open-source pattern publicized by the Office of the Vice 
President (OVP) of the Philippines. 
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From April to June, private donations rushed in. Sewing groups 
in Metro Manila and nearby provinces were tapped to produce a 
bulk of PPE suits and cloth masks. It was in this period that the 
first batch of suits was donated to hospitals and birthing clinics. 
Later, Sewing Hope would establish connections with twenty-
six health facilities in Metro Manila, including private hospitals 
and public health facilities. The donations were channeled to 
not only COVID wards and emergency rooms, but also, in line with 
their commitment to protecting children and mothers, to newborn 
intensive care units, pediatric wards, and birthing clinics.

A friend introduced Amihan to Maria Fayaw and Lorena Fayaw, two 
T’boli indigenous women weavers from Lake Sebu, South Cotabato, 
Mindanao. From July 2020 onwards, Sewing Hope had engaged 
these sisters and the sewing groups they led from Lake Sebu. 

Malong cloth masks were produced for selling to the general public, 
and for a time, general consumer demand sustained production. 
In its publicity materials on social media, Sewing Hope promotes 
locally made garments, especially those from the skilled work of 
T’boli women weavers with whom it has successfully forged ties. 
The Sewing Hope team also began to disseminate, along with its 
products, IEC print materials for adolescents and caregivers of 
children. 

Typhoon response as phase 2 of Sewing Hope’s project (Photo from Sewing Hope’s 
2020 report)
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More partnerships were forged as the initiative drew more attention. 
“Accessibility masks,” or masks with a transparent window, were 
made for the deaf and hard-of-hearing, in partnership with Project 
Inclusivity. The project founder approached Sewing Hope and 
proposed the production of these smile masks, to which Sewing 
Hope eventually agreed. The sewing groups had to learn a particular 
technique for the production of these masks. Initially, sixty masks 
were produced. Later, smile masks were made available for retail.

When typhoon Ulysses hit Metro Manila in November 2020, Sewing 
Hope commenced the second major phase of production, creating 
new linkages and bonds. It used its income to fund the production 
of malong blankets for disaster victims at evacuation centers. About 
3,120 malongs and blankets were produced, along with about 600 
undergarments for women and girls. For this, Sewing Hope linked 
up with seven beneficiary organizations in Rizal, Marikina, and other 
areas in Luzon. Private monetary donations to the organization were 
used to buy food aid for communities all across Luzon, in Cagayan 
Valley, Rizal, Marikina, and even Albay, Bicol. 

The connections the emergent organization had made with sewing 
and weaving groups, delivery riders, office assistants, and their 
beneficiaries were first made by tapping latent ties—friends, 
relatives, and close associates in civil society. The built networks 
of the leaders of the initiative prior to the pandemic, however, are 
equally noteworthy. The position and stature of Amihan provided 
for beneficial engagements with already established connections 
across people and groups. These built networks highlight the 
agency of Amihan as the leader of the initiative. It is part of the 
characteristics of the agent, in this case, Amihan, and it has 
helped in making the initiative fruitful.

While in the beginning it functioned on this bonding social capital 
by way of closure, relying on “strong ties within a more or less 
closed, homogenous community” (Prell 2006:4), it has since sought 
to open itself and expand a network of weak or distant ties by 
brokerage (see Granovetter 1973), gaining access to diverse kinds 
of resources and more enterprising or advocacy opportunities. After 
making the first vital connections, Sewing Hope reached out to 
other entities and activated more ties. By hearing out and agreeing 
to proposals made by external organizations, such as Project 
Inclusivity with the accessibility masks, Sewing Hope allowed 
itself to be activated as a reliable partner of other organizations. It 
is this openness to similar initiatives of goodwill that has enabled 
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Sewing Hope to grow. Major challenges such as disasters have 
compelled the innovation of members and partners—and Sewing 
Hope is consistently remolded by such exhibitions of collective 
agency in times of crisis.

To strengthen its commitment to the workers on the Sewing Hope 
team, unconditional cash gifts were given out to them in December 
of that year. Crucial to Amihan’s vision for Sewing Hope is that it 
remains a reliable source of livelihood for these informal workers, 
even as it grows to become a full-fledged enterprise. Indeed, 
Sewing Hope espouses an immediate community alternative to an 
economy reliant on exports from large-industry production. It has 
established robust relations of trust with its beneficiaries, workers, 
customers, donors, and partner organizations. It is precisely the 
proximity and reliability of extant and activated ties that inform 
how associative economies like Sewing Hope sense and respond 
to public demand. The initiative is an act of the agencies of Amihan 
and other actors essential to the initiative, like the T’boli weavers, 
Marge and Silver, acting with their skills, despite the difficult 
challenges brought about by structures, such as inefficient 
government response to the pandemic and loss of economic 
activities and opportunities, among others. As Sewing Hope taps 
local community skills and materials to make its products, it also 
endeavors to understand the real conditions in which its makers—
mostly female weavers and seamstresses—are enmeshed. This 
intimate understanding of their workers’ and beneficiaries’ lives 
becomes the drive of the group to keep operating and producing. 
This emerging “collective” agency is highlighted in a statement 
given by Amihan:

In my decades-long work in children’s rights advocacy 
and in helping strengthen the child rights movement 
alongside other advocates, the linkages being built for 
this project, even in its early beginnings, is one of the 
ways I see constituencies and networks of individuals, 
organizations, and local governments built to come to 
fruition. Seeing everyone on board amid the challenges 
that we are all facing encourages us all in the team that, 
indeed, collective action can do so much more. (Sewing 
Hope’s Facebook page, publicly shared, May 11, 2020; 
accessed September 9, 2021, https://www.facebook.
com/SewingHopeOurStory/posts/113222423717915).
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When community pantries sprouted across the country in April 
2021, Sewing Hope recognized that moment of collective action 
as an opportunity to extend its service and advocacy work to more 
people. It linked up with a number of pantries not only to provide 
food aid to communities in need, but also to distribute cloth masks. 
Moreover, information materials was given out to children and their 
caregivers through these partner community pantries.

For Sewing Hope, the demand for public protection during a 
pandemic is an expression of a basic need, like food or shelter. In 
the face of government neglect, it has generated public support 
and belief in emergent community initiatives to protect the 
vulnerable.  

Emerging Structure and Norms of Cooperation

What began as a humble collaborative effort among neighbors 
in an urban neighborhood had grown to become a space of 
opportunity and livelihood for sewing groups, weaving groups, and 
delivery riders who were displaced or left jobless by the pandemic. 
Eventually, the Sewing Hope team expanded to include a network 
of fourteen sewing groups from around the Greater Manila Area and 
two weaving groups from the island of Mindanao, specifically T’boli 
indigenous women weavers from Lake Sebu, South Cotabato. Aside 
from these, Sewing Hope provided an extra source of income to 
non-sewing members of the team, such as six part-time delivery 
riders and three part-time office volunteers and assistants. 

The team worked closely to produce, donate, and market reusable 
cloth face masks and protective suits for health workers in the 
first phase of production. From April to June 2020, about 1,112 
sets of PPE suits were produced. From April to December of the 
same year, about 15,000 cloth face masks were produced by the 
sewing groups in Luzon, and from July to December, another 9,000 
T’boli malong masks were produced in Mindanao. When typhoon 
Ulysses struck Metro Manila in November 2020, these sewing and 
weaving groups in Luzon and Mindanao were tapped to create 
malong blankets and garments for victims at evacuation centers.

In addition to this, in April 2021, Sewing Hope linked up with 
community pantries—neighborhood sites where people could 
acquire basic necessities for free—in Quezon City, Marikina, and 
Rizal. They held a small fundraising auction for patchwork quilts 
and distributed cloth masks, food items, and other materials put 
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together for the community quarantine. Sewing Hope, working 
hand-in-hand with its other partner organizations, also developed 
and provided IEC materials focusing on important themes, such 
as child protection, mental health, and psychosocial well-being. 
These IEC materials were printed in the form of handy fans and 
disseminated to its partners’ community pantries around Metro 
Manila and nearby areas to help raise awareness, most especially 
among those with no access to the internet. 

From its initial emergence as an organization that aimed to support 
the health system, in terms of supplying and promoting the use 
of sustainable and reusable face masks, Sewing Hope showed 
characteristics of task emergence—a form of emergence that 
takes on unfamiliar tasks within a certain structure (Quarantelli 
1996)—as its system of operations and formulation of tasks 
have been constantly changing and adapting according to the 
response required by the current situation. Sewing Hope, as an 
emerging framework, has been able to change and adapt based 
on need, like how the goals of the second phase came about as 
a result of new challenges; from pandemic to typhoon. As seen 
in Sewing Hope’s 2020 report, the initiative initially emerged from 
the anxiety brought about by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The first phase focused mostly on COVID-19 response through the 
production of PPE. Due to the mobility restrictions that hindered 
the purchased of food and other basic necessities, Amihan and 
her family searched for alternative ways to fill in the gaps, bringing 
about the creation of self-made masks to protect not only family 
and friends, but also people in the working sectors, such as security 
guards and janitorial workers. According to Amihan, the initiative 
enabled her to be less anxious and allowed her to make use of her 
mobilizing and designing skills to create more and more products. 
Sewing Hope showed a rippling effect, where its main goal was to 
provide PPE to health care workers (protection of oneself), but as it 
tried to achieve this, it was able to benefit others as well, through 
donations and engagement with other initiatives—a wonderful 
unintended consequence of an intended action. 

The production and distribution of cloth masks and locally made 
PPE suits as part of the Sewing Hope team’s first emergent task 
at the onset of the pandemic highlighted the importance of local 
sewing communities and their capability for producing quality 
health equipment for protection. As the Philippines faced the 
challenge of lack of PPE, the team’s act of getting together from 
across the country and producing locally made safety equipment 
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with Filipino designs coming from T’boli indigenous women weavers 
showed that it is possible to produce materials locally instead of 
being reliant on PPE importation. 

Overcoming Challenges: 
Emerging Agenda for Change

Amihan anticipates the need for Sewing Hope to evolve as a social 
enterprise as the country eases gradually into the new normal. She 
expresses the struggle of the enterprise to sustain operations. 
Sewing Hope is constrained by its mandate, as a not-for-profit 
organization, not to sell. Although in the first year of the pandemic, 
they were able to self-sustain and produce more PPE through 
commissions for donations and mask orders from individuals and 
groups, they knew they could not always rely on donations or the 
goodwill of others for continued operations. The next step is to 
be registered formally either as a sole proprietorship, or even as a 
cooperative, to be able to operate legitimately as an enterprise. At 
this point in its organizational lifespan, it has become essential to 
link up with other agents and organizations to fortify social capital, 
the basis of networks of civic engagement. Sewing Hope turns to 
these other groups for guidance on what to do or how exactly to 
“chase” sustainability. Such networks of mutual trust and active 
citizenship are paramount for these attempts at sustainability.

In 2021, Sewing Hope continued to produce reusable cloth masks. 
It had been using the community pantries, which emerged in 
April 2021, as a venue for distributing these masks, food items, 
and information materials about the team’s work on children’s 
rights advocacy. Working closely with women weavers, it also 
ventured into the production of women’s essential needs, such 
as mastectomy bras and washable menstrual pads. In addition, 
it launched anatomically correct dolls for children. Sewing Hope 
makes sure its packaging is reusable.

After properly responding to major disasters—the initial COVID-19 
surge in March 2020 and typhoon Ulysses—Sewing Hope intends 
to secure itself as a legal entity, so that it can continue to deliver 
services to those in need. For Amihan, linking her advocacy work 
in CRC-Asia with Sewing Hope will strengthen the cause of both 
organizations. Sewing Hope will find its staying power in that sense 
of compassion for the most vulnerable. Established connections 
with other groups in civil society will guide the enterprise toward 
the future. 
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Citizens for Public Safety:  
Ensuring Biking Transportation 
during Lockdown

Dakila Kim P. Yee  
and Seiko Miho A. Mizushima

The COVID-19 pandemic had disrupted various components of 
social life, ranging from economic conditions to political rights. 
Various forms of mitigation measures aimed at curbing the spread 
of the virus, such as physical and social distancing protocols, 
compelled the creation of various regulations to dissuade and 
disincentivize the movement of individuals and social groups. One 
of these changes was the tightening of restrictions on accessing 
public transportation. In the Philippines, the government banned 
public utility vehicles (PUVs), such as jeepneys, ride-hailing 
services, such as Grab and Angkas, and shortened the schedule 
of public mass transportation, such as the light rail transit (LRT) 
and metro rail transit (MRT) systems. The blanket imposition of the 
transportation ban left thousands of frontliners with no mode of 
transport to take them to their workplace and back home. Various 
news reports on nurses and other medical workers walking under 
the blistering heat made rounds on television, radio, print, and 
social media.
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Biking emerged as a mode of transport during the pandemic. 
Institutional measures that had been adopted globally included 
closing several streets in the city for car use (Oakland, USA), 
expanding spaces for non-motorized transport (NMT) use, creating 
pop-up bike lanes (Lima, Peru), and providing biking equipment to 
those who needed it (India) (Goetsch and Quiros 2020). All these 
measures resulted in increased bicycle use. Several experts 
opined that the promotion of alternative NMTs could serve as part 
of the blueprint for a sustainable post-COVID recovery that would 
help curb climate change and promote healthier individuals and 
cities (Schwedhelm et. al 2020).

In the Philippines, the lack of policy direction and chaos that 
ensued after the first lockdown on March 15, 2020, led to the start 
of emergent initiatives aimed at providing safe, alternative, and 
active transportation to millions of people whose mobility had been 
limited by the shutdown of public transportation. In the streets of 
Metro Manila, one initiative was Kita Ka, formed by volunteers from 
the UP Mountaineers, which gave out reflector sashes to bikers to 
make them visible at night. Another initiative, by Life Cycles PH, was 
the distribution of bikes to medical frontliners and other essential 
workers. 

In June 2020, two months into the pandemic, a group of biking 
advocates began to engage in an insurgent form of activism by 
building “pop-up” bike lanes along Commonwealth Avenue in 
Quezon City to provide the infrastructure that would protect 
bikers from motor vehicles traversing this lane. Biking became a 
trending topic in policy circles and public discussions. Legislators 
entertained proposals for legislating bike lanes into fruition, and 
in the COVID-19 budget law, Bayanihan 2, an estimated amount of 
Php 1.1 billion (Remitio 2021) was allotted for the installation of 
bike lanes. 

The ill-conceived lockdown forced commuting frontliners and other 
daily wage earners to resort to either walking or cycling to their 
place of work and back home. Reports of road accidents involving 
bikers escalated, revealing the neglect of addressing the road 
safety requirements of this alternative mode of transportation. 
This case study analyzed the emergence of groups promoting 
biking as a safe transportation in the aftermath of the COVID-19 
lockdown imposed in the Philippines. We covered two types of 
groups: those that focused on equipment provision and those that 
promoted policy changes in relation to bike transportation. 
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About the Research

This research project aimed to uncover the process by which 
emergent forms of civic action helped facilitate the institution of 
safe, alternative mobility in the Philippines during the COVID-19 
pandemic. It sought to address the following questions:

1. How did emergent groups from civil society initiate 
actions to promote safe transportation during the lockdown 
period?

2. How did social capital play a role in facilitating 
action to promote safe transportation? What were the 
different forms of social capital that had been tapped to 
promote the objectives related to safe transportation?

3. What repertoires of civic action tactics did these 
emergent actors use to promote safe transportation 
(educational campaigns, mobilization, dialogue with 
policymakers)? How did they overcome the barriers to social 
mobilization imposed by social and physical distancing 
(e.g., use of new media technologies and other creative 
tactics that overcame restrictions on traditional forms of 
civil society organizing in the Philippines)?

4. Are there emergent forms of civil society 
mobilization that could be identified as a break or as a 
novel form of action vis-à-vis traditional repertoires of 
contention in civil society actions in the Philippines?

The case study approach was used as the main research method, 
involving key informant interviews and content analysis of 
available online documents from organizations that implemented 
bike-related initiatives and advocacies during the pandemic. 
Interviews were conducted via Zoom to minimize health risks, and 
the transcripts were analyzed through a manual coding process. 
The case study writer conducted the interviews, while the 
research assistant did the transcription. The research assistant 
also undertook qualitative content analysis, covering publicly 
accessible materials, such as organizational websites, social 
media pages, news articles, and/or feature articles, and data 
collation and processing. 
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Origins

This case study covered the initiatives of the following 
organizations: Life Cycles PH, BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan, Mobile in 
MNL, Bikers United Movement (BUM), AltMobility PH, and Move as 
One Coalition. The following table summarizes the main objectives 
of these initiatives.

Emergent initiatives in the biking sector

The origins of many of these initiatives reveal an ad hoc emergent 
formation, starting within family, friends, and social networks. 

Organization Initiative/s Objective/s

Life Cycles PH • Bikes to frontliners
• Bike safety 
• EDSA evolution

To bring bicycles to 
frontline workers and 
to ensure safety of 
cyclists

BeSeekLeta 
for EveryJuan

• Bike donations 
• Bike repair stations
• Virtual bike challenge

To build and to provide 
functional commuting 
bicycles to those 
in need of public 
transportation

Mobile in MNL • Community pantry runs
• Bike commuting stories

To destigmatize 
biking and to make it 
seem more viable; to 
raise awareness of 
biking as a possible 
transportation solution

Bikers United
Movement

• Pop-up bike lanes
• Community bikeshop
• Bike clinics

To advocate for 
inclusive mobility 
and sustainable 
transportation that 
will benefit ordinary 
Filipinos

AltMobility PH • Active transport poli-
cies

• Mapping

To promote sensible, 
accessible, and humane 
transport policies that 
recognize the needs 
of all users of active 
transportation

Move As One
Coalition

• Active transport poli-
cies

• Fundraisers
• Young mobility leaders 

program

To advocate for a safer, 
more humane, and 
more inclusive public 
transportation system 
in the Philippines
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They represent two types of actors: policy-oriented actors and 
voluntaristic-altruistic actors. The former focused on influencing 
policy at the local and national level, while the latter focused on 
donor-driven initiatives such as bike donations, community pantry 
runs, and other equipment provisioning initiatives (such as Kita 
Ka). 

Policy Actors

The quintessential type of policy actors either had initiatives that 
existed even prior to the pandemic or had connections to the 
social network of policy actors, even as they founded emergent 
initiatives. One such initiative that existed prior to the pandemic is 
Move As One Coalition. It consists of at least thirty individuals and 
sixty-one organizations from various sectors, all sharing the same 
objective of equitable and safe active transportation during the 
pandemic (Move As One Coalition 2021). Another is AltMobility PH, 
which has a core group that performs specialized tasks, although 
it also welcomes volunteers. According to Zaxx Abraham, one of 
its key members, the lack of clear transportation policies had 
significant consequences on people affected by the pandemic:

On a personal level, since we’re urban planners, as a user 
of public transportation and active mobility, there’s a lot 
of confusing things like “Can I go out at times?” or “Am 
I not allowed to go out?” And then it has a lot of mental 
effects on me because of the confusion, but also because 
there are many checkpoints, and as we’ve seen, there’s 
a bit of elitism in the checkpoints. They stop bikers and 
pedestrians for inspection but if you’re using a car, you’re 
almost never subject to that. So that’s the personal, as 
a user level. As part of my work, which I consider also as 
personal, there’s double, triple, more and more and more 
work during these times because of the sudden new rules 
that they’d usually implement despite not having clarified 
what’s allowed and what’s not, or they’d suddenly halt 
public transportation. In solidarity with the drivers and 
operators of public transportation, we have to push for 
policy and resist the wrong things being implemented. So 
it’s emotionally, mentally, and physically taxing.
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In the second type of policy actors, an example of an initiative is 
Life Cycles PH. It is a network founded by Keisha Mayuga, a transport 
planner and bike advocate. She has had previous engagements 
with different local, national, and international organizations in 
the field of mobility and clean air initiatives in Metro Manila. In 
short, Keisha is an expert in the field, leveraging her skills and 
resources to effect transportation changes in the aftermath of the 
COVID-19 lockdown. This would be a recurring theme in many biking 
initiatives that emerged after the announcement of the enhanced 
community quarantine (ECQ) in Metro Manila. Most of the founders 
of biking advocacy networks interviewed for this study are experts 
and civil society organization (CSO) leaders in the transportation 
sector. Keisha noted that government agencies had invited her 
to several consultations regarding bicycle transportation. Life 
Cycles PH started out through informal sessions over the internet, 
with people sharing similar advocacies for safe alternative 
transportation. The internet served as an important mediator 
linking the different individuals who had volunteered for the 
organization as shared by Keisha:

Yeah, so it initially started because I think I tweeted 
something and then one of the transport [advocacy] 
people that I know said, “Hey, let’s really do it.” So we 
started a group, and we were just about four there and 
then suddenly we became ten in the Facebook group, 
Facebook Messenger … Then suddenly we just added and 
added people like, “Hey I know this graphic artist, maybe 
they’re willing to join.” And then we would add them. “Hey, 
I know blah blah blah,” and then they would add people. 
And then the Messenger group became around fifteen 
or twenty, and we were like, “You know, this is getting 
messy. Let’s go to Slack.” So we migrated to Slack and 
after that, there were suddenly more people, and then 
that was like the height of it because that was the time 
we were organizing workstreams, who’s in charge of what, 
organizational structure, in two days, in three days. It was 
wild. So, yeah. That was the peak of it, the first month, 
really.
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Recreational/Interest-based Initiatives

Another type of actors that could be noted in this study consisted 
of those with voluntaristic initiatives on biking transport based on 
their previous experience as recreational bikers or those with an 
interest in biking. One such initiative is BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan, 
an initiative founded in June 2020, with the aim of building and 
providing functional commuting bicycles to people in need of 
alternative modes of transportation for work. It was started by the 
husband-and-wife tandem of Roy Gilbert and Maria Roann Maceda, 
both triathlon athletes, and is based on family ties and volunteer 
networks:

It actually started with family members. So our two 
volunteer bike mechanics are uncles of Roy. So that’s 
where we started. So they were the ones busy building 
and collecting the bikes and we also have a godfather 
from Abu Dhabi so he’s outside. Since he can’t help with 
footworks here in Metro Manila, he creates our visuals 
online. He makes the infographics [containing] how many 
we’ve helped/given [bikes], thank you to donors, like that. 
Also when we started, there were hubs that initiated to 
also build or to adapt the idea in their own provinces but 
they would still be under BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan. 

Aside from having recreational or sporting experience before the 
pandemic, the founders were connected to the private sector, in 
industries that had little ties to biking or transportation, as they 
were in manufacturing and pharmaceutical industries, respectively. 
Hence, the initiative could not be seen as an extension of their 
professional activities but could be considered as recreation-
based. 

Another initiative identified as interest-based is Mobile in MNL’s 
Community Pantry Runs. The founder, Rowhe, shared that Mobile 
in MNL initially started as a Facebook page that shared human 
interest stories of bikers in Manila, similar to the page Humans of 
New York:

It’s [Mobile in MNL] really just a, more of a community 
homegrown thing ... It’s really more like Humans of New 
York, where I try to share the stories of bike commuters 
in Metro Manila so that other people can see that it’s 
something that they can do, too.
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Motivations

Helping Others

The case study identified two key motivations for our actors in 
these emergent initiatives. First, they were motivated by the desire 
to help others during the pandemic. For BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan, 
the initiative was born out of a desire to help others, and the 
mechanism involved sourcing from their previous experience and 
tapping the biking community:

Since we’re part of a triathlon team, we were joining races 
before the pandemic so we had a bit of knowledge about 
bicycles. … Since what was happening to transportation 
at that time was getting problematic or chaotic, we 
thought of having a project like this, which is to give 
bikes. We thought, since we didn’t have any money to 
buy bikes, “Why don’t we use old bike parts, since we 
have experience in cycling?” Normally, [bikers] upgrade 
their parts. So after the upgrade, parts are hidden or 
thrown away, and they just get rusty. So we thought, “Why 
don’t we ask for donations of these parts and then just 
assemble a functional bike so we can give it away?”

Painting and dust removal of donated bike parts for BeSeekLeta 
for EveryJuan’s bike parts, prepare, provide project. (Photo by 
Roy Maceda)
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BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan also engaged with a network of bicycle 
shops and mechanics to source material and labor. We find this an 
intriguing initiative, as it was the only group in this case study that 
did recycling of discarded material to create new forms. The actors 
used their experience and knowledge of the biking community 
to put their plan into action. Their initiative could be regarded as 
one of the more innovative efforts launched during the pandemic. 
The experience of BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan informs us of how to 
program future initiatives that utilize discarded materials, thereby 
reducing waste in the community. 

Volunteer bikers prepare to load their bikes with supplies for Mobile in MNL’s 
community pantry run. (Photo from Mobile in MNL)

In April 2021, an explosive community-based initiative called the 
community pantry emerged in the scene, sparking thousands of 
similar initiatives throughout the country. Simply put, community 
pantries are neighborhood sites where people can get food items 
for free. The supplies of food are leveraged through volunteer-
based networks and donations. One initiative, Mobile in MNL, 
provided parallel services by mobilizing community bike runs to 
supply community pantries that were running low in food supplies. 
Rowhe shared:

From that first conversation, a lot of people started coming 
out, supporting Patreng, and more community pantries 
started opening and we thought, “Okay, so we don’t have 
to be mobile communities anymore—pantries anymore. 
Maybe we can just support the smaller pantries around.” 
Not the Maginhawa one because that one seemed to be 
getting so much support. So we were thinking, “Okay, 
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what can we do as cyclists? As bike commuters?” And we 
realized, “Well, we can carry a lot of things.” Like, everyone 
in the group goes to the grocery with their bikes. Everyone 
in the group really commutes around Manila on bikes so 
it seemed like a natural progression, sort of, and then 
someone knew a warehouse that was willing to donate but 
not knowing how to get the donations to the pantries. So 
we, like, put two and two together and thought, “Well, we 
can identify the pantries for them. We can transport their 
donations for them. We just need to tap all the cyclists in 
our network and that’s basically what happened.”

In all these three initiatives, there emerged a sudden need in the 
communities, to which there was no immediate government-
based response. The initiatives were able to marshal the needed 
resources to address the gap by tapping volunteers, friends, and 
social networks that they could readily rely on. This network-
based approach, in turn, allowed the initiatives to be flexible in 
their method of addressing the needs of the communities they 
were serving as they were not bound by rigid rules and procedures. 

Changing Perceptions of Biking

A second motivation was driven by policy concerns to change 
the perception of biking in the Philippines and to mainstream it 
as a transportation initiative. This is primarily seen among bike 
transportation CSO-driven initiatives and actors belonging to this 
sector. Keisha noted that there had been a change in the perception 
of biking, as before the pandemic people believed biking should be 
restricted to areas with less traffic. She noted:

Everybody really thought [biking] was a good idea. Like 
... pre-pandemic, people were against cycling for some 
reason. They’re like, “It’s not safe to bike along EDSA”... 
or “It’s not safe to bike at all.” But you know, when they 
started seeing Life Cycles and, like, the work that we were 
doing, everyone was so supportive and I think that, you 
know, it was a great entryway for people to open up the 
cycling culture in the Philippines … It had great positive 
feedback that even people outside of Life Cycles or people 
who were not beneficiaries of Life Cycles started cycling 
also because they saw [and said] “Wow! It’s possible” or 
“Wow! It’s a form of transport.”       
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Impacting Policy

The head convenor of Move As One Coalition, Robert Siy, already 
had previous experience in active mobility transportation lobbying. 
He shared that the coalition was formed from an earlier coalition of 
organizations and groups that was already advocating for active 
transportation prior to the pandemic. Move As One emerged during 
the pandemic as a group advocating for policy response regarding 
the impact of the pandemic on transportation:

And I would say, in March and April of 2020. So, at the time 
when things were getting a little heated already in terms 
of the pandemic, we started putting together some ideas 
about what needed to be a government response to the 
pandemic. Because at that time, I think those of us in 
the mobility coalition, we noticed that the government or 
DOTr did not have a lot of plans. No one was really thinking 
what needed to be done in the transport sector in order 
to address the mobility requirements during the pandemic 
and, of course, one of the big things that came about, 
right, was about physical distancing. That was maybe the 
most important sort of, in a way, development, hitting the 
transport industry. So we needed to devise approaches 
that could help the transport industry adapt and respond 
to the requirements of the pandemic and so we put 
together a sort of an action plan with a budget.

Members of BUM marshalled improvised bike lanes made of orange-painted 
water bottles along Commonwealth Avenue, Quezon City, last June 3, 2020. 
(Photo from BUM)
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Another initiative covered in this study that impacted policy 
differently is Bikers United Movement, which made headlines in 
June 2020, when it put up pop-up bike lanes along Commonwealth 
Avenue in Quezon City. One of the reasons BUM was selected as 
a case study was its activity that highlighted a transgressive 
practice seeking to implement new norms regarding bike lanes 
even without prior regulatory approval. According to its founder, 
Ann Angala, the initiative was born out of discussions with fellow 
bike advocates who recognized the need to put up safe bike lanes 
for those who were using major thoroughfares in Metro Manila. 
They noted that most of the people who used bikes going to work 
belonged to the low-income class, such as construction workers 
who used bikes to commute to the construction or factory site and 
back home. 

BUM relied on a group of volunteers, as well as connections to 
other biking groups. Before putting up the pop-up bike lanes, it 
conducted a bike counting activity where volunteer members rode 
their bikes to the target location and counted the number of bikers 
during rush hour. This provided them with the data for their activity 
and a basis for future engagement with government agencies. 

Life Cycles PH donated bikes, including helmets, lock, rear lights, and water 
bottles to Trinity Medical Center in Pasig last May 11, 2020. (Photo from Life 
Cycles PH)
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Method of Operation

The different initiatives were mainly driven by ad hoc, volunteer-
based resources using informal mechanisms. For provision-
centered initiatives, such as BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan and 
Life Cycles PH, donations were mainly sourced from their social 
networks. Keisha of Life Cycles PH explained: 

So the objective was really to bring bicycles to frontliners. 
Initially healthcare workers, but we spread it out to all 
essential workers. We did that in two ways: the first was 
through the donations we got; monetary donations we 
got from donors. We bought the bikes and we had partner 
hospitals where we would coordinate with them on who 
needed the bikes and how many. So that’s the first way. 
The second was, we put up a Facebook Group called “Life 
Cycles PH Community,” where people could borrow and 
lend bikes. Because at that time, there was no really … we 
also had a hard time finding suppliers for bikes. So what 
we did was we opened up the community so that people 
could … people with bikes who were not allowed to go out 
anyway could lend their bikes to essential workers in their 
area. So, that’s how Life Cycles PH worked, and it was … 
that was … those were the operations for, like, months. 

Volunteer bikers gather to help distribute supplies to smaller community pantries 
around Quezon City for Mobile in MNL’s community pantry run. (Photo from Mobile 
in MNL)
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BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan employed the unique mode of collecting 
resources to assemble bikes. It did not rely on monetary donations 
but on recyclable bike parts discarded by bikers who had upgraded 
their bikes. As explained by Roy:

We thought about how … we didn’t have money to provide… 
buy and then provide to the people who are in need. So 
why not [use] the old bike parts since we had experience 
in cycling. Because normally, there’s something called 
upgrading of parts. Usually, the parts after upgrade are 
kept, thrown, or left unused, become rusty and all. So why 
not, like, ask them for donations, and then we’ll be the 
ones to assemble to build a functional bike that we can 
give away. Because we don’t have funds to provide or buy 
one, what we do in the project is collect unused but still 
functional bike parts, then we put them together, since 
bikes have certain parts that are compatible. 

Other groups called on volunteers, as their initiatives were labor-
intensive. For example, Mobile in MNL’s community pantry initiative 
heavily involved moving goods on bikes to various locations. Rowhe 
disclosed how they tapped volunteers for their network: 

We made sure that the people who were volunteering … 
so we have a core group of people, and again, these were 
the people that ran [...] so I had worked with them at some 
point. But we also had other people who we hadn’t worked 
with but at least we knew pretty well … So the rule is, if one 
is to bring a person in, he or she would have to vouch for 
that person and be held accountable for that person. We 
are not taking volunteers … like there are a lot of people 
volunteering, which is great, but the thing is, we have to 
admit that whenever there is a calamity or whenever there 
is a community movement like this, there will always be 
people who will be taking advantage, right? So that is the 
last thing we want to happen, so we are very strict about 
making sure we only include people who we really trust 
and who we know frankly 100% will not run away with the 
food or stuff like that.
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Difficulties

Strain on Resources

One of the primary constraints encountered by these initiatives 
was monetary. As many of them relied on donor-driven items, 
the members experienced fluctuation of goods. They would have 
a sizeable amount of donations at the start of their campaigns, 
funnelled through informal mechanisms, such as online cash 
donations. Rowhe of Mobile in MNL revealed that donations for 
their community pantry runs were very uncertain:

The second problem was making sure there were enough 
donations to go around. Like, thankfully someone, like, 
the donations would come in just in time. But it was 
nerve wracking for the first four days ‘cause there were 
absolutely no donations coming in.

For policy actors, the strain on resources hampered their ability on 
two fronts: sustaining personnel and implementing policy change. 
Robert from Move As One Coalition noted that one of the key 
factors in sustaining their initiatives was the availability of funds 
to support their personnel, and this was a major challenge they 
had encountered:

So I think this is one of the challenges. How to sustain this 
type of effort. It needs the work of volunteers, but at the 
same time, what also helps is if some of the work can also 
be compensated, even part-time.

In terms of implementing policy change, the resource constraint 
might not be internal to the organizations anymore but external. 
For example, Ann from BUM noted that one of the impediments to 
implementing bike lanes in the Philippines was the lack of budget 
allocation for such infrastructure:

... the budget. When this happened, the budgets for 
making bike lanes was not yet allocated. Because, like, 
this [the budget] is planned for one year, right? So these 
things, inasmuch as some of the officials would want to 
put up protected bike lanes, it’s not yet … what do you 
call it? Included in their budget for the year and then … so 
they have to get from other budget allocations and put it 
there. But of course, since it’s the pandemic, that’s not 
your priority. Your priority is to feed the people first. 
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So I think in the 2022 budget, we will be able to see 
protection for bikers, and again, this is if your mayor, your 
government, or whoever’s in charge of that area has a 
heart for the advocacy. 

Ebbs and Flows of Volunteerism

Keisha acknowledged that there are always risks when it 
comes to volunteer-based initiatives, as volunteers have other 
activities or responsibilities demanding their time, such as work. 
Their initiative, for instance, experienced a decline from a high 
of 100 members to as low as a handful. This could be attributed 
to two factors. One is the long duration of the pandemic, which 
shifted the needs of the community over time. As the pandemic 
progressed, more people were buying their own bikes and so 
the initial need being addressed by Life Cycles PH gradually 
shifted from bike equipment provision to policy concerns, such 
as putting up safe bike lanes. Another factos is the informal 
nature of networking in Life Cycles PH, which affected its ability 
to sustain engagement in the organization.

As noted above, the network grew immediately because of the 
informal characteristic of networking and joining the initiative. 
At the start of the pandemic, when everyone was on lockdown, 
the situation was conducive for informal modes of networking. 
Everyone was glued to their screens, seeing the impact of the 
transportation lockdown unfold. At the same time, this evoked 
feelings of wanting to help, and social media provided a suitable 
platform for getting everyone onboard. But as activities and work 
transitioned toward the resumption of on-site operations, the 
other commitments of the members increased, and as an informal 
network, it was difficult for Life Cycles PH to demand consistent 
time and effort from its volunteers.

The challenge of volunteerism is best captured in this statement 
by Keisha:

I think the pros of having, like, a volunteer basis is, well, 
there’s no cost. There’s no cost, people are so energetic, 
and they’re working on the premise of like, “I really want to 
help” and that’s honestly the main thing. “I’m not getting 
paid to do any of these things.” So there, and people, you 
know, there’s no pressure. People are like, yeah, let’s go 
do these things. Ideas are free to, like, people are free to 
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pitch in their ideas and all of those things so we’re working 
on the goodness of people; but that’s also the weakness. 
Because we’re just working out of the goodness of 
people. Eventually people are gonna be like, “Wait a 
minute, my time is worth money.” [laughs] So it’s true, 
though. So people are gonna start, you know, breaking off 
and doing their own thing because they recognize that, 
you know, volunteerism, after a while, can get really tiring. 
Especially during the pandemic when you’re dealing with 
so many things and you have a volunteer thing, like, “You 
still have time to volunteer?” There’s only, like, a certain 
point, really, for your fire and your fuel to volunteer, to 
keep going.

Government Regulations

As mobility was restricted by the lockdown, the operations of many 
initiatives were hampered across different levels. Keisha of Life 
Cycles PH shared:

So, some of the challenges that we had: one, we also 
had the problem of mobility. We also couldn’t go out as 
volunteers because it wasn’t allowed then. Super strict 
and you know, we needed the quarantine pass and all 
those things. So, it was difficult even for our own suppliers 
to move and to get around because it was still very strict 
then. 

Another challenge was the imposition of border control, especially 
during the first ECQ. BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan founders Roy and 
Roann Maceda recalled:

So since they [the recipient] couldn’t go out to get the 
bike, we brought it directly to them. So when we got to the 
border of Pangasinan, we weren’t allowed to cross, even 
though we said we’d just send forth [the bike] and we had 
documents like the travel pass, like this, like that, and so 
on. So what they did was, the barangay of our recipient 
supported them and provided them with [transportation] 
to go to the border and we’d meet them there. So there. 
Those were the challenges we saw at that time.
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Among provision-based initiatives, such as Life Cycles PH, the 
challenge stemmed from the different government regulations 
about how the recipient government agencies would process 
the donations. It was important for Life Cycles PH to partner with 
government hospitals as recipients, since it initially targeted 
health care workers at the frontlines of the COVID-19 response 
and a significant number of them were working at government 
hospitals. Keisha recalled:

We actually had problems in some hospitals, especially 
government hospitals that didn’t know what to do with 
the ownership because if you sign … if we donated it to 
the institution itself, it’s technically government property. 
But we said, you know what? We don’t want to complicate 
our lives so we’ll just give it to the individuals because 
it’s a bit difficult if we give it to the government. Like, 
there are so many papers, you know, you need to declare 
explanation, blah blah blah, so there. 

This case shows how excessive and inflexible government 
regulations can hamper volunteer-driven efforts. Donors thus 
tend to shift in its choice of recipient to private entities with more 
relaxed rules, even if those at government-run hospitals need the 
resources more. 

Risks

There are inherent risks to the biking initiatives outlined here. 
A primary one is the constant risk of catching COVID-19 despite 
compliance with minimum health standards. Another is the 
possibility of threats and harassment from the authorities. The 
punitive implementation of ECQ had resulted in thousands of 
arrests made even for the flimsiest of reasons. Our informants 
noted that this cast a long shadow or organizing. Keisha and Ann 
narrated:

There was also a time when there was a scare from I think … 
that says you’re not allowed to operate and hold money or 
something if you’re not a registered NGO or something. But 
they waived that and I found the waiving very useful. They 
waived that because there were so many organizations, 
businesses, and start-ups, and everything started 
because of the pandemic. So if you’re going to hassle the 
people who are already helping, that’s too much. (Keisha)
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June 1, we were already seen by MMDA officials, I mean, 
MMDA enforcers. In fact, we even had a picture-taking. It 
was all good because they, you know, those on the ground 
realized that, you know, we were doing something good. 
Of course, it was reported to the chief, reported to the top, 
you know, the top bosses of MMDA. And the following day, 
which was June 2, we were warned. The night before, we 
were already warned. “Don’t put up [pop-up bike lanes].” I 
think it was already on the papers. “Don’t put up [pop-up 
bike lanes] or else you would be fined a thousand pesos 
each” … and they would look for, together with the … PNP, 
our violation. Like, they would put us in jail or something. 
But then the whole biking community stayed behind us … 
(Ann)

Alliances Formed

Types of Networks 

Partnerships with civil society. Many of the initiatives noted here 
had worked with together in the past. Robert from Move As One 
Coalition explained that their group was formed from an earlier 
network of transportation advocates, and some of them continue 
to be part of the ongoing initiatives:

Okay, now let me say that beginning in 2018, there were 
already a few of us that were associated. We had a loose, 
in a way, like a loose coalition, which we just called the 
Mobility Coalition. We were only about, maybe, I guess 
about 20, like, active members from different organizations 
and these were, like, relatively small groups, so I would 
say the ones who were working together at that time, 
we were interested in the sustainable mobility policies 
and basically the concept at that time was commuters 
didn’t have a voice. So a few of us got together and 
started working together from 2018 up to the time of the 
pandemic, and I would say we’d had some successes, 
we’d had some, maybe … obstacles that we faced, but we 
managed to also get a few things done. 

Many of the initiatives discussed here are connected. As noted 
by Gybel of Move As One Coalition during one of the feedback 
sessions for this case study, several of the groups had worked 
together on different campaigns and initiatives. Ann from BUM 
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noted that several key individuals from Move As One Coalition and 
Life Cycles PH had supported them in their campaigns. However, 
Robert cautioned against the lack of resources, being one of 
the constraints to coalition building. Drawing from their earlier 
experience, he pointed out that dwindling grants and financial 
support had resulted in the loosening of earlier transportation 
coalitions. This provides learning on partnering with civil society 
sectors: 

At that time, there was a staff of Rockefeller Foundation 
named [redacted] who provided a grant to the Ateneo 
School of Government to support the formation of this 
thing called the Inclusive Mobility Network … they tried to 
bring together all the different organizations interested 
in inclusive mobility and some of the leaders of that 
movement … But you see, when the grant of Rockefeller 
died out, the organization also struggled in terms of its 
existence. So it stopped, you know, organizing meetings. 
It stopped also maintaining its SEC registration and that 
organization sort of, in a way, died a natural death.

Partnerships with government. It is always crucial to form 
partnerships with government agencies, especially as the 
resources that can be leveraged with them are always 
disproportionately larger than those of their counterparts in the 
private sector or civil society. At the same time, government 
agencies can influence local and national policies (ordinances, 
laws, etc.) to effect changes in the transportation system. Some 
of the initiatives had leveraged partnerships with legislators, as 
shared by Ira from AltMobility PH:

In AltMobility, there are pockets of support like, you know. 
Because you also have to take advantage of … their 
advocacy … you know, each legislator is attributed to an 
advocacy. So you have to look for who that is and know 
what kind of angle you can provide them, and they’re also 
responsive to national issues or issues that come up. 
That’s why the national … the local government comes into 
the picture because sometimes they’re the ones picked 
up by media and then it becomes a national issue. And for 
legislation or legislators, they take … they sometimes, I’m 
not saying all the time, but they take note or they use that 
as a barometer for what needs to be prioritized.
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Robert from Move As One Coalition discussed the importance of 
partnering with government agencies while remaining critical to 
achieve balance, which he likened to a “dance”:

For government agencies like DOTr, and maybe, especially 
DOTr and DPWH, I would say that maintaining the 
relationship is a very delicate and sensitive, you know, 
sort of a challenge because the nature of our work is to be 
constructively critical but sometimes it is also perceived 
as offensive or, you know, not so welcomed by the agency. 
So this is where we have to tread also carefully because I 
think we want to be open, transparent. We also want to be 
direct and constructive, but at the same time we realize 
that if we also cross, you know, cross a line, then we also 
become less effective in our messaging.  So there, it’s in 
a way like a little bit of a dance, you know? Sometimes 
we have to push and there’s push back and then we sort 
of back off, and then we re-engage, you know, through 
a different channel, a different approach. So it’s in a way 
like a constant dance that we’re in and in some … with 
some agencies, we are better aligned.

Challenges with Alliances

Weeding out opportunism. Owing to the mainly positive impact and 
image of biking-based initiatives, certain actors had approached 
them in several instances to enhance their image. Rowhe of Mobile 
in MNL shared that one of the challenges they faced was in screening 
actors to identify opportunistic ones who might be using their bike 
runs for mileage:

The cyclists, we are all in agreement that if we realize that 
the pantry that we prioritized is being used as a front for a 
campaign or is being overly policed by the local officials … 
we decided to form our own blacklist. 

Roann of BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan had a similar experience, 
saying politicians had approached them for partnerships, but they 
were wary of any overt politicking by these actors:

As much as possible, we don’t want too much involvement 
with the government because once a politician or a 
government agency is included or involved in the project, 
we think that they might take control over our project, 
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what we do, and also we don’t want to be labelled as 
people who take sides or what, so there. 

Another concern was that coalition building might bring in actors 
from the civil society sphere who might disrupt the coalition. Move 
as One Coalition respondents noted that they had experienced 
such a situation. One of them recalled:

… one time, there’s a group of, I’m not [going to] mention 
who, but there’s a group of, I think, so … we would want 
all transport workers and groups to be with us, but I think 
since Move As One is advocating for … is not against 
modernization, but we want a just transition for our 
transport workers in the modernization sphere of things. 
That whole thing in PUMP … in PUVMP … Then, if there are 
groups, for example, … consist of transport workers but 
they’re against modernization, as in that’s their main 
principle, we might not be … they might not be part of 
Move As One, kind of like that. But if they say that they’re 
willing, I don’t know, Sir Rob, we can probably expound, but 
there, since Move As One is clear that we’re not against 
modernization but what we want is a just, compassionate 
transition, for our jeepney drivers, conductors, etc. So 
there. I think that’s like, that’s what entered my mind when 
that question was asked.

Robert from Move As One confirmed that this was a valid concern 
in their initiative, but also pointed out a “self-selection” process, 
wherein a group with vastly different interests from Move as One 
might not be compelled to join the coalition:

No, I think you’re right, Gybel, that … that’s right, I think, 
in a way, there’s self-selection also going on because 
I think Move As One is very transparent about its policy 
prescriptions. So if you believe also in what we advocate, 
then I think you’re welcome to join. So I think, there, that’s 
maybe how we can also in a way describe the selection 
process, and there, those groups that may have a different 
perspective, then maybe it might be more difficult for them 
to fit in. That’s … I think that’s the reality.
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Prospects for the Sustainability of Initiatives

Stronger involvement of government and civil society in promoting 
bike use that started during the pandemic

Some actors noted that one way to sustain the initiatives on 
safe transport is to elicit greater involvement of government in 
creating the supporting policies, such as those on biking. Roy from 
BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan explained:

Actually, even before the pandemic, transportation had 
already been a problem for the marginalized, right? ... But 
then, fortunately, bike lanes are being developed, and 
we hope this will be sustained by our local governments 
because it promotes a healthier community and 
encourages people to ride the bicycle instead of using 
regular public transportation.

This greater involvement from the government can be complemented 
by the push from civil society actors. Ann from BUM said that their 
organization would support these initiatives as long as these are 
aligned with the interest of sustainable transportation:

As I told you, we’re still a long way to go, right? Like, this 
isn’t really the tip of the iceberg yet, right? We’ve only just 
started. So okay, we see bike lanes, but that is nothing 
compared to the whole system that has to be built around 
sustainable transport and inclusive transport and we’re 
here to help build that. In fact, there are government 
agencies that are … that are geared … you know, that are 
supposed to be doing this, and we, as a civic organization, 
we’re here to support their endeavor. 

Shifting from volunteer-based to paid services

Several initiatives noted the importance of paying salary to 
their members rendering services as another way of ensuring 
sustainability. While they emerged from social networks and 
volunteers, many of the key informants pointed out that 
volunteerism could be challenged by the need to make ends meet 
on a daily basis. One of them, AltMobility PH, had already started 
paying their members for their services. Zaxx, one of the officers, 
shared:



88

What I would like to, probably, highlight about AltMobility 
is we like paying the people we work with, or our core 
members, because working on mobility is hard work and 
it’s very very physically, emotionally, and mentally taxing 
so we believe in paying people … once we get the money, 
it’s important that they [the people] get paid. So we have 
this culture as Filipinos that if it’s an advocacy, it’s free. But 
if you want it to be sustainable, you have to acknowledge 
the work of the people through payment. 

Rowhe of Mobile in MNL shared this perspective:

If society wants us to be a permanent thing, and for it 
to be sustainable, number one thing is you have to pay 
people to do it. Because you can’t expect people to just be 
doing this all the time out of the goodness of their hearts 
because people have to eat. I mean that’s why we’re here 
in the first place. People need a way to make a living. So I 
think that that’s definitely number one. If you want us to 
be around, you have to pay people.

Some groups are exploring various mechanisms to increase 
potential sources of funding. For example, Move As One Coalition 
had sought regular funding sources of CSOs, but at the same time 
wanted to explore more novel forms of funding. Robert explained:

How we sustain [ourselves is] not only through grants from, 
say, philanthropic organizations like Asia Foundation, but 
we need to look also at, like crowdsourcing, we … maybe, 
the funding, sustainable funding for groups like Move As 
One. So this is something that we are going to experiment 
with I think in the coming year? You know it will be the 
start of our second year as Move as One and it will also be, 
I think, one of the things we will be launching like trying 
to get people to put in also big or small donations to help 
sustain the operations of Move As One.

Discussion

The emergent initiatives and groups that advocated biking as 
an alternative transportation focused on two areas: providing 
bikes or biking equipment and other provisions-related services, 
such as community pantry runs; and calling for policy change to 
mainstream biking into the transportation agenda of the local and 
national governments.
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These networks were built on a combination of bonding, bridging, 
and linking social capital. In terms of bonding capital, many of the 
initiatives were formed by people sharing the same background 
and social networks. Some were initially composed of friends 
and family networks, such as BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan, while 
the majority were joined together by shared interest (cycling 
as a hobby) or professional network (CSO/development sector 
background). 

Bridging social capital was also observed in all the initiatives. 
The respondents during the key informant interviews noted that 
their volunteers and members came from different professional 
groups. This was especially true for initiatives facilitated via online 
platforms, which tended to draw actors from diverse backgrounds. 
Bridging social capital, of course, is important, as this draws 
resources to support the initiatives. This enabled Life Cycles PH, 
for example, with its wide range of membership, to donate bikes 
to frontliners. Another positive example of bridging social capital 
is BUM, which was able to avoid harassment from police and other 
state authorities, since it had networks of lawyers and people 
connected with the government. 

Linking social capital was likewise apparent in most of the 
initiatives, but of all three types of social capital, this varied 
immensely. Some groups were very wary of linking with state 
actors at the local and national level, while others were very 
eager to position themselves in entering the policy action sphere 
(such as Move As One Coalition). Interestingly, BUM started as an 
“insurgent” type of urban action that had no links to government 
actors but later morphed into a partner of several state actors at 
the local level due to the positive reaction it had received from 
installing pop-up bike lanes.

The most dominant form of civic action observed was 
volunteerism. All of the key informants recognized its importance 
in jumpstarting their initiatives and, later on, in sustaining these, 
even in the face of resource strain. Another form of civic action 
noted was negotiation with state authorities. Almost all of the 
key informants shared how, at various points of their existence, 
they negotiated with government authorities to be able to provide 
their services. They pointed out, however, that they approached 
these partnerships with a balanced view, noting with caution that 
they needed to strike a balance between critique and partnership, 
so that they could influence policy. Lastly, an insurgent form of 
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mobilization was apparent in BUM. This case is interesting because 
the initiative involved putting up pop-up bike lanes without any 
coordination with local and national government agencies. This 
implies grassroots-oriented action. The members risked being 
apprehended and facing charges, so this could be considered as 
a case of high-risk mobilization or activism. It is also interesting to 
note that the insurgent action of BUM enabled the group to have 
a space on the policy table, noting the change of its relationship 
with government agencies. This case provides important lessons 
for future mobilization campaigns, particularly on how CSOs could 
influence policy in extra-institutional ways. 

There were notable constraints in organizing the initiatives. The 
restrictions on social activity to curb the spread of COVID-19 
affected traditional face-to-face organizing. All informants 
recognized the importance of social media in enabling them to 
meet their objectives. In the case of Life Cycles PH, social media 
became its primary organizing tool for bringing people together, 
even as they were apart. Several informants said that they 
recruited people via online platforms, and they were able to draw 
donations from online financial transactions. Of course, physical 
activities were still necessary to meet their objectives, such as 
delivering bikes and putting up bike lanes. In these instances, 
state regulations, such as border restrictions and social distancing 
guidelines, constrained the activities, but the members were able 
to negotiate their way through these obstacles or work their way 
around them.

The emergent forms of civil society mobilization advocating biking 
as an alternative mode of transportation are novel. The use of 
online platforms was extensive, having helped the formation of 
groups at a time when restrictions on social activities rendered 
traditional forms of organizing not applicable. Thus, these cases 
provide important lessons on how to organize under significant 
constraints to face-to-face interaction. 

However, it is premature to think that this is a break from traditional 
repertoires of contention that are seen in civil society actions. 
While online platforms became the dominant mode of organizing, 
the modes of delivery, such as donations, installation of pop-up 
bike lanes, and dialogues with local and national officials still 
resembled traditional repertoires of CSOs in the Philippines. We did 
not see novel forms of online-based activism that are apparent in 
other countries, which include, but are not limited to, spamming 
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content and messages, hacking websites for online campaigns, 
etc. This means that there is still a symbiosis between online 
platforms and traditional repertoires of contention. The primary 
lesson that could be gleaned here relates to understanding the 
role of online platforms in harnessing preexisting social capital or 
forming new ones in the absence of social capital. 

In this case study, we covered six initiatives advocating biking as 
an alternative mode of transportation. They were able to fill the 
policy void left by the Philippine government when it declared a 
national lockdown last March 2020. As frontline health care workers 
and essential service workers were stranded on the streets due to 
the lack of a systematic alternative to public transportation, these 
civil society initiatives provided the spark that put biking front and 
center as a mainstream transportation option. From providing bikes 
to frontline workers, to discussing policy initiatives, to insurgent 
tactics, such as putting up impromptu bike lanes, it is undeniable 
that biking has captured the public’s eye.

The emergent initiatives providing biking solutions to address 
transportation woes during lockdown present a relevant case 
in understanding the empowerment of citizens in times of 
massive demoralization and alienation caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Through the power of social media, CSOs and emergent 
recreational initiatives were able to organize actions to provide 
bike equipment, use biking transportation to support community 
pantries, and influence policy at a time when there was massive 
chaos and uncertainty caused by the pandemic. 

All the informants noted how establishing their respective 
initiatives and organizations provided a sense of fulfillment in being 
able to help during the pandemic. They transcended the limitations 
that hindered physical and social interaction, reciprocity, and the 
development of mutual aid and trust, and resorted to social media 
in order to achieve effect change. 

The various initiatives that had emerged to promote biking as a 
safe  alternative mode of transportation provide an interesting 
case for Oxfam as a donor agency. Primarily, the cases show how 
numerous initiatives can form spontaneously due to voluntarism, 
facilitated by social networks and social media. This raises an 
important question for Oxfam and the whole development sector: 
can resources be funneled from the development sector toward 
these emergent initiatives? In the Philippines, the development 
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sector, especially CSOs, is regulated in the sense that resources 
are coursed through formally recognized organizations (i.e., 
those registered with the Securities and Exchange Commission). 
Thus, there is a certain degree of rigidity in the process. As the 
cases demonstrate, many of the initiatives eventually experience 
burnout due to the lack of resources. International development 
non-government organizations could help leverage such 
resources. In the past, for example, in disaster-stricken areas, 
some development actors would form organizations and forego 
the entire process of formalization, as this would take time. Some 
of these emergent initiatives have a short time span and might 
not have the luxury of waiting out the time to undergo formal 
registration. 

It is crucial for the development sector to intervene in the 
transportation policy arena. Several big international non-
government organizations have focused on traditional domains of 
policy intervention such as hunger, rural development, gender, and 
so forth. This has come at a price, as technical experts dominate 
the discussion on transportation policy. However, this sector 
needs the development lens, the analysis of power relations, and 
targeted interventions to effect lasting change. The transportation 
debate, particularly mainstreaming biking, can benefit immensely 
from the long experience and development expertise of Oxfam. 

The shutdown of public transportation during the first imposition of 
ECQ in March 2020 showed that most of the commuters depended 
on public transportation. Only car users were able to move around, 
and millions remained stranded on the streets of Metro Manila. 
The cases covered by this study highlight the big policy gap in 
mainstreaming biking as a dominant mode of transportation in 
the country. As noted by Ira from AltMobility PH, it is a misnomer to 
think that biking is an alternative mode of transportation, since a 
significant number of urban dwellers use it as their main mode of 
transportation. While this point is significantly noted, it is a reality 
that biking is still a form of alternative transportation. The question 
is how to mainstream it.  

The various initiatives highlighted how civil society could fill this 
gap. The bike donations to frontliners provide important images 
that imply the importance of biking in emergency situations, and 
that hopefully will be embedded in the national consciousness. The 
initiatives of Life Cycles PH, BeSeekLeta for EveryJuan, and BUM 
to provide bicycles, establish communal bike repair stations, and 
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set up bike lanes had helped form a sense of shared community of 
bikers where the members looked out for another. Mobile in MNL 
showed how biking could be integrated with other community-
based initiatives, such as community pantries, by linking up with 
them and providing supplementary services to these initiatives, 
providing the basis for a social solidarity network. And lastly, policy-
oriented groups such as Move As One Coalition and AltMobility PH 
bridged the gap in power differentials between the community and 
local and national state actors through mediating policy debates 
and policy formulation. All these initiatives helped push biking into 
the mainstream agenda, which could then be the subject of an 
important policy debate in the upcoming 2022 elections.

The cases have been featured in various news outlets covering 
the rise of biking initiatives in the Philippines during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This study thus contributes to informing and 
empowering the public by highlighting the strategies and tactics 
of these initiatives to remain sustainable and beneficial. The biking 
issue is slowly gaining momentum in policy discussions, and the 
next challenge is for this to be featured in media circles. Perhaps 
a next step in terms of research is to assess the media coverage 
of biking in the traffic news beat to gauge how the public receives 
such news. 

Conclusion

The case study on the mobilization of biking-related services and 
policy advocacies during the COVID-19 pandemic in the Philippines 
shows that civil society networks are active and flourishing even 
as the pandemic rages on. The mobilization of these networks has 
enabled the imagination of alternative urban futures wherein non-
motorized transportation such as biking can be mainstreamed into 
the policy agenda. The community of biking networks, advocates, 
and enthusiasts has also allowed the gestation of a solidarity 
network, from everyday biking challenges such as everyday bike 
repairs, toward the grand vision of mainstreaming biking into the 
policy agenda at the national and local government levels. The 
lessons and experiences of these emergent initiatives can provide a 
toolkit for a society that is scrambling its way out of this pandemic. 
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The Community Pantries and the 
CURE COVID-19 Network as Social 
Networks for Service Delivery and 
Crisis Response in Times of COVID-19: 
A Case Study

This case study covers two kinds of emergent agency in times of 
COVID-19 in the Philippines: (1) the spontaneous mushrooming 
of community pantries all over the country from the first one 
established by Patricia Non along Maginhawa Street in Quezon 
City; and (2) the establishment of the Citizen’s Urgent Response to 
End COVID-19 Network, or CURE COVID Network, an online network 
of individuals and organizations that had bonded together to 
demand from government a comprehensive, effective, humane, 
and participatory response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
former represents a spontaneous form of agency by an individual 
responding to the shared economic difficulties during the 
government lockdown in April 2021, while the latter manifests the 
deliberate effort of known progressive organizations to establish a 
platform online for their advocacies and calls during the pandemic. 

The following sections explore the origins, motivations, methods 
of operation, challenges, alliances formed, and the prospects for 
sustainability of initiatives of the two cases. Toward the end, the 
discussion focuses on the similarities and differences between 
the two cases, as well as their implications for sustainable and 
meaningful social change.

Arnold Alamon and Joel Jan Alvarez1 
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This case study covers two kinds of emergent agency in times of 
COVID-19 in the Philippines: (1) the spontaneous mushrooming 
of community pantries all over the country from the first one 
established by Patricia Non along Maginhawa Street in Quezon 
City; and (2) the establishment of the Citizen’s Urgent Response to 
End COVID-19 Network, or CURE COVID Network, an online network 
of individuals and organizations that had bonded together to 
demand from government a comprehensive, effective, humane, 
and participatory response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
former represents a spontaneous form of agency by an individual 
responding to the shared economic difficulties during the 
government lockdown in April 2021, while the latter manifests the 
deliberate effort of known progressive organizations to establish a 
platform online for their advocacies and calls during the pandemic. 

The following sections explore the origins, motivations, methods 
of operation, challenges, alliances formed, and the prospects for 
sustainability of initiatives of the two cases. Toward the end, the 
discussion focuses on the similarities and differences between 
the two cases, as well as their implications for sustainable and 
meaningful social change.

COMMUNITY PANTRIES

Origins

A little over a year after the government implemented and extended 
lockdowns to prevent the spread of the novel coronavirus 
(COVID-19), citizens of the Philippines continued to face many 
difficulties as a result of the uncontained health crisis and the 
government’s response or the lack thereof. In the latest labor force 
survey conducted by the Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA), the 
unemployment rate was 8.8 percent, equating to about 4.2 million 
Filipinos, in February 2021, up from 8.7 percent, equating to about 
4 million Filipinos, in the beginning of 2021. In the previous year, 
especially during the period of the strict enhanced community 
quarantine (ECQ), about 8.7 million people lost their jobs and about 
7.9 million people became underemployed due to pay cuts from 
having shorter working hours (de Vera 2021). Filipinos, especially 
those belonging to the poorer sectors, also found it hard to secure 
their livelihoods due to pandemic restrictions and experienced 
hunger due to the disruption of food systems and the insufficient 
food aid coming from the local government (Ramos 2020).
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Motivations

The first community pantry was set up by Ann Patricia Non on April 
14, 2021, at a street corner along Maginhawa Street, Teacher’s 
Village, Quezon City. She herself had a small business that was 
adversely affected by the reimposition of ECQ in Metro Manila. It 
was with help from family and friends that she was able to stock 
up food supplies during the lockdown. Having more than what she 
needed, she decided to share her excess supply with those who 
were more in need around the neighborhood.

With only a bamboo cart and an instruction written on a piece of 
cardboard that says, “Magbigay ayon sa kakayahan, kumuha batay 
sa pangangailangan” (Give according to your ability, take according 
to your need), Non set up the community pantry in front of a former 
food park along Maginhawa Street by first buying vegetables from 
nearby vendors and later stocking the pantry with other essentials 
such as alcohol sanitizer, canned goods, and rice. Soon, people 
were flocking to the pantry, either to acquire the food they needed 
for the day or to donate goods and supplies to replenish the pantry. 
Four days later, the community pantry became a viral phenomenon 

The Maginhawa 
Community Pantry set up 
by Ana Patricia Non.  
(Photo by Ana Patricia 
Non)
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with many similar efforts sprouting all over the country, attributing 
to her act as their source of inspiration. The accompanying photo 
above shows in carton signages “Maginhawa Community Pantry” 
and the now famous quote “Magbigay ayon sa kakayahan, kumuha 
batay sa pangangailangan.” 

While the community pantry was centered on collective action, Non 
had been very vocal about the lack of government response during 
the pandemic, citing it as one of the main reasons she started 
the pantry. In an interview with Rappler (2021), she stated, “Pagod 
na akong magreklamo. Pagod na ako sa inaction.” (I am already 
tired of complaining, I am already tired of inaction.) In her original 
Facebook post that became viral, Non recognized that her act was 
not the solution to the root cause of hunger (“Di nito masasagot 
ang root cause ng kagutuman”), but that was enough to give 
people a fighting chance. According to Non in an interview with My 
Pope (2021), community pantries are merely additional efforts and 
the real solution to poverty and hunger lies in proper government 
response: “… Tingin ko po maso-solve siya kung ma-address ng 
government na taasan ang budget for food at ayuda, lalo na po 
ang taas ng unemployment and poverty rate sa Pilipinas” (I believe 
it will be solved if government will increase the budget for food and 
food assistance, especially with the increasing unemployment and 
poverty rate in the Philippines). Furthermore, Non acknowledged 
that although she initiated the project, establishing the community 
pantry was a community effort and it wouldn’t have been possible 
without the help of the Maginhawa community (Gozum 2021).

Method of Operation

The first wave of community pantry replicators created their own 
community pantries from April 15 to 16, 2021, at nearby Matiyaga 
Street, also in Teacher’s Village; Los Baños, Laguna; Sampaloc, 
Manila; and Bacoor, Cavite. From April 17 to April 18, a total of forty-
four community pantries were already set up in as far as Davao and 
Iligan City in the south, Aklan in the Visayas, and Pangasinan in 
the north, with the majority in the National Capital Region. These 
represented an eightfold increase in a span of less than twenty-
four hours with thirty-three of them initiated by private individuals 
or families while sixteen were initiated by organizations such as 
private enterprises, civic organizations, and youth groups, to name 
a few. On May 6, the Department of Interior and Local Government 
listed a total of 6,715 community pantries set up throughout the 
country (Balancio 2021). 



99

On April 22, the Community Pantry PH Facebook page was created. 
Connected with Patricia Non, the page became an online hub to 
help inspire, sustain, and develop other community pantries 
throughout the Philippines. On June 10, the page posted the 
“Adopt a Community Pantry” program, with the aim of providing a 
system where members from different sectors of society could 
help sustain a community pantry. Through the program, individuals 
could pool resources to provide support for pantries in a certain 
period. By July 16, two months after the first wave of replication, 
Community Pantry PH had listed a total of 2,289 active community 
pantries throughout the country. 

Alliances Formed

Mutual aid amid precarity. Although the community pantry was 
started by a private individual, a significant segment of the 
succeeding viral wave of community pantries emerged from 
established (rather than emergent) trust and social networks with 
shared frustration over the government’s COVID-19 response (i.e., 
absence of subsidies in the second major round of lockdowns 
starting April 2021). It is worth noting that these more organized 
formations undertook community kitchens and collective 
gardening, among other forms of emergent agencies, even at the 
start of the pandemic, but their initiatives, while publicized, did 
not catch the imagination of the public in the same way that the 
community pantries did.

Distribution of 2,289 active 
community pantries throughout 
the Philippines via Google Maps 
(Photo from Community Pantry 
PH’s Facebook page)
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Putting up community pantries is not a novel idea or is not unique 
to the Philippines. It is a modality of mutual help that is already 
being done in other countries even under normal conditions. Thus, 
the viral spread of the community pantry initiative in the Philippines 
under the harsh conditions of ECQ is simply phenomenal. Media 
accounts, images, and testimonials showed how meager resources 
were selflessly shared and responsibly claimed between and 
among those who had been hardest hit and the most vulnerable in 
this COVID-19 pandemic. This seemed to have boosted the morale 
of a desperate public that was bogged down by feelings of gloom 
and doom as the National Capital Region was thrown under hard 
lockdown for the second time in a year. And probably, there lies the 
rub. For the precariat, the community pantries enabled trans-local 
mutual aid between and among them, and for the increasingly 
disenchanted segments of the middle class, these had become 
outlets of their pent-up exasperation over the absence of official 
action. Donations of food crops by farmers from distant agricultural 
communities had been filling makeshift pantries in the urban 
centers.

The second round of ECQ was now even more economically 
debilitating for many sectors. Entire households had become 
infected with the virus and the increasing death rates due to the 
raging pandemic was no longer just a perception for many families 
but had sadly become very real. In the face of all these, the general 
public was confronted by a failing health care system and the 
uncertainty of the much-needed rollout of a public vaccination 
program. The Department of Labor and Employment reported that 
in the first three days of the April 2021 lockdown, eight thousand 
workers lost their jobs. This was over and above the 118,200 
workers who had been jobless since the beginning of the pandemic 
(Pazzibugan 2021). The prospects were not bright, with the 
country’s GDP remaining at its worst level since the Second World 
War. The government had begun distributing aid in the National 
Capital Region, but many local government units, which had been 
tasked to release the funds, were experiencing delays for various 
reasons. Meanwhile, there were harrowing stories of COVID-19 
positive patients being turned away from hospitals because they 
were at full capacity as figures rose among the infected and those 
who succumbed to the illness.

The establishment of community pantries could thus be 
considered a gauge for a solidifying public opinion on the 
inadequacy of government response to the pandemic on two 
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fronts: (1) the provision of economic subsidy and aid to those 
greatly affected by the lockdown; and (2) the lack of an appropriate 
and comprehensive health response to the pandemic. These 
community pantries resonate with the public’s dire need and 
brewing discontent in the context of a worsening economic and 
health care situation. The tremendous public support behind 
the community pantries after it went viral on April 17, 2021, is 
indicative, at the very least, of necessary policy changes in 
government’s response to the acute economic crises that the 
pandemic has brought. The government should release subsidies 
to the poor and improve its health response to the satisfaction of 
the public that, seeing the inaction of government, has created 
its own networks of mutual aid to get by as manifested by the 
community pantries.

Another narrative thread in the viral community pantry is that the 
phenomenon debunks dominant opinions on perceived behaviors 
of the poor and the needy. The sectors that had kept the pantries 
well stocked and had taken from the pantries no more than what 
they needed for the day were those that the current administration 
consistently blamed as the culprit for the spread of the virus 
because they were “pasaway” (undisciplined). According to reports 
on the ground, those who had less showed greater generosity and 
graciousness by offering their meager surplus items and taking 
only what they needed. Anecdotal reports also indicated that it was 
those from the (lower) middle class, similarly hit hard economically 
by the pandemic, who exhibited less restraint in getting items from 
the collective coffers.

Expanding networks of trust. The consistent use of the 
Maginhawa Pantry slogan across established pantries all over the 
country—from Davao to Iligan, to Aklan, all the way to the north in 
Pangasinan—implies that it had struck a chord among those who 
replicated the act. On the one hand, it could be seen as a searing 
albeit coded critique of the government, which was perceived by 
many to have been engaged in a dirty war against its declared 
enemies from the left amid the deadly pandemic.

On the other hand, it is also possible that the quote might have 
spoken to the replicators and inspired them to get out of the 
comfort of their immediate family bubbles and recognize the 
shared needs of their neighbors in the community. The community 
pantries indicate the emergence of expanding networks of trust 
among communities because of the pandemic. As the economic 
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crisis brought about by the pandemic stretched on, communities 
were realizing that the protracted crises had put everyone—the 
urban poor, rural poor, and the middle classes—in the same state 
of precarity. The quote “From each according to his ability, to 
each according to his needs” became the new slogan of the lower 
classes during the pandemic. The slogan has since been translated 
to other Filipino dialects, such as Cebuano (“Mukuha sumala sa 
kinahanglan, muhatag base sa kakayahan.”), Bicolano (“Magtao 
base sa kakayahan, magkuha base sa kaipuhan.”), and Ilocano 
(“Mangala babaenti kasapulan, mangted babaenti kabaelan.”) 

It connotes a contagion of mutual aid among the similarly situated 
and is an oblique critique of the greed and callousness that for 
some are clearly named and for others remain unnamed and 
unspoken about. This outpouring of solidarity initiated by the 
middle class and complemented by the patronage and support 
from the lower classes could be a manifestation of this emergent 
solidarity. 

Community pantry in Iligan City, Lanao Del Norte, with the slogan written in 
Cebuano (Photo by Lucia Silva)

Defending Emergent Solidarities: Need for Vigilance against 
Repression and Attempts to Hijack the

Narrative of Mutual Help

Just four days after the first community pantry was initiated and 
a day after it became viral, various interests were already trying to 
hijack the narrative. Presidential spokesperson Harry Roque issued 
a statement lauding the community pantries as manifestations 
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Policing community pantries (Photo by Iskra Allende Roldan)

of the Filipinos’ bayanihan spirit (Ranada 2021). Such an 
interpretation effectively de-politicized the community initiatives 
and co-opted these as mere acts of civic duty. If they were not co-
opting, the same interests dismissed these initiatives as staged 
and organized by the usual suspects—political enemies of the 
administration, from the so-called “yellowtards,” or dilawans (loyal 
supporters of the Aquinos), to the radical left represented by the 
Communist Party of the Philippines-New People’s Army-National 
Democratic Front (CPP-NPA-NDF).

In a Facebook post, Jong Juguilon reported that police removed 
the signages placed at the Sta. Mesa community pantry. There 
were increasing reports of police interrogating replicators about 
their background and organizational affiliations. The real danger 
was the effort of certain sectors this early to hijack the narrative 
and rob this movement of its optimism and radical content. What 
should not be lost in the discursive field is that the establishment 
of community pantries is a transgressive act that lets us see 
what could be lying beyond the limits imposed by the “natural 
order of things” and that these emergent agencies point us to the 
possibility of new political horizons.
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Beyond Mutual Aid:  Prospects for the Sustainability of Initiatives

The original quote from the Maginhawa pantry reads: “Magbigay 
ayon sa kakayahan, kumuha batay sa pangangailangan.” This could 
be an adaptation from Marx’s writings in his Critique of the Gotha 
Program: “From each according to his ability, to each according 
to his needs,” although the substance and the context when 
Marx wrote this alluded to his imaginary of a communist future 
(Marx n.d.). It could not be said that all who emulated the original 
pantry in Maginhawa shared the same political views, considering 
that only a few posts on-site and in social media displayed overt 
political messages. But that it became “viral” indicates that these 
community pantries and what they stood for resonated with the 
public—temperance against greed, compassion over indifference, 
and mutual care in the face of institutional neglect.

Given the provenance of this quote, it could be interpreted as a 
courageous declaration of a counter-narrative to neoliberal and 
authoritarian discourses as it highlights socialist principles. In 
some community pantries, the Maoist (1943) principle of “from 
the masses, to the masses” (“mula sa masa, tungo sa masa”) 
was  displayed in cardboard signages. It could be said that the 
current community pantry phenomenon is not only a performative 
condemnation of the incompetence of the present administration 
but also a rejection of the capability of the current elite-driven 
system to address the needs of the most vulnerable sectors of 
society effectively. 

CURE COVID NETWORK

Origins

The Citizen’s Urgent Response to End COVID-19, or CURE COVID, is 
a loose network of organizations and individuals that was created 
as a response to a perceived inadequacy of government efforts in 
relation to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Formed through the collective efforts of organizations such as 
Bagong Alyansang Makabayan (BAYAN), Pinoy Weekly, Council 
of Health and Development (CHD), Coalition of People’s Right to 
Health (CPRH), Movement Against Tyranny, and IBON Foundation, 
the network created a Facebook page on March 16, 2020, 
initially covering the relief efforts of organizations during the ECQ 
lockdown. On April 24, 2020, due to the still inadequate response 
of government to what was emerging as a prolonged pandemic,  
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a virtual meeting and an orientation of organizations and individuals 
were conducted to further push for the new identified goal of CURE 
COVID: to pressure government to undertake a comprehensive, 
effective, humane, and participatory response to the pandemic.

Motivations

The linkages, network, and social capital that make up the CURE 
COVID Network were already existing prior to the pandemic. In fact, 
the core group of individuals and organizations was just involved 
in the Taal volcanic eruption relief drive a few months prior. The 
majority of the formations and individuals composing the network 
belong to the broad political formation of BAYAN. However, during 
its public briefings, CURE COVID Network attracted personalities, 
experts, and a broad audience that were beyond its usual reach. 

Description of respondents and their back stories. The main 
respondent was a former secretary of the Department of Social 
Welfare and Development (DSWD) and a spokesperson of the CURE 
COVID Network. She was a veteran activist and former political 
prisoner during the Martial Law era. Retired as professor at the 
University of the Philippines College of Social Work and Community 
Development, she was appointed social welfare secretary in the 
first few years of the Duterte administration.

When the core group of individuals and organizations was setting 
up the network, they needed health experts and someone who had 
the experience in social protection and welfare. They tapped Dr. 
Julie Caguiat, a medical doctor, and Prof. Judy Taguiwalo, given her 
background in social work, to be spokespersons of the network.

Discussion of their motivations: Reaction to government’s 
response. The substance of the six political calls issued on March 
20, 2020, provided the basis of the initial unity of the network. This 
included the following demands for government to provide: (1) 
medical solution, not militarization; (2) budget to respond to public 
health needs; (3) community-based approaches to the pandemic; 
(4) protection of worker’s health, safety, and economic well-being 
during the pandemic; (5) low prices of basic commodities and 
goods, including food and hygiene products; and (6) steady water 
supply in the metropolis. 

However, this was modified on April 24, 2020, at the end of the 
first lockdown in Metro Manila. The enduring call since then that 
has carried over until the present is the demand for government to 
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implement a comprehensive, effective, humane, and participatory 
COVID-19 response. This represents the sustained political 
demands of the network more than a year after the start of the 
pandemic.

Every now and then, CURE COVID would release a political statement 
on the burning issues of the day related to the pandemic. Since 
March 2021, the study has issued twenty-one political statements 
on various topics, always addressing policy gaps and problematic 
pronouncements from the government. Seen through the network’s 
basis of unity in pressing government for a “comprehensive, 
effective, humane, and participatory COVID-19 response,” the 
following chart shows the distribution of political statements 
according to topic: (1) comprehensive pandemic response, (2) 
effective pandemic response, (3) humane pandemic response, 
and (4) participatory pandemic response (see Chart 1). 

It is not surprising that the network struck a chord not just 
in its usual audience but also in the general public, since its 
messaging during public briefings on the political statements 
always emphasizes the need for a “humane pandemic response” 
from the government. This was the topic of nearly half 

42.9 percent) of the political statements, ranging from an urgent 
call for the release of a social amelioration package after the 
second lockdown of April 2021 to a call to protect the viral 
community pantries that were the subject of government’s red-
tagging vilification campaign. 

Judy Taguiwalo during the online interview held via Zoom last 
April 20, 2021
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Political statements posted by CURE COVID (Photos 
from CURE COVID’s Facebook page [CURE COVID 
2020d])

Chart 1. Distribution of CURE COVID Network’s political 
statements according to topic

Method of Operation

The evolution from press briefings to public briefings: Practicing 
flexibility in times of pandemic. The network emphasized the 
importance of conducting regular internal meetings to assess, 
discuss, and adjust incoming plans. In place of face-to-face 
meetings, rallies, and physical gatherings, it hosted meetings 
online. At one meeting, a network member suggested conducting 
press briefings online. Later, these press briefings evolved 
to become public briefings or participatory online gatherings 
conducted every Wednesday on the CURE COVID’s Facebook page, 
wherein organizations and certain key individuals would be invited 
to speak about their experiences or expertise about a certain topic 
related to the pandemic.  
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During these public briefings, a CURE COVID point person would 
provide a situationer, followed by a few resource persons who were 
knowledgeable in the topic. The selection of topics was described 
as “highly flexible,” based on the suggestions of network members 
or others and could easily change if another issue suddenly 
became relevant in that particular week. 

New form of reaching out to the public. CURE COVID briefings are 
designed to spread information, not just to the network members 
but also to the general public. As an online platform that openly 
discusses relevant topics on COVID-19, the public briefings 
provide a new form of connecting to the public at  a time when 
access to relevant information is necessary. According to Prof. 
Judy Taguiwalo:

Given the situation ngayon, while patuloy pa rin naman 
ang face-to-face mobilizations, talagang you need to 
develop new forms of reaching out to the public. Lalo na 
sa panahon ng pandemic. The need to educate, the need 
to inform, the need to organize and the need to mobilize. 
Kahit na online, may mga social media campaigns. Hindi 
lang continuous kundi it’s really needed. 

(Given the present situation, while face-to-face 
mobilizations are continuing, you also need to develop 
new forms of reaching out to the public. Especially in this 
time of the pandemic. The need to educate, the need to 
inform, the need to organize, and the need to mobilize [still 
remains]. Social media campaigns need to be undertaken 
even if online. [These should be] continuous because 
they are really needed.)

Screenshot of the first CURE COVID public briefing “‘Are we really flattening the 
curve?’: Critical issues on mass testing and flattening the curve,” held on May 
8, 2020, via Zoom and Facebook Live (CURE COVID 2020b).
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Recognizing the importance of diversity within the network, CURE 
COVID has an interesting mix of membership ranging from health 
care professionals and experts in the academe, to grassroots 
organizations or even people belonging to the higher level 
of government. As other organizations have their own online 
initiatives, the network provides a hub for all of their activities, 
people, and resources to come together as a response to the 
challenges of the pandemic:

So, we’re one among the many except ang difference 
sa amin, I think, is nacocombine namin ang expertise 
ng health professionals who are with our networks at 
grassroots namin na network members o mga links tapos 
mga individuals sa academe, yung iba statistician yung 
iba microbiologist. At ang mga experts mo, whether sa 
higher level of government na makausap. So may ganyan 
siya na diversity.

(We are one among the many, except that what 
differentiates is we can combine the expertise of health 
professionals and our grassroots who are also [within] 
our networks and links and there are individuals from 
the academe, some are statisticians while others are 
microbiologists. Then you have experts, whether from the 
higher levels of government that you can talk to. It has 
that kind of diversity.)

Building reach and audience through public briefings. 
The network, through public briefings, became a platform 
for different organizations and individuals to discuss their 
efforts on the ground and their challenges during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The briefings promoted the dissemination of vital 
information and highlighted the intervention of civil society 
organizations and people’s organizations amid the inadequacy of 
government response.

From March 2020 to June 2021, CURE COVID posted forty-three public 
briefings on Facebook Live, covering a range of topics related to 
the burning COVID-related issues of the day. With total viewership 
reaching nearly 200,000 (13,000 being the highest viewership 
achieved for a single episode, discussing possible school opening 
in October 2020), combined with engagements (likes plus comments 
plus shares) totaling 6,298, the network’s public briefings became a 
source of relevant and alternative information online for an audience 
eager to know and learn outside of official government-sanctioned 
sources. 
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Of the forty-three public briefings, a significant percentage (37.2 
percent) covered practical issues on health and safety, such as how 
sectors like the youth and senior citizens, as well as the education 
sector, should protect themselves from the virus (see Chart 2). 
Economic issues brought about by the pandemic accounted for 
18.6 percent, where discussions included the dismal economic 
stimulus package of the government. While all the public briefings 
could be considered as political in nature, given the very political 
nature of the network’s basis of unity, topics that directly tackled 
the government’s inadequate response to the pandemic only 
comprised 9.3 percent.

Collage of CURE COVID public briefings involving diverse topics 
and panelists (Photos from CURE COVID’s Facebook page [CURE 
COVID 2020a])

Sustainability of the Initiatives: Challenges and Prospects

The CURE COVID Network, over a year after the pandemic, has 
evolved to become an “online hub” where various publics and 
communities come together. The basis of unity remains the 
same: pressing the government to implement a “comprehensive, 
effective, humane, and participatory COVID-19 response.” While 
the core of the network consists of affiliated organizations and 
individuals of BAYAN, the ad hoc nature of the network also means 
its evolved publics are more open and fluid in composition and 
dynamics. 
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Chart 2. Distribution of CURE COVID Network’s types of public briefings

Public briefing held last August 20, 2021, titled 
“Preparing for October 5 School Opening: Realities, 
Requisites, Responses,” with 13,000 views—the 
highest for a single episode  (Photo from CURE 
COVID’s Facebook page[CURE COVID 2020c])

This can be attributed to two factors. One, the online medium 
CURE COVID uses as its main platform lends itself to fluid practices, 
encouraging such openness. Two, what attracts individuals and 
organizations outside of BAYAN-affiliated organizations is the 
“network of care” it provides amid an existing public sentiment 
toward a callous and militaristic government response. Note that 
in its public briefings and political statements released on its 
Facebook page, the expression of care for a public debilitated by 
the pandemic and somewhat abandoned by the government frames 
CURE COVID’s activities. This is what has enabled the network to 
forge solidarities with other publics. 
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The public briefings provide a measure of the composition of 
organizations and individuals under the network’s ad hoc wing. 
They can be classified into two broad groups: (1) members of 
organizations that share the same brand of progressive politics 
and are part of the same political networks; and (2) new publics the 
network has attracted (i.e., experts and organizations/individuals 
pulled in by CURE COVID’s network of care).

Alliances Formed

Alliance building in times of pandemic—no design, navigating 
new situation. Networking and alliance building are crucial for 
CURE COVID to operate effectively. This could be challenging in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, where organizational building 
and mobilization were physically restricted. The network had to 
navigate new terrain and had to be innovative. While there was 
still a need for face-to-face physical mobilization to press the 
government to act, it tapped social media for this same purpose. 
For CURE COVID, Facebook became its primary platform to undertake 
alliance building and propagate its specific political goals.  

Old networks and practices of care in times of pandemic. Among 
the community initiatives CURE COVID has featured in its public 
briefings are those of Lupang Ramos in the province of Cavite and 
Sitio San Roque in Quezon City.

 Rural people’s organization in times of pandemic:

Lupang Ramos 

The Katipunan ng Lehitimong Magsasaka at Mamamayan sa 
Lupang Ramos (KASAMA-LR) is a progressive people’s organization 
consisting of residents of Lupang Ramos in Dasmariñas, Cavite. 
Established on February 17, 2010, the organization continues to 
face struggles pertaining to landownership over 372 hectares of 
agricultural land. Various incidents of dispute over the land had 
occurred starting from the 1990s. In 2017, KASAMA-LR launched 
the Bungkalan initiative (land occupation) to claim the unused 
land along Governor’s Drive, Dasmariñas. As a result, the group 
gained 12 hectares of land, of which 2 hectares were allocated 
as communal farmland and the remainder divided among member 
families so that each had a share of 2,000 square meters each.
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In March 2020, when COVID-19 hit the Philippines and spurred 
immediate health and safety measures, such as lockdowns, 
members of KASAMA-LR experienced several challenges. During 
the early days of the pandemic, the residents of Lupang Ramos 
barely had information on the virus and the associated risks to 
health and safety. The fight for land rights was something they had 
been used to, but the concepts of pandemic and lockdown were 
new to them. They were alarmed at seeing the sudden presence of 
government forces around. 

Economic challenges pertained to generating income for the family 
and capital for the upcoming planting season. The ash fall from the 
eruption of Taal Volcano in January 2020 ruined most of the crops 
in Lupang Ramos and the farmers needed capital to recover from 
this setback. Traditionally, husbands and male figures of the family 
would work on contractual jobs (e.g., construction) to save money 
for April, the usual start of the planting season. However, due to 
the lockdown, they could not go outside to earn money.

The lockdown also prevented other family members from 
leaving their community to sell vegetables and crops in nearby 
neighborhoods. KASAMA-LR initiated the pooling of resources, 
such as money and rice, to feed all the hungry residents of Lupang 
Ramos. Nanay Miriam claimed that in the first year of the pandemic, 
no one in Lupang Ramos suffered from hunger as a result of their 
initiative:

Ang aming ginawa diyan, kung ano ang meron kami 
pinagsama-sama. Kaonti, marami, pag yan ay hinati-
hati sa maayos na paraan ay merong kakainin ang lahat. 
Walang nagutom sa amin sa panahon ng pandemya kasi 
kung ano yung meron kami, pinagsama-sama namin at 
pinaghati-hati sa tamang paraan.

(What we did was we pooled whatever we had. Little 
or many, if divided in a proper way, everyone will have 
something to eat. None of us got hungry during the 
pandemic because what we had, we pooled together and 
divided accordingly.)
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Collective action is a very important concept for the members 
of KASAMA-LR. This could be observed in their response to the 
challenges they face, whether these concern land rights or health 
and safety during the pandemic. During the early days of the 
pandemic, where authorities began distributing social amelioration 
packages, KASAMA-LR ensured the residents of Lupang Ramos 
would receive their share. KASAMA-LR wrote a letter to the mayor 
and barangay captain, demanding just and fair treatment in the 
distribution of aid. It also conducted creative forms of protest, 
such as a public Zumba. According to Nanay Miriam:

Kapag magbibigay na ng ayuda, ide-discriminate na tayo, 
mga pulang araw yan. “Wag bigyan ng ayuda yang mga 
pulang araw na yan.” Pero iniisip palang nila na wag kami 
bigyan ng ayuda, ang ginawa namin pinadalhan na namin 
ng sulat ang mayor at barangay captain. “Ito ang bilang ng 
pamilya na myembro sa KASAMA-LR. At kami ay entitled sa 
kung ano man ang meron ang gobyenro, meron din kami.” 
Kaya ang ginawa namin, nangalampag kami, may pag-zu-
Zumba kami sa gitna ng bukid, meron kaming kalampagan 
sa bahay sa paghingi ng ayuda.

(In handing out social amelioration packages, they would 
discriminate against us. They would say we were pulang 
araw (rebels). “Don’t give them social amelioration.” 
However, even as they were thinking about it, we already 
sent a letter to the mayor and barangay captain. “This 
is the number of families in KASAMA-LR. We are entitled 
to whatever the government gives, we should also have 
it.” So what we did, we made noise. We even had Zumba 
sessions in the middle of rural areas, and we made noises 
in our houses, asking for social amelioration packages.)

In response to the health and safety concerns during the pandemic, 
KASAMA-LR also established an “anti-COVID garden.” Using their 
knowledge of natural health remedies, the group developed a 
garden of medicinal herbs and plants that seemed to abound 
in the area, such as oregano and ginger. They believed these 
to be effective in combating common symptoms of colds and 
strengthening the immune system. Nanay Miriam stated:
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Andyan yung lahat ng halamang gamot. Kaya ang aming 
komunidad, automatic na pagdating ng unang patak ng 
ulan naglagay agad kami ng isang anti-COVID garden. 
Lahat ng mga halamang gamot duon mo matatagpuan. 
Kaya kung may ubo’t sipon maglalaga lang ng oregano 
at luya. Yun ang mabisa at lahat ng mga bata kailangan 
palakasin ang kanilang immune system. Regular [sila] na 
pakainin ng malunggay, talbos ng kamote, at kung ano-
ano pang gulay na meron kami.

(Every medicinal plant is there. That’s why our community 
automatically established an anti-COVID garden at the 
start of the rainy season. If there is [someone with] a 
cough or cold, we only need to boil oregano and ginger. 
That’s very effective. The children also need to strengthen 
their immune system. They are regularly fed horseradish, 
sweet potato leaves, and whatever vegetable we have.)

On February 17, 2021, CURE COVID invited Nanay Miriam, along 
with KADAMAY’s Mimi Doringo, among others, to be a panelist at 
its public briefing titled “A Year of the Bungled Handling of the 
Pandemic: Community Responses to the Pandemic.” Nanay Miriam 
shared her insights on the challenges faced by KASAMA-LR as an 
organization and their community’s response to the pandemic. She 
mentioned during the interview that CURE COVID played a big part in 
imparting information about the pandemic to KASAMA-LR through 
its Facebook page, especially when it was a problem for them in 
the early days of the pandemic: 

… lahat naman talaga may Facebook lalo na ang kabataan 
edi ang malaki talaga na nagbigay ng impormasyon talaga 
ay ang CURE COVID.

(… everyone had Facebook, especially the youth, so the 
one who gave significant information was CURE COVID.)

 Urban people’s organizations in times of pandemic:

San Roque

Sitio San Roque is a residential area in Quezon City where residents 
consist mostly of migrant workers in both formal and informal 
sectors. It became part of the Quezon City Central Business District 
(QCBD), a joint business venture of the National Housing Authority 
(NHA) and Ayala Corporation that aimed to convert 256 hectares 
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of land into a “mixed-used” community for both residential and 
commercial purposes. Beginning in 2008, houses had been 
demolished and the urban poor people’s organization Kalipunan 
ng Damayang Mahihirap (KADAMAY) had since then been at the 
forefront in the fight of Sitio San Roque residents to assert their 
right to housing. Established in 1989, chapters of KADAMAY could 
be found all over the country. In Metro Manila, its chapter in Sitio 
San Roque is known for its decade-long fight against demolition.

During the rise of the COVID-19 pandemic, KADAMAY set up 
protest camps near the Commission on Human Rights (CHR) office 
to initiate discussions on the continuous police attacks and 
harassment against their organization. In February, it held a rally 
at East Avenue in Quezon City to demand from government a fast 
response to the COVID-19 threat. With lockdowns preventing the 
public from working, social amelioration became the communities’ 
primary source of survival. It became even more challenging when 
social amelioration and government aid arrived several months 
after the start of the lockdown. KADAMAY immediately conducted a 
protest action called kalampagan. Being forced to stay home with 
no source of income, members of KADAMAY used loud noises by 
banging empty pots and pans. Part of its demand was for a fast 
and satisfactory social amelioration program from government. 
According to KADAMAY Secretary-General Mimi Doringo:

Sa KADAMAY madalas militanteng grupo daw kami. Hindi 
kami yung basta sabihang tumahimik, tatahimik kami. 
Hindi kami ganun … sa amin, sa maralitang sector, kung 
saan ang hanapbuhay namin pag hindi ka nagtrabaho 
ngayong araw, wala kang pangkain. Kaya yung sinabing 
isang linggong ilo-lockdown kami talagang aasahan 
namin ay ayuda na mabilis maibigay ng pamahalaan. 
Ang nangyari wala namang agarang pagbibigay ng relief 
eh. Maghihintay ka pa. Nagkaroon kami ng kampanya na 
Kalampagan ang tawag kung saan ipag-iingay mo yung 
walang laman na kaldero at kaserola, panawagan yan na 
nagugutom yung komunidad. 

(In KADAMAY, we are accused of being a militant group. We 
are not the type who will go silent when told to be silent … 
for us, the poor sector, you cannot eat if you don’t work for 
a day. That’s why when they said that they would lock us 
down for one week, we would really rely on government to 
give the social amelioration immediately. What happened 
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was there was no immediate relief distribution. You had to 
wait. We had a campaign called Kalampagan, where you 
would make noise with empty pots and pans, a call to say 
the community is hungry.)

The members also experienced harassment from barangay 
and police officers for demanding appropriate response from 
government. Mimi recalled an instance where she and six other 
female leaders filmed a two-minute video in the relocation site, 
following health protocols:

Naranasan ko pa yung mismong pang harass dahil sa 
ginawa naming ganyan. Though sumunod kami sa mga 
heath protocols, naka-face mask, kami naka-face shield 
kami at social distancing kami. Anim lang kaming mga lider 
na kababaihan ang gumawa. Pakatapos nung dalawang 
minutong video namin sa relokasyon, ayun nga inakyat 
na kami ng barangay tanod na pawang kalalakihan, tapos 
hindi sila nakuntento may supporta pa ng dalawang pulis. 

(I myself have experienced harassment because of what 
we do. Even though we followed health protocols, we 
wore face masks and face shields, and observed social 
distancing. We were six female leaders. After doing the 
two-minute video in the relocation site, barangay officers 
came over, purely males. They were not contented and 
even enlisted the support of two police officers.)

Because of an unfortunate incident where the police reportedly 
arrested twenty-one residents of Sitio San Roque who had gone 
to an area where relief was being handed out, KADAMAY and the 
rest of the community partnered to address the problem of hunger 
caused by the lockdown and the insufficient social amelioration 
from government. Through donations from generous sources, 
KADAMAY and Sitio San Roque established “Kusinang Bayan.” The 
community kitchen provided immediate food assistance to the 
hunger-stricken community, but remained relentless in its call for 
the fast distribution of social amelioration and contact tracing. 
According to Mimi:

Pinagkaisahan na ng organisasyon at ng community na dahil 
may mga nakarinig at nakalaam na may ganitong harassment 
na at nangamba sila dahil nagugutom na ang mga kapwa 
Pilipino. May mga mabubuting puso na nag-ambag  
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ng pinansyal at pagkain. Canned goods yan, gulay. Ginawa 
ang Kusinang Bayan. Ibig sabihin ng kusinang bayan, 
nagluto ang komunidad para sa buong community niya. 
Kung sino ang nagugutom, pumila. Pero syempre kasabay 
nun yung panawagan pa rin ng mabilis na ayuda, mass 
testing, contact tracing … yun ang ginawa ng community.

(The organization and community came together after 
experiencing harassment and hunger. There were 
generous hearts that donated funds and food. Canned 
goods, vegetables. Thus came about the “Community 
Kitchen.” Community Kitchen  means the community 
cooks for everyone. Whoever is hungry, fall in line. But of 
course, this is still accompanied by the call for fast social 
amelioration, mass testing, and contact tracing … that’s 
what the community did.)

Along with Kusinang Bayan, KADAMAY established urban gardens 
for growing plants and vegetables believed to be effective in 
strengthening the body’s resistance and immunity against 
diseases. These became a source of natural remedies that they 
said could prevent or help immediately cure cold symptoms. 

Mimi Doringo was also invited as panelist to CURE COVID’s public 
briefing last February 17, 2021. Joining KASAMA-LR’s Nanay Miriam 
and other invited guests, she discussed challenges faced by Sitio 
San Roque and the efforts of KADAMAY to respond to the risks 
brought by the pandemic. During the interview, she mentioned 
their community initiatives, such as Kusinang Bayan and the urban 
gardens, and called out the government’s lack of a fast effective 
pandemic response.

Interview with Experts

In CURE COVID public briefings, experts and individuals from different 
institutions and organizations are invited to share their insights on 
a range of topics, which include but are not limited to health and 
safety, community organizing, and policy making. During the May 
12, 2020 public briefing titled “Are We Ready to Lift the ECQ?: What 
to Do with the Lockdown,” which was streamed live on Facebook, 
one of the invited experts was Joshua Miguel Danac, a 21-year-
old molecular biologist. Joshua attended as a representative of 
an informal organization advocating for effective COVID response, 
Scientists Unite against COVID-19.
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As relayed by Joshua in the interview, their partnership and linking 
with CURE COVID began in the early months of the pandemic, 
when their organization was campaigning for mass testing and 
connecting with organizations that were similarly inclined. CURE 
COVID at that time was looking for an expert to discuss the issue 
of mass testing through a scientific lens and the network reached 
out to their organization through Facebook. When asked about 
whether CURE COVID and their briefings would remain relevant in 
a post-pandemic setting, Joshua argued that in an ideal post-
pandemic setting, there should no longer be a need for briefings 
on pandemic response. However, he claimed that the pandemic is 
more than just a medical issue and it encompasses other spheres 
of society. Thus, if these relationships and material conditions 
don’t change in a post-pandemic world, then initiatives such as 
CURE COVID would remain.

Poster of CURE COVID 
public briefing with 
Nanay Miriam and Mimi 
as panelists  (Photo 
from CURE COVID’s 
Facebook page)



120

DISCUSSION

This case study covered two kinds of emergent agency in times of 
COVID-19 in the Philippines: (1) the spontaneous mushrooming of 
community pantries in the second hard lockdown since the start 
of the pandemic in April 2021; and (2) the transposition of political 
action during the pandemic, from face-to-face symposia and fora 
to online platforms, mainly through the CURE COVID Network public 
briefings on Facebook. 

The Philippines has had a long tradition of social movement building 
involving organized communities in both rural and urban areas. It 
is notable that old actors acquired new repertoires of collective 
action that emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic. The main 
platforms of the CURE COVID Network are its weekly online public 
briefings that bring together experts, civil society organizations, 
and people’s organizations and the issuance of public statements 
on burning issues related to the pandemic.

The public briefings of the CURE COVID Network function as an online 
“hub” where various experts and organizations come together to 
discuss burning issues and share experiences, all in keeping with 
the call for a comprehensive, effective, humane, and participatory 
COVID-19 response. For established political organizations behind 
the CURE COVID Network, it could be said that the limitations set by 
the pandemic pushed them to transpose or migrate face-to-face 
fora online through the Facebook platform. The pandemic seemed 
to have challenged them to create online hubs of democratic 
action through public briefings and political statements.

Other initiatives, albeit more organized than the individually 
initiated community pantry at Maginhawa Street in Quezon City, 
involved other forms of emergent agencies, such as community 
kitchens and collective gardening. However, these notably did not 
garner the same level of virality nor did these capture the public’s 
imagination in the same way that the community pantries did. 
The establishment of community pantries could be attributed to 
the already established (rather than emergent) networks of trust 
and the shared collective frustration over the lack of an effective 
and comprehensive pandemic response from the government. 
As previously discussed, the modality of putting up community 
pantries is not exclusively novel nor unique to the Philippines. 
However, the viral community pantry initiative, given the harsh 
pandemic conditions, was simply phenomenal. It enabled trans-
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local mutual aid between and among the precariat and became an 
outlet of the increasingly disenchanted segments of the middle 
class for their pent-up exasperation over the absence of official 
action. The testimonies and accounts all over social media detailing 
the selfless and responsible sharing and claiming of resources 
by those heavily affected and most vulnerable in the COVID-19 
pandemic appeared to have boosted the morale of a desperate 
public constantly suffering from challenging lockdowns.

The establishment of community pantries exhibits the brewing 
public discontent with the government response and resonates 
with the public’s needs during a worsening economic and health 
care circumstance. It can therefore be considered as a gauge for a 
solidifying public opinion on the inadequate government response: 
(1) lack of economic subsidy and aid for those greatly affected by 
the lockdown; and (2) lack of an effective and comprehensive health 
response to the pandemic. The community pantry phenomenon 
also challenged and debunked the dominant narratives regarding 
the behaviors of the poor and the needy. Those who had less to 
give showed greater generosity and graciousness by sharing their 
meager surplus items and taking no more than what they needed. 
And those sectors that were consistently labeled as “pasaway” 
(undisciplined) or blamed by the current administration for the 
spread of the virus were those that helped keep the pantries well 
stocked during the pandemic. The community pantries displayed 
acts of mutual aid in times of precarity.

Are there emergent forms of civil society mobilization that can 
be identified as a break or as a novel form of action vis-à-vis 
traditional repertoires of contention in civil society actions in the 
Philippines?

Emergent networks in times of pandemic did not appear out of 
nowhere but stemmed from existing political and social capital 
and old practices of care. The CURE COVID Network was established 
at the initiative of the network of organizations and individuals 
affiliated with BAYAN and is therefore an offshoot of a political 
practice based on the principle of collective action and care. It is 
the assertion of this study that many of these emergent agencies 
mined old sources of social capital or social solidarities. 

For people’s organizations that are part of CURE COVID, old practices 
of social solidarity, particularly their belief in and reliance on 
collective action, which they developed based on experience, were 
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a handy resource when they encountered health and social crises 
brought about by the pandemic. These animated their participation 
in the network, hoping that other communities would be able to 
glean lessons from their experiences and learn from them.

It is also interesting to note that the first community pantry, which 
was established by Patricia Non, was located at Teacher’s Village, 
a neighborhood adjacent to the University of the Philippines 
Diliman, where teacher and student residences, as well as many 
offices of non-government organizations and other civil society 
organizations, were located. Equally interesting, the second 
community pantry was set up near Matiyaga Street, also within 
Teacher’s Village, a day after Patricia put up hers, before it became 
viral a few days later.

Just like CURE COVID, the community pantry phenomenon emanated 
from the existing social capital. As a graduate of the University of 
the Philippines with family members who had ties with civil society 
organizations, Patricia drew from the well of civic duty and social 
conscience instilled by her education and specific social milieu, as 
she disclosed in many media interviews.

The difference between the community pantries and CURE COVID 
is that the latter was established as the organizations responded 
to the challenges of the pandemic in their work as activist 
organizations, while the community pantry, specifically the one 
initiated by Patricia, was an individual’s initiative to respond to the 
call of the times.

What is common between the two is that they responded to the need 
to forge social solidarities at a time when government response 
was deemed inadequate and militaristic. The establishment of 
these networks of care could be emblematic of the nature of 
emergent agencies in times of pandemic.

How does this case study help empower your respondents 
by gaining a better understanding of their experiences and 
themselves? 

In the validation meeting conducted last July 27, 2021, Nanay 
Miriam of KASAMA-LR expressed her appreciation for her CURE COVID 
Network experience, which allowed her to share their people’s 
organization’s struggles and victories during the pandemic. Being 
part of a network that shared important health information and 



123

other issues, as well as provided platforms for them to share their 
stories was empowering, according to her.

In a similar manner, having been conscripted as research 
participants in this study gave them a better understanding of 
their experiences and themselves. It was an opportunity for them 
to take stock of their experiences, make sense of what they had 
been through, and draw lessons from these. In the course of the 
validation meetings, they also learned about the initiatives of other 
organizations and networked with them for possible collaboration. 
One common theme that was discussed at the validation meetings 
was the issue of sustainability in the context of a prolonged 
pandemic situation or in a post-pandemic context.

These case studies are also important documentation of what 
these emergent initiatives are doing at this time. Something that 
they themselves or other scholars can go back to in the future 
when the need arises.

How does this case study inform Oxfam as a donor agency? 

This case study presents two examples of initiatives that might 
have differed in how they created their publics—with one 
established spontaneously while the other more deliberately. 
However, both faced the same dilemma of how to expand and 
maintain the publics they had built.

Owing to the exigencies of the pandemic, it is noteworthy that the 
publics that had been created by these emergent agencies resided 
mainly online. The network of 6700 (number of community pantries 
inspired by Patricia Non) was pulled in and maintained through 
social media platforms, specifically Facebook. The audience 
the CURE COVID Network had nurtured also consisted mainly of 
netizens.

As discussed in previous sections, the openness and ad hoc nature 
of social media allowed for the swift entry and capture of publics 
that emergent agents had wished to mobilize. But their strength 
could also be their weakness. Swift capture also means swift exit 
when conditions change.

More research must be undertaken to understand this dynamic, 
and Oxfam can play a role in our developing understanding of this 
dynamic terrain of social action.
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How does this case study help identify possible policy areas for 
the government? 

This case study confirmed that the community pantries and the 
CURE COVID Network were responding to government inadequacy. In 
the case of the network, the call for a comprehensive and humane 
pandemic response from government was central to its unity 
and informed its activities. The community pantry phenomenon 
was spurred by the announcement of a lockdown in April 2021 
without the corresponding social amelioration package from the 
government for the people.

Instead of seeing these initiatives as having a destabilizing 
political effect with the red-tagging, for instance, of the CURE 
COVID Network and the community pantry phenomenon, a way for 
government to frame these emergent initiatives is to regard these 
actions as barometers of the social condition in a time of crisis. 
These actions respond to a pressing or an urgent social need that 
is why individuals and organizations are animated and mobilized 
to respond to these. From this perspective, these elements of civil 
society are actually filling the inadequacy of government by using 
their own resources. The best government can do is to support 
these efforts and treat these actors as partners or collaborators 
in ensuring the well-being of the people, especially in this time 
of multiple social crises brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Notes
1 Sections on community pantries were co-written with other 
members of the PSS-OXFAM research team.
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As of this writing, the country recorded its highest tally of daily 
cases of COVID-19 since the pandemic started, at 22,820. The 
country was in a much worse position than ever. There were no 
clear guidelines for the release of cash or food aid (ayuda) and 
small businesses were struggling to keep afloat, affecting the 
livelihoods of millions of Filipinos. The contagion of mutual aid that 
characterized the blossoming of civil society groups covered in 
this monograph also seemed to have flamed out, with no initiative 
grabbing the headlines during this recent surge. As the pandemic 
raged on, the resources of civil society groups and community 
associations had been stretched out and the pandemic appeared 
to have taken its toll on the population. 

This highlights the importance of analyzing the temporal dynamics 
of mutual aid and civil society groups. We are in unchartered 
territory, as the long durée of the pandemic will affect how civil 
society organizations and community groups and associations will 
operate moving forward. The dynamics analyzed in these cases 
may be different now, and the challenges of sustainability that 
have been identified may be magnified, now that there seems 
to be no clear institutional roadmap moving forward. The well of 
volunteerism may be difficult to replenish, with the demands on 
personal ties. 

Epilogue
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Nevertheless, there have been substantial gains from emergent 
agency that was formed during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, 
in terms of mainstreaming cycling, bike lanes have now become a 
part of the urban infrastructure of Metro Manila, and cyclists have 
become visible in policymaking groups. In terms of food advocacy, 
various community initiatives have sustained their activities and 
are able to address the needs of their immediate communities. 
While the community pantry wildfire that spread in the middle 
of the year seemed to have died down across the country, the 
original community pantry initiative of Patreng Non seemed to have 
innovated its approach by infusing technology and integrating 
smallholder farmers into its supply chains, thereby sustaining the 
initiative. Lastly, the groups demanding accountability in health 
services in the country are gaining headway in their advocacies as 
notions of health care worker protests have exploded sporadically 
in the past few weeks. 

What these developments are telling us is that the notion of 
emergent agency is still very much valid, even as we are entering 
a different phase of the pandemic. The challenge to development 
sector organizations is finding innovative ways to support these 
initiatives in ways that will make their impact more sustainable 
at the community level, whether it is in the food sector, in PPE 
manufacturing, or in advocating for active mobility. For academics, 
these developments signal the need to integrate temporal as well 
as spatial analysis of emergent agency to account for the variation 
in how emergent agencies take shape. 

Dakila Kim P. Yee

September 9, 2021

Tacloban City
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