
QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

PLEASE NOTE:  There are two variants of the questionnaire.  Those whose experiences are 
selected for detailed presentation are asked to reply to each question and sub-question.  
Others are asked to provide a response under each main heading, but to take the subsidiary 
questions as no more than examples of areas of special interest. 
 
 

1. Name or title of the experience (reflecting the issue and some relevant factor of the 
experience) 

 
Lobby for an urban land reform law and the repeal of the anti-squatting law in the 
Philippines 

 
2. Summary/Abstract (one or two paragraphs giving a brief overview) 

 
This advocacy experience involved mobilizing urban poor groups, non-government 
support organizations, church leaders and professionals for the reform of urban land 
and housing laws in the Philippines.  The lobby work spanned seven years and 
culminated in the enactment of two historic social legislations: the Urban 
Development and Housing Act, passed in 1992; and the Law Repealing Presidential 
Decree 772, passed in 1997.  The new laws essentially accorded rights to urban poor 
informal settlers (commonly known as “squatters”) against inhumane evictions, de-
criminalized the act of “squatting” and mandated the implementation by local 
governments of a social housing program for poor informal settlers. 
 
The social movement which spearheaded the campaign was called the Urban Land 
Reform Task Force, one of the member organizations of which was the Institute on 
Church and Social Issues (ICSI), a Jesuit research and advocacy social center.  Aside 
from undertaking the necessary social research and analysis to provide the 
justification to the proposed legislative measures, ICSI was instrumental in bringing 
together other support organizations to lend legal and technical support and liaisoning 
with Church leaders during the lobby campaigns.  ICSI’s previous work with urban 
poor organizations facilitated the formation of a broad-based alliance of urban poor 
groups and NGOs behind a common advocacy agenda.  Such alliance and social 
consensus proved essential in convincing Church leaders to support the lobby and 
ultimately the legislators to enact the proposed laws. 
 

3. Overall objectives 
 

The lobby for the two laws aimed to protect urban poor informal settlers, which are a 
significant and growing sector of Philippine society, from arbitrary and inhumane 
evictions.  It also sought to establish certain rights for the urban poor, particularly the 
right to adequate housing.   
 
The policy changes sought were the following: 

- Repeal/abolition of the law which made “squatting” a criminal offense 
- Prohibition of eviction of informal settlers without due process 
- Prohibition of informal settler eviction without adequate relocation 



- Institution of a procedure for the conduct of eviction of informal settlers 
- Mandating local governments to implement a social housing program for 

informal settlers 
 
The main message of the advocacy campaign was:  “Squatting” is not a crime but a 
manifestation of poverty and social inequality.  The urban poor contribute valuable labor to 
the progress of cities yet they have virtually no legal access to cheap land and housing in the 
cities.  To prevent squatting, the government must institute a program to assist the poor, who 
are very capable of building houses for themselves, to have access to land in the cities where 
they can live with dignity. 
 

4. Elements of the context 
 
The analysis of the situation took into account the fact that the subject population, the urban 
poor, make up a significant number of poor Filipinos.  Rough estimates placed them at 
around one-sixth of the national population.  As a sector, they are contributing immensely to 
the economies of cities, mainly through the cheap labor they provide in construction, 
transport, retail trade, repair, domestic and other services.  In more developed countries, these 
services are valued and compensated highly. 
 
Politically, the urban poor are also a significant sector.  Because of their number, their votes 
matter greatly to politicians.  If they are organized behind a common cause, and if politicians 
can see the unity in their numbers, the urban poor can exercise real power to influence social 
policies.   
 
However, there is a certain social stigma attached to “squatters” as far as the urban middle 
classes are concerned.  They are viewed as lazy, opportunistic and harboring criminals 
among them.  This warped perception of the urban poor had to be changed in order to solicit 
support from the middle sectors and opinion-makers in media so that there will be no strong 
opposition to the proposed laws.  The support of the Archbishop of Manila Jaime Cardinal 
Sin for the urban poor’s lobby, made public in a pastoral letter he issued, was most helpful 
not only in putting added pressure on legislators to enact the laws but also in counteracting 
the negative image of the poor to the middle class public. 
 

5. People involved and affected, our accompaniment 
 
The primary group which mounted the campaign was the Urban Land Reform Task Force 
(ULRTF), a federation of urban poor groups, NGOs and professionals. 
 
Their allies included Church leaders (e.g. Jesuits, Archbishop of Manila), civic organizations 
(e.g. Bishops-Businessmen’s Conference). 
 
The Jesuit social center ICSI was part of the secretariat of the ULRTF Coalition, providing 
research and logistical support to the lobby.  The working relationship of ICSI with ULRTF 
continued even after the two laws were passed.  The coalition developed into an autonomous 
organization which continued to engage with government on a wide range of issues affecting 
the urban poor, throughout different administrations until the present time.  The ULRTF has 
its own set of leaders and processes, while the ICSI has been providing support to its various 
advocacies when requested.  Through the experience of lobbying for the two laws, the 



ULRTF gained expertise in lobbying; it became known to government as a reasonable and 
principled urban poor organization, and its communities have found in the organization a 
channel through which their grievances can be brought to the attention of the authorities. 
 

6. Our organization 
 
ICSI, renamed in 2007 as the John J. Carroll Institute on Church and Social Issues (JJCICSI), 
does advocacy on issues of urban poverty and housing, church and family life, juvenile 
justice, environment (climate change),  rural poverty (specifically lack of access to land and 
credit) 
 
Our advocacy is more research-based but it is very clear in our Vision-Mission statement that 
we are guided by Catholic Social Teaching in choosing the issues we work on and in 
formulating our positions on these issues.  Advocacy is an essential element of all our 
programs.  We define our work as “research-based advocacy”, in other words, even though 
our central competency as an organization and as staff members is social science research, 
the purpose of the research we do is advocacy, primarily but not exclusively policy advocacy.   
 
As an agreed general strategy, we make it a point to link up with other organizations, 
especially organizations of the poor or disadvantaged people, in carrying out advocacy.  We 
see our role as that of supporting or enabling the marginalized and disadvantaged in claiming 
their voice in society.  Advocacy issues and positions are mostly discussed collectively with 
people’s organizations (POs) and other NGOs.  
 
The Institute currently has four programs (Urban Poverty and Governance, Church and 
Family Life, Rural Development, Environmental Economics and Policy) and each of them 
plans its own advocacy work.  The Institute prepares project proposals and budgets in 
consideration of these plans. 
 

7. Impacts/Outcomes 
 
The most realistic objectives of the urban poor campaign were achieved.  The enactment of 
the two historic laws is proof of this achievement.   Even though implementation of the laws 
remains deficient up to the present (after more than 16 years), there have been gains for the 
urban poor which are very palpable.  Today, government agencies are very conscious of the 
requirement of relocation when dealing with informal settlers.  Although there are still cases 
of eviction which do not follow the prescribed procedure, these are clearly unlawful and 
cases can be filed in court against the perpetrators of these illegal evictions.  In other words, 
the urban poor now have a law which they can use to demand fair and humane treatment 
from government. 
 
After the two successful lobbies, urban poor groups continued to lobby for further reforms as 
well as for the strict enforcement of these laws they have won.  Although the spaces for 
participation and negotiation are largely controlled by the state (and these widen or constrict 
depending on what suits the interests of the ruling powers) the capacity for organizing and 
mobilizing which the urban poor have gained remains present.  Admittedly, this organization 
is not solid all the time and there have been challenges to sustaining the unity and active 
participation of the different groups.  A few leaders have also joined the government, a 



situation which has sometimes produced tensions.  But all these have been learning 
opportunities. 
 

8. Reflecting on lessons learned and Project evaluation 
 
An important lesson learned was the power which the poor can actually possess and exercise 
if they are united and they are clear on what they want.  Of course unity is not easy to 
achieve.  There is a long process of trust building needed, and in the experience of the 
ULRTF this was achieved through years of working together, in the process understanding 
where each is coming from and achieving a certain level of comfort with the different 
mindsets.  Even though the ideal is to create as broad a coalition of forces as possible, we 
realized that this was not realistic and that we had to settle with working only with those 
groups with whom this “level of comfort” was there.  
 
Another lesson learned was the readiness to set aside ideological positions to arrive at 
genuine solutions and reasonable positions that can sufficiently meet the legitimate demands 
of the underprivileged.  Different groups had different degrees of openness and readiness for 
compromise.  Negotiation was not always easy.  It was unavoidable at times that certain 
“authority” figures exercised strong persuasive influence on others.  There needed to be a 
conscious effort to solicit the opinions of all the participants and to confirm that consensus 
was genuine and not forced. 
 
There were times of doubt when consensus could not be reached easily.  For instance, some 
groups doubted whether a less radical version of the land reform law would be worth fighting 
for.  Eventually these groups left the coalition.  The original version was to enact a law that 
would make the distribution of land for the poor in urban areas compulsory on the part of 
government.  But many felt that this was not realistic.  Those who remained were criticized 
for advocating a “watered down” version.  This was a difficult time of “desolation”.  
Consolation came when the law was passed and its fruits came to be enjoyed by poor 
communities.  The former critics of the “watered down” version now use the law as legal 
platform for their advocacies.  In other words, the progress made in terms of defining the 
rights of the urban poor has been widely recognized. The law is now actually being used to 
defend the rights of the poor. 
 
The passage of the two laws was a tremendous boost to the confidence of the urban poor and 
to their trust in democratic processes.  They learned the procedure for enacting laws, they 
talked to powerful people like legislators, and they became experts in the different stages of 
law-making.  Now they talk confidently of this knowledge and experience.  The experience 
has also brought them closer to the institutional church because of the public support given to 
their cause by Church leaders.  They felt as real the solidarity of the Church hierarchy with 
their plight.  This support of the Church emboldened them all the more in their quest for 
justice. 
 
 
 
 
 


