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Introduction    

 

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

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

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

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

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

 

Philippine government conservation programs, however, more often entailed wresting 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

a cuss word means someone ignorant. 

 

The conflict between government programs and indigenous communities is made more 

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

and illegal, thus, marginalizing an already marginalized people.  

 

Mostly impoverished and discriminated against, the predominantly peace-loving 

indigenous people would rather avoid conflict than assert their ways. 

 

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

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

understanding by mainstream society, particularly by government program implementers who 

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

agencies that lack awareness of the nuances of indigenous cultures.   

 

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

Kitanglad: from National Park to Natural Park 

Bukidnon tribes after the Great Flood 

 

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

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

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

female leader is called bae. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

of the people.
1
  

 

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

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

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

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

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

delivered in prose narrative. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

incest. The tribes of Bukidnon came from these unions.   

 

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

guidance and intervention for every important undertaking.
3
  

 

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

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

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

protected area. 

  

Mount Kitanglad was not declared outright as a protected area. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

concerned,ò it is presumed that: 

 

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

immemorial shall be presumed to be ancestral lands. 

 

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

customary law. 

 

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

presumed to be held collectively by the community. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

in conformity with traditional and sustainable natural resource management practices. 

 

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

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

and their members.ò 

 

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

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

2010. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

Where many voices are represented by one 

 

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

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

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

with the Higaonon.  

 

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

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

Malaybalay City, provincial capital of Bukidnon. 

 

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

itôs a lizard. To be chosen by the spirits is the real thing.ò 

 








































































