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PREFACE

The development of the National Action Plan for the Sustainable Use and Protection of
Peatlands in the Philippines is initiated by the Protected Areas and Wildlife Bureau of
the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (PAWB-DENR) in collaboration
with other concerned government agencies, local government units, academe and
non-government organizations.

Within the framework of the ASEAN Peatland Management Initiative (APMI) and
consistent with the operational focal areas of the ASEAN Peatland Management
Strategy (APMS), the National Action Plan focuses on multi-stakeholder partnership
and collaborative approaches to attain the following objectives :

(1) awareness raising and capacity building;

(2) protecting peatlands with high conservation values;

(3) setting up of appropriate institutional structure; and

(4) developing sustainable peatlands management strategies.

The National Action Plan spells out specific operational objectives and serves as the
guide for the implementing agencies and collaborating partners on specific actions that
must be undertaken to ensure the protection and sustainable use of peatlands in the
Philippines.

The PAWB-DENR will facilitate the implementation of the Action Plan at the national
level to ensure that the goals and operational objectives are met on time. It shall like-
wise prepare and follow-up the issuance of an Executive Order from the Office of the
President to ensure the integration of the NAP activities in the sectoral plans and
programs of the various agencies and local government units involved in the NAP
implementation.
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ATIONAL ACTION PLAN FOR
SUSTAINABLE USE AND PROTECTION OF
PHILIPPINE PEATLANDS

Part A. Background Information on Peatlands
Extent and Status of peatlands

Peatlands are wetland ecosystems that are characterized by the accumulation of
organic matter called “peat” which derives from dead and decaying plant material
under high water saturation conditions (CC-GAP, 2005). There are two sites in the
Philippines where peatlands have been confirmed: the Agusan Marsh and the Leyte
Sab-a Basin. However, information indicates that peatlands may be found in other

areas. The location of these areas is shown in Figure 1.

The Sab-a Basin is a west-east elongated basin close to the north coast of Leyte
separated by a metamorphic ridge. The total area is approximately 3,088 ha, about
44% of which has been reclaimed for agriculture. The remaining unutilized peatland
(1,740 ha) in the eastern half of the basin consists of small remnant areas of
swamp forest and sedge/grass peat swamp (ADB 2000). The two smaller peat
basins in the area (Daguitan 210 ha) and Kapiwaran (430 ha) have mostly been
converted to agricultural land.

The Agusan Marsh may hold the largest area of peatland in the Philippines.
At present, there is no reliable estimate of the area as well as the distribution of peat
within the marsh. Two areas of peatland within the marsh have been confirmed — the
first one is found at the northern part of Bunawan, where most of the vegetation have
been cleared and burned. The other is found at the west of Caimpugan and exhibits
the characteristics of a peat dome where the forest is mostly intact except those
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near the Gibong River. There may be other areas of peat within the marsh,
especially in the Terminalia copelandiilMetroxylon sagu forests at the northwest portion
of the marsh.

Peat is also probably present in the following areas:

1. Ligawasan Marsh in Mindanao, the largest marshland area in the Philippines;

2. Dolongan area in Basey, Western Samar (Bureau of Soils, 1975. Soil Survey of
Samar Provinces, Philippines. Reconnaisance Soil Survey and Soil Erosion
Survey);

w

. Southern Leyte (Whitmore1984) as cited in Draft Philippine Plant Conservation
Strategy.;

4. Mt. Pulag in Northern Luzon (Leonard Co, pers. comm.);

5. Surigao del Norte, Northeastern Mindanao ( areas overlying ultramafic rocks)
(Edwino Fernando, pers. comm.)

6. Naujan Lake Marshland

7. Pangasinan Floodplains

Figure 1: Areas of peatlands =
in the Philippines |
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Values and Uses of Peatlands
Hydrology and Water Regulation

Peatlands are very important for reducing flood peaks and for maintaining base flows
in rivers during dry periods. The peat, acting as a sponge, absorbs water during wet
periods and releases it slowly  during dry period. This feature is important in the
Agusan Marsh where the peat area is situated in the middle reaches of the Agusan
River and not on the coastal plains. The contribution to dry season base flows in the
Agusan River and maintenance of groundwater levels is high.

Likewise, the peatland in the Leyte Sab-a Basin has the capacity to absorb and hold
lots of water during the rainy season. It slowly  releases the water to maintain base
flows in the outflow rivers. Both peatlands are most likely significant in preventing the

penetration of saline water up rivers.
Carbon Storage

The Philippines has relatively little peatland compared to other countries, but still
plays a significant role in the storage and sequestration of carbon from the
atmosphere. Despite this small area, much of the peatland in the country is still intact
and actively accumulating carbon.

Biodiversity Values

Available information suggests that biodiversity values of Philippine peatlands are high
(Davies 2005 Assessment Report). Considering the Philippine flora’'s high level of
endemism, the botanical survey of peatland areas may yield undescribed species.
Moreover, at the ecosystem level of biodiversity, there seems to be a unique
vegetation assemblage on the Caimpugan peat dome, which is different from the peat
domes in nearby northwest Borneo.
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There are no faunal surveys in Philippine peatlands, although wild boar and deer are
found in the Agusan Marsh. The endemic Philippine Tarsier has been observed in
the Leyte Sab-a Basin peatland together with the resident Egret population.

Aesthetic Values

High scenic values are found in identified Philippine peatlands, including the striking
forests of Lanipao (Términaﬁa copelandii) in both the Agusan Marsh and the Leyte
Sab-a Basin. Both peatlands are surrounded by uplands, from where impressive views

of the peatlands can be gained.
Socio-Economic Values

Peatlands are also important to local communities as a source of wood like timber
and firewood for domestic needs and non wood products like the
Frimbistylis globulosa, locally known as “tikog” for mat making and other livelihood
purposes. Important peatlands in both Agusan and Leyte Sab-a have been drained

and converted to agriculture.
Problems on Peatland Management

Since peat is a fairly rare soil type in the Philippines, there is a fundamental lack of
awareness of what peat is, its properties and the appropriate management strategies
for peatlands in all sectors (e.g local people, NGOs and government agencies). There
is also very limited capacity for wisely managing peatlands and as well as a lack of a

national institutional framework for peatland management.

This means that peatlands may be degraded through activities that do not take into
account the special properties of peat. For example, some areas of peatland in the
Leyte Sab-a Basin and the Agusan Marsh have been cleared for agriculture, but were

abandoned after a few years due to poor yields. In addition, the Agusan Marsh faces
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substantial migration from other parts of the Philippines, and farmers being familiar
only with agriculture on mineral soils. Land clearance activities are also increasing in
the Agusan Marsh and may pose a threat to intact peatlands. There is substantial
clearing of land immediately to the west of the Caimpugan peat, which may threaten
the unique vegetation communities due to fire and the lowering of the water table.

Large scale development projects, including irrigation components, also pose a threat
to the Agusan Marsh and the Leyte Sab-a Basin. In the basin, some peatlands have
been converted to agriculture by the defunct Leyte Sab-a Development Authority.
Likewise, the Department of Agrarian Reform (DAR) continues to issue Certificate of
Land Ownership Agreement (CLOAs) over the remaining peatiands. In the Agusan
Marsh, 4,000 ha of the marsh could be  declared as Alienable and Disposable for
purposes of irrigation. It is not clear whether this is located in a peatland area.

With the two examples, it is clear that peatland may be converted to agriculture
without any kind of land suitability assessment. This makes the characterization and
mapping of peatiand areas in the Philippines more urgent. These threats make it
imperative that appropriate development strategies are implemented.

The Philippines can benefit greatly from the experience and knowledge gained by
other countries in the sustainable management of peatlands. Information exchange
and  collaboration among  relevant authorities in these other countries are also

highlighted as a priority in this National Action Plan (NAP).

The above examples make the identification of peatland areas in the Philippines all
the more urgent. These threats make it imperative that peatlands are identified,
assessed and mapped so that appropriate development and sustainable use
strategies can be implemented.
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Existing Policies Relating to Peatland Management and Fires

A recent review of Philippine Policy and Legislation related to wetlands emphasized

the main points that may relate to peatlands as summarized below (Luna 2005):

1. There is no policy or legislation relating specifically to peatlands in the Philippines,
although there are policies and laws aimed at wetlands in general that would

include peatlands.

2. The Water Code of the Philippines (Presidential Decree No. 1067) declares
wetlands as part of the public domain and cannot be alienated.

3. The multi-sectoral Protected Area Management Board (PAMB) has jurisdiction over
peatlands within the National Integrated Protected Areas Sysytem (NIPAS), such
as the Agusan Marsh.

Institutions or Agencies Responsible for or Actively Working on Peatlands

At present, there are no institutions directly responsible for peatland management on
a national basis. The Philippines is signatory to the Convention on Wetlands, more
commonly known as the Ramsar Convention. since 1994. PAWB as its designated
administrative authority is expected to provide guidance in the wise use and
management directions over peatlands since by definition, peatlands are considered

part of wetlands.

PAWB, in close coordination with other DENR units and offices, led the proposal
development process for the IFAD/GEF Project on “Rehabilitation and Sustainable
Use of Peatlands in Southeast Asia”.

PAMBs would be responsible for conservation issues for individual peatlands within
protected areas such as the Agusan Marsh Wildlife Sanctuary. One of the key
activities recommended by the National Action Planning workshop held in Manila
last 2 — 3 February 2006 is the setting up of an inter-agency working group which
would oversee the development of an institutional framework for peatland

management both at the national and local levels.
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Part B. National Goal, Objectives and Strategies for Peatland Management
National Goal and Objectives:

National Goal: To promote the sustainable management and wise use of peatlands
through awareness raising, capacity building and enhanced inter-agency cooperation
for the conservation of biodiversity , climate change mitigation and the benefit of the
local community.

Objectives:

(1) To raise awareness of peatlands at the national and local level:

(2) To build capacity in relevant agencies/institutions on peatland management;
(3) To protect existing peatlands with high functional and conservation values:

(4) To set up appropriate institutional framework and enhance cooperation in the
management of peatlands; and

(5) To develop sustainable strategies in peatlands for local livelihood.
Proposed new policies and strategies for peatland management

A National Policy for the sustainable use and protection of peatlands shall be

developed. In the meantime, the following policy measures are considered urgent:

1. Declaration of peatlands with high biodiversity as protected areas;

2. Local level measure against the reclassification of peatlands as alienable and
diposable lands;

3. Reversion of peatland areas covered by Certificate of Land Ownership Agreements
(CLOAs) which are found to be unsuitable for agriculture back to forest land
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Proposed Measures for Institutional Strengthening

One of the key activities recommended by the National Action Planning workshop
held in Manila from 2 — 3 February 2006 and affirmed during the NAP Validation
Workshop in January 2008, is the setting up of an inter-agency working group which
would oversee the development of an institutional framework for peatland
management.

A multi-sectoral inter-agency working group on peatlands shall be created. This is
going to build on, reactivate, strengthen and/or expand the Task Force on Wetlands
under the Sub-Committee on Biodiversity of the Philippine Council for Sustainable
Development (PCSD).

The ITWG is expected to perform the following functions:

1. Coordinate all efforts in the conservation and sustainable use of the country’s
peatlands and peatland resources;

2. Review and recommend policies, legislative and administrative measures and
issuances relative to peatlands;

3. Recommend appropriate and sustainable use strategies to effectively implement
the National Action Plan on Philippine Peatlands;

4. Establish linkage and networking with concerned local government units, national
and international organizations to promote information exchange, sustained
financing and synergies on the sustainable use and protection of Philippine
Peatlands;

Proposed mechanism and allocation of resources for peatland management;

1. Determine from current regular funding of National Government Agencies specific
budget for activities that could include or subsume any of the activities in the NAP;

2. For concerned local government units to allocate funds from their Internal Revenue
Allotment for peatlands within their jurisdiction;

3. Undertake feasibility studies on various modalities for use in  generating
sustainable funding mechanisms for peatlands (e.g. BOT agreements, tax
incentives, MOA)
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For inquiries, please contact :

Protected Areas and Wildlife Bureau
Department of Environment and Natural Resources
Ninoy Aquino Parks and Wildlife Center

North Avenue, Dlliman, Quezon City

PHILIPPINES

Phone : (063 2) 9246031 to 35
E-mail : planning@pawb.gov.ph

www.pawb.gov.ph



