Aquatic ecosystems in the Philippines
The Philippines has various freshwater ecosystems consisting of lakes, swamps, rivers, reservoirs, and ponds with an aggregate area of more than 370,000 hectares. These resources are valuable for the economy and biodiversity. However, some issues and concerns affect the aquatic ecosystem, particularly in the eastern part of the country where the Sama-Badjao Community resides.

Sama-Badjaos are recognized as an Indigenous Community in the Philippines. They are living a lifestyle of “sea gypsies”: sea-oriented; boat-dwelling; nomadic groups. The community is vulnerable to displacement due to habitat alteration for development purposes by private claimants damaging the aquatic resources, more particularly the mangrove habitats. The Republic Act 8550 states that coastal areas (public) may include areas within a landmark limit of one (1) kilometer from the shoreline at high tide. This is similar to Republic Act 6657 which refers to redistribution of private and public agricultural lands to help the beneficiaries survive as small independent farmers, regardless of the “tenurial” arrangement. Also, Fisheries Administrative Order 197-1 does not confer any rights or permits to cut down or harvest mangrove timber.

Republic Act 8371 which protects the Indigenous People in the country has its limitations on the Sama-Badjaos since they reside in coastal areas. Sama-Badjaos' source of food is through fishing and an alternative source of income is through accessory vending of cultured pearls and shells which are aquatic resources. Another law that protects the Sama-Badjaos is the Republic Act 11291 which adopts an area-based, sectoral, and focused intervention to poverty alleviation where every poor Filipino must be empowered to meet the minimum basic needs through the partnership of the government and the basic sectors. The Sama-Badjaos have a unique culture which includes their wedding practices, dances, dresses, beliefs, language, and begging as a livelihood which makes them vulnerable and may further isolate them from the wider community.

The following gaps have been identified: i) Unavailability of delineation report for basis in land use plan and other purposes; ii) Limitation of privileges/benefits/scope of laws, especially for the Sama-Badjao Community; iii) Enforcement of laws, fairness; regardless of influential power (private claimants are mostly connected with government personnel); and iv) Inactive Fisheries and Aquatic Resource Management Councils (FARMC) within Barangay, municipal and regional levels.

With the above issues and concerns, long-term effects, if not addressed, will damage the aquatic resources which then result in food scarcity (poverty), not to mention the prohibition of tenurial rights and limited preferential rights of the Sama-Badjaos.  Therefore, the fast-tracking of the delineation request/ implementation will ensure the rights of the Sama-Badjaos and other fisher folks to explore and use marine resources for livelihoods. The enforcement of laws especially in the locality (small-scale fisheries make big contributions) and encouraging and providing support for aquaculture methods to fisher folks are essential. Convening FARMC meetings or activating the councils and structures to focus on these issues and concerns will make a difference.
