
RUNNING THIN 

n report on the chico river dam .project 

A. Lin Neumann · 

".., •• it has always been our earnest concern that 
human rights conditions in- my _country be fully 
khown by the . other p_eoples of the world-_ Respect 
for human dignity is after D.llthe bedrock on which ' 

• our present govqrnment is founded, and the record 
of our government is open to the s1:trutiny of D.11." 

-

President Ferdinand Marcos 
3 June 1978 
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In the northern Philippines, a mountainous region populated 
by tribal people, the conflict between traditional values und 
the mandate of a developing statp is ~hreatening to erupt into 
wide sco.le violence. The dispute turns on the questlon of the 
government's desire to augment energy supplies with hydro-electric 
power and the native culture's claim that the dar.i, the Chico 
River Hydro-Electric Project, will destroy their way of life. 

Historically, the people of the Chico River, known us 
Bontocs upstrorun and Ko.linga.s further north, are the freest of the 
many groups which comprise the Philippine nation. According to 
Willio.n1 Henry Scott j a noted anthropologist and historian of tho 
o.roo., the mounto.iri foll\. or Igorots, hb.vc ?uccessfully defended 
their cult~re agriinst repdatod waves of sphnish and American 
colonizers, Japaheso invaders, and central governments. The rc­
sul t is u cul turc i1itimately linked to the land and fiercely 
independent in a. manher which the often subjugated lowlanders 
find difficult to tmdorsturid. The steady o.ttel11pts of the govern­
ment to construct power do.ms and thereby dislocate thousands of . 
Ka.lingas and Bontocs is perhaps the most serious threat the 
Igorots have eve_r faced. "Already the social"" fabric of the 
Ko.linga cultural conununi ty is being strained to the bre~ing pqint 
us townmo.te is set against · townmo.te, br'other ago.inst brother t and 
father against son." 

, On the government side, the dam makes complete sense. . The 
project is dosi~nod to provide energy for rural Luzon, tho most 
pbpulous region mn the country. The decision to contruct a 
series of four do.ms a.long the Chico River goes _back to surveys 
conducted by the National Power Corporation (NPC) in 1965. At 
that time,' however, .the $.Oc"ial and economic costs of the project 
were - doem6d prohibitive and the idea wa~ tabled. With tho oil 

price rise of 1973 the project began to look more feasible. The 
Philippines imports 97'/o of its oil and it has been estimated 
that US~ 39 million could be saved annually if the two largest 
dams in the })l:oject v,cre completed. The go ahead wo.s given to 
NPC engineers in 197). and funding was . secured through tho World 
Bank. • 

, _Up to the present _time no constructio~ has begun and tho 
resources of the government have been focused on subduing the 
vigorous opposition of the people located in the dam ureas~ 

... 

Leaders known as 'po.ngats,' stress their unalterable opposi­
tion to 'any government relocation attempt. The issue at stake· for 
them is survival - spiritual and physical. Compounding 'the in­
nate fear of losing the land of their uncestors arc repented 
claims of heavy-handed actions by government ngencies in the 
nffectod vi~lagos. The opposition hns thus far led to the post­
ponement of efforts to build three of the four do.ms. The fourth, 
Chico IV, is being pursued in tho province ·of Kalinga-1\.pnyno. . .. 

1\. recent visit to the dnm site and several affected barrios 
confirmed the growing hostility of the poeple towci.rd the pr,oject. 

A priest in the area noted the mnjor sources of the oppo~i-
tion, the primary one being the nlmost religious devotion tho 
people nttach to their ancestral ·1nnds. The land is their life, 
for thq_m, life is synonymous with the lnnd." Another aspect is 
the rice terraces which cover tho landscape of tho mountains. 
These wore built over several cenerntions and arc passed from 
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fo.ther to son. One :finngo.t put it this wny, "When ¥the stone walls 
of our rice terio.ces were buii t • there wns • n . .p.rnyor '.thci.~ • they would 
ne·vor be sold. to o·utsiders ••• .-·1f they nre sold we believe we will 
die." • A thi-rd rouson is found in tho .nnq_ostrnl graves, _which nro " 

/rognrdod n's . sacred and never be - disturbed. Finnlly, in the 
• tro:12icn.l lowlnn\ls tho hont would be p:;--ohibi tiyo, whorons tho • 
mounttd.n clinwto ·is unusually tomp9rat'o·. • • 

To date, .numol:'ous petitions and ' dologntions for a!). nudienco 
with tho prosid~nt ho.vo failed to elicit ·much response • • Tho fwo 
forces hD.vo , continued on their own ri'oth.. 11,t every sto.go -tho • 
gov~rnmont hns boon o.ccusod of bad f~ith in its dealing with t~o 
people and relations · have deteriorated stoo.dily. 

Tho Chico IV area covers some -.five barrios nnd wo-uld • immo.:. '- . . . 
dio.toly disloco.to about 5,000 persons~ . At. this . time t_he govern-
ment efforts at provi.d"ing '.suitable rcloca:tiori sites is limited 
to tho construction of 30 western-style hcfrnos 'in ct:_ lo-wlnnd area 
·north of tho dam si to near Tnbu.k. Tho terms nro goo'd: a house 
o.nd_ throo hocto.ros of ric'c . 1,nnd froo to those who accept. 'I'ho 
housing, nithough o.doquato by western standards, is inupproprinto 
for Kalingas who arc used to pin6 nnd bamboo not concrete. Also, 
tho rice _ off or moans u switch from _ v.nrio•d ngric;;ulturc to D. monci 
economy·, u switch consi-0.orod · c1isnstrous in terms of Knlingn - ­
Igorot culture. 

At tho relocation site nnbthor problem wns discovered. 
Mr. Bqnuyo., _ tho PANAMIN roprosontntiv9 o.t • tho_ si to, ngmi ttod tho.t 
tho Nntionnl Powor ~Gompany hrid not yet paid for tho compiotcd 
houses and occupancy wns delayed inclofini.toly. Compounding those 
uncertainties _in tho eyes of aron rosidonts -~s tho oxporionco of 
other Ig6rots who _·havi been displaced by earlier d6m ~~ojocts in 
tho provi~cc of Bongue€ and arb ~till awaiting ~uitoblo reloca­
tion fo.cili tics. 

• 
Tomio.ngan is one of thc . Qffoctod bnrrios. Tho sitio I 

visited is located ip tho middle of a hill ncross from _ tho Chico 
River and almost diroGtly on tho dam site • .It is nn arc.a rich in 
f ·rui t, . tree, coffoo, und rice. Tho people arc worried. At n. 
mooting, one of tho . men st"n:tcd, "if tho soldiers soc us with you 
they will come n.nd tnkc us to tho barracks, They will accuse us 
of catting outsiclo help for oui- problems." ·· It ·wns. so.id that the 
Philippine C~nstabulary (PC) .dotnchmqnt has orders to deny ~ccoss 
to nny foroignops cilo~g th~ C~ico. The people ~laim t~at their 
every move ·is vmtchod because Tomio.ngan has a roputntion for oppo­
sition to" tho project. My host, n.sso-rto·d ho woul·d not move bl\t. _ • 
clearly his companion arc frightonod by the presence of the 
soldiers. • 

Tho air is laden with tho ntiticipation of an inevitable 
clash .. unloss one of the sicfos .retreats from its position. Tho 
battalion irl qu6stion, tho 60th, is n · vot~ran oi tho protracted 
civil war in tho south botwocn tho government and Muslim rebels. ­
They wore stationed in tho n.roa in late. 1977 succeeding . o. pravious 
bnttalion vvllich first entered the province in November l976. It 
was observed that tho. provin·co doos indeed hn:vo tho appearance of 
n. mili t-n__ry zone - complete with ''chock points and vrnndoring patrols 
of heavily o.r!}lOd soldiers. 
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Tho militariznti~n of tho p~ovincc followed ~Orlicr govern­
ments attempts to donvincc residents to accept tho decision on tho 
dam~ At every stop there was significant opposition. In -Caga­

_loo.n; Pasil, for example+ tho government ngcnoy char god with 
• denl1.ng with minoxi tics, _ PANJ\MIN (Prcsid.cntinl Assistant for Na­
~ional Minorities), began: a ctunpq.ign to gather support by offer­

•· ing io.rgc sums of. money to local pangats. Anttsto.cio Dalowog; 
• tho bhrrio captnin, reported that Sec1oto.ry Manuel Elizo.ldc of 
• PAN AMIN, · 11 forced ovory b_ar'rio captain of Pn.s;il to accept 'E"'500." 

, Do.lowdg'sroply to Elizalde was uncqUivoco.l, 'No sir; we would 

• 

· rath•cr die -in ·our placq than be moved." In o.nothcr nron PANA.MIN 
is accused of supplying arms to one villngc. which was feuding with 
nn opposition barrio. Tho two, Bo.sac and But-but, hnvc since 
patched tip hostilitic~ throuih ihc traditional ponce-pact system 
of tho region but not without loss of iifc. 

Significnntly, tho only 'time tho lenders o1 tho nrcn ho.vc 
hnd tho opportunity to speak directly with th~ Prosidon€ wns 
during a conference in Mo.nilo. organi zed by PJ\NAMIN . . Tho confer­
ence, _hold in Docombor 1975, rosul tcd in a ,controvorsinl..,fl,.ocumcnt 
signed by tho lenders approving tho dam project. Preside~! · 
Marcos praised their "_groat pcrsono.l ~.sncrifico" o.nd • tho project 
nppenrod t o be on its wny. ,Upon returning from Manila; however, 
tho delegates accused PANA.MIN of coercion and rescinded their 
agreement. 

While visiting in Co.go.loan, further downsfronm thttn Tomio.ngnn 
but also slated for destruction, tho tension wns almost palpable. 
J\ mn·n lwd r cc c.ntly boon forccq., out- of his- ho.use nt gunpoint by 
soldiers. Hi~ ~ody was found ~iddlcd with bullets tho next do.y, 
A' do-fnct.o curfew ho.s boon i mposed in tho villo.go, according to a 
resident,- "Every ni,ght tho soldiers come here, tho people arc 
afraid to go out c.1.lono.11 The people - in this village o,ro not now 
to tho ptoblcm of _hnrrnssmont, many ~f them wore pnrt of ri group 
noo.rly 100 Kalingas who vtoro detained by tho .PC from November 1976 

.to June 1977 following their -~ofusnl to aliow ~PC surveyors .into 
tho barrio. 

Thero i a a now dimension to tho strategy of the army · in 
affected barrios. "Now, whenever we arc known as oppositionists, 
tho soldiers accuse Up of being in the NPA.11 Tho NPJ\ o:r New 
People's Ar my is tho mili tnry wing of tho outlawed Conununist Po.rty 
of tho Philippines~ Another farmer from Cngnlonn, after dcs­
cribin~ nn incident in which tho granaries of his sition were 
destroyed inn futile soo.rch for supposed NPA arms, said, •11 Thc sol­
diers told mo , 'if th_crc arc any soldiors kill.ad hero, we will 
dostroy: .. .o.11 tho houses.' 11 

It is so.d to observe tho attack on· the t _ulturc ·of tho · 
Knlingas . The Kal;i.ngn life is a simple o-n() based on community, in­
dcpcndoncc and sclf-rclinncc. "We grow everything .we need in ·our 
pln~o," explained a bnrrio lender,' "except so.lt and soap." 
Another man in Tomiangan rciatcd•, "In this cul turo everything is 
sho.rcd, oven our shoos ." He quickly added, "If we arc moved , all 
that will. change. n 

\ 

Nowhere was tho spirit of resistance felt more strongly than 
in tho village of Bugnay, in tho muni ci po.lity of Tinglnyo.n, Ko.linga 
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Apnyno . Thora ~ho londors hnd cnllcd ior n 1bodong' n ponce pnct , 
to be ronovJOd o.mong several of tho o.ffoctod villngos-• . Sovon 
barrios sent their roprcsontatives o.t tho urging of the· pnngat 
Mo.cli-ing , a. prosidqrit'of Eugno.y . Macli-ing , n wiso nnd ~orcoful 
mo.n in his vigorqus middlo-,ngo; is respected throughout tho mount­
ain provinces us a unifier. Ho is. tho one lender, so_urces indicate, 
who hns-_sufficiont respect to unite tho · opposition . • 

Tho bodong exists th{·oughout tho region ns tho moans f°or 
· mo.intnining · order and socilri ty nm0ng tho various villages. _ Tho 
Knl~ngns o.ro ~ct unit9d inn nation but instqnd roly on tho bodong 
to keep ponce- b;tweori~thom . Every villng9 is, in •n ~onso, mnndn­
tod to ongago i~-i po~co pnbt with its neighbors. Tho bodortg 
gunrnnt·oos tho sn.foty of a co-pact hold ors in n:nothor' s '. torri tory 
nnd provides the moans for pu~i~hmcnt ~nd retribution when tho pnct 
is broken~ 

I 

In · the ·co.so of ·the Bugno.y. g~thoring , however, a c-rucio.l • 
olomont wni added - opposition to fho do.m . . Bocnuso uf tho efforts 
o~( . .,ANAMIN -at bribing cortni'n villages, tho• pr~sonco of tho mili­
t~ry, nnd tho trndit i onnl independent ~n~ dispersed ~oturo of . 
Kalingn society it- was felt thnt tho bnrri6s needed to solidify 
their opposition. Bugn_oy would not _be directly affected by Chico 
IV, which is to bo ·plnccd downstream o.t Tominngan , but it 1is tho 
~common consensus. that tho succossfui completion of o~o dam would 
moan tho ovonttial -1:mplornontntion of tho entire project . 

Bugna;{" hns . boon woi•kirig to _koop tho dams out since 1965. It 
is tho domino.nt 'the-mo · of life. - In tho dialect they hnve invented, 
or rather adopted, a ~~w wora: . 'probloma.' It h~s one moaning : 
tho do.m • 

. At :the gnto nbovo Bugnny on the dirt roo.d which servos ns 
the Nntional highway nlong tho Cordillera mountain 'range the first 
sight is n stone marker which conunomornt9s the 'victo-r_y'- of- tho 
Knlingns o.nd Bo ntocs av.or. tho do.m planners in 1975. Tho initial 
strong opposition led tho planners , under then Socroto.ry to the 
President Alejandro Melchor, to suspend opero.tio~s on the Chico ~n 
Juno 1975. Quotes fro fu .Melchor, tribal lo6dors, nnd those words 
from President Mtu~cos decoro.te the _plnquo, 11 I nm opposed to nny 
move that would destroy tho culture nnd h eritage of the Igorots." 

' A long and 'nnrron mountain trnil ieads into tho village of 
Bugngy. Like other Igorot sottldments, Bugno.y is nestled into ·tho 
side of a. mountain . At tho base of tho village runs the· Chico 
River and rising on oi ther· side nro tho famous rice terraces, \·1hich 
have oxi.sted since tho beginning of time~ in tho Ko.lingn sense. 
Tho only·ttccess of tho villng~ i$ tho pnth and thnt h~s ob~iously 
nffoctod tho developme nt of tho barrio~ There a.re few signs of 
technolo c;ical convenience - most of tho liousos nro :rough hewn' -one 
or two room nffnirs constructed from pine trees gnthorod in tho 
forest nnd rattan. Tho one bow to progress is tho propo~doro.nce 
of tin r oo fs on tho more prosperous homos. Thero is no oloct-ricity 
gas, or running water. The men, o~pocially tho elders, still ~ross 
in tho no.tivo G- strings and mnny of the mo.rriecl women remain ba_ro 
chested ,. 
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It .shbuld ,not be ini'nc;inec:l, Never, thp.t those ore people 
afraid of the Twentieth Gentury. hoy ·hove mode n kind of pnct 
with the modern age. They wish o enjoy tho benefits without 

~hn~ing t6 suctifico what they o~ ~s n suporibr way of life. 
Frequent co-mmcnts ·arc mo.do wi out the government's historical 
nct;lect of the nron - there ;ro no: schools ih Bugnny, for exrn;nplc 
arid Ko.lingo. ro~ds o.re primitive. r,io.ny KBlingo. parehts send their 
child.rem t'c:i the city for oducation. One ·man so.id, "My only 
expense is for educationr Our childreh must be educnted to serve 
tho community." 

'l'he bodong itse.lf is u fcstivD.l, n festival of unity·o.nd 
brotherhood. It is mo.rkcd with dances+ chants, ritunl slo.ughter­
ihg of animals o.nd sharing o.mong the participants. But alway::;, 
wli.cthet in the messages of the songs or the impassioned spoeches 
of elders, the theme of r~sistonce wo.i clear. An opening speech 
put it this wny, "Let us protect the code of the bodong so that 
our unity mo.y not be broken. 11 Deep distrust of the govc_rnment was 
another theme . A representative from the village of Annbel so.id, 
" Now the government hos fino.lly roached us and they want to destroy 
us. The I go rot low is sufficient for our people, .. Tho govern­
me nt lnw is only there to divide, to destroy us." 

T_he fe .s tivo.l began, or hod already begun, on Mo nday June 5 
with dancing, ~reotings , and preliminary talks. - The next day the 
more formo.1 ritunls of celebration b'cgan. early with the butchering 
of a cow to be prepnrod for tho noondoy meal. The animal blood _ 
sacrifice •is n very imp'ortont part of tho ritual. • It symbolizes 
thQ shoring· of ~he wealth of the land and the sharing of the peopli 
with one another. 

As tho do logoticins fro m the various villa.gos nrrived we sot 
down in the midst o f tho village o.nd watched and listened to cul­
tural pr·osontntions. -Again; tho culture w-os tailored to fit tho 
theme as the traditional melodics and chants echoed the struggie. 
Gongs, wor th more tha n ton cnrabno (vmtcr buffalo) nnd dating .back 
to tho 14th - Century, . ac.compani.od epic poems composed to commemo­
rate different phases of government ·intervention and response. 

Arid c1onc ing. Dancing punctuated every go.thoring. The dnnccs 
oiiginnte in the warrior heritage of tho tribes, mnny of them re­
calling the days of hunting heo.ds nnd victory celebrations. Every­
one danced usually in groups of ei ght t o ton .men who begin a 
rhythm with · thc. different tones of the gongs ns they form n vjri t­
hing, -0p6ri ended circle. Inside the circle, after tho do.nee 
be gins, s1~nllcr cr:oups of women join _in symbolic praise - and exhor­
tation, of their rmrrior companions • 

. ' 
Bugnay is n village of.nearly 800 people and for the bod ong 

tho population swelled by several hundred . . • There• was rto inconve­
nience felt ns ·tasks were carried out wfth rcmarkqble calm nnd 
orderliness. At meal times long boards were sot upon tho groun~ 
and · filled _ with s temling howls of rice, the mo:unto.in variety which 

·i s br 6~n and a bit coarser thnn l owland rice; and serving~ of boiled 
pig, cov1, • .or duck dop9nding on v1hich aninw.is hnd been slaugh't'cred 
thnt day.· In bet ween: time s there was cc.mote ( sweet po to.to) scTvcd 
with na tive coftoo, blnck nnd ~wcot. And during dances and deli­
berations l arge quantities o f basi, a sugar wine with the consist-



.. 

Chico ••• 

/ 

/ 
/' 

6 
·, · 

-=-/ ency of syrup, wo.s 
~ of the · barrio or a 

shared. Everything consumed wo.s either o. product 
gift fro~ tho po.rticipo.nts. 

Tho mo.in dolibc;'o.tions took place o_n . Thursday, tho final more · 
or loss· official do.y of the gi.-i.thoring. Tho cul tui·9 docs no't follow 
tho dictates · of agonclns c:i.nµ scho.dulos in th7: western nonso, tho 
bodong did ·not · hnvo o.n opening speaker, plon·ary sessions and a 
closing prayer. :tt · wo.sct coming together, o.n . expression of unity 
and - j<!ly which d{d not· acknowledge timetables. ·on this dn.y, the • 
oldovs gathered about mid-do.yin another section of the barrio, o. 
kind of plo.zo.~ Tto rest of tho com~unity slowly conloscod in tho 
area. Tho liver of o. slo.u~htor~d pig ~as road by a 8roup of 
pangats. The pig liver, according ·to tro.dition, is a so.crod symbol 
road for ·omen·s and signs of · hope. 1f tho- liver had boon negative, 
I was tcld, tho bodong would have boon called off and the people 
dispersed. The hows \Vas good. - 11 It means that tho struggle will be 
long but tho people eventually will succeed," was tho consensus of 
tho readers. 

The sp.oakc-rs af.f:i.rmod the themes" which hnd dominated tho week. 
T.he land of tho .people is sacred and we will riot be· moved. As 
Macli-irig observed, nwi th tho. blessing of God our people ho.vo boo.n 
put hero. Tho government now wants us to go away but tho.t means 
death .•• We do no t want to fight · this evil unless we have to." 

In further discussion it wo.s learned that fighting hns indeed 
briokon out in some arco.s. l\. series• of skirmishes took place in 
Ngibat, Tinglo.yan _from Mo.y 1977 to March of this year. At tho time 
Ngibat wor-e fouc.1ing with a barrio armed by' P[1.NAMIN under tho Ci vi­
lian H.omo Defense Force (CHDF), a ~rogram reminiscent of US pacifi­
cation efforts in Vietnamese tribal villages. As mo.t~ters osco.latod 
and -Ngibat obtained guns for sel f-'dofonso, tho PC was called in. _ 
Tho area wns cloclarod an NPA stronghold and, rahto-r tho.n risking 
injury, tho PC detachment placed mortars around tho vill~go and 
fired indiscriminately rounds into tho center of - tho villago ·dos­
tro.ying several houses. 

An uri-c:-isy tr-uco prevails in tho o.roa now. Tho tv,o villa.gos 
have reaffirmed their peace po.ct but tho PC detachment remains. 
No official explanation of tho shelling has boon rcpo:n:-ted from 
military Quthoritios. 

ho deliberations poi~tod to this trcwing soigc atmosphere in 
tho region. Tho military presence is resulting in a more militant 
posture among area residents. 

1 In tho evening . tho bodong was more or loss brought to a 
close by a nw.rathcn - dancing session. Tho vis~itors, including tho 
lowl-nndors and foreigners, wore asked to join _in tho courtship 
dance. This is a symbolic boy moots girl affair i~ which a ro.ndom 
couple dances around tl~c fire flirting with one another. • Tho 
union is consumatod whpn tho pair join hands, tho mnn's · on top, 
to th~ o.pplauso of tho crowd. Everyone was given tho opportunity 
to dancoi sing ot otherwise offer a piece of themselves to tho 
gathering. Thero is little of tho western shicness about perfor~ 
ming among the Ko.lingo.s. You aro expected to perform when called 
upon hnd you do. · It is, porhnps, . another confirmation of tho · 
sharins n9tocl in othur aspects of tho society. The 'ov~ning' ended 
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Chico o •• r - 7 - ., . 

nt 3: 00 nm vrL th yet nnothor mcnl nftor which tho po'oplo dispersed 
for a few hours of ~est ~oforc sunriso. ~ 

A nnc;&ing question for tho Kalingns is the stattis of the • 
drun. project. While the government presence rcmnins strong, on site 
inspection' rcvc.:.Qs thnt funds for the . dnms nppcnr to bo in short 
suppJ.'.yo There nrc n large numbc:r of NPC employees at thc ' cons­
trucb.on si to in Tomiangnn but ·their ncti vi ty is . limi tod to sur­
vcying · nncI drilling for rock so.mplcs. Sources in Mo.niio. report 
thnt iho World Bnnk has pulled out of the project due to tho ' . 
opposition of residents but I.was unnblc to confirm those findings. 
It has also boon ~uc;gostcd that tS~ Marcos government is ~coking 
nltornntivo sources for funding . ~ • 

, Roc;qrdloss of tho current status of pr'ojoct money the 
collision couiso tho government hns ·sct continues . Tho lenders arc 
clenrly impatient with 9ribcs nnd _coercion . Tho militnry presence 
fn7 from softening the opposition , has stif:fonod tho bnkcsi of tho -
Kalingns ns they feel thomsolvos driven to tho wnll . Inn 1975 
l~ttcr to Pr6sidcnt Marcos , Bishop Francisco Claver , n Bontoc whoso 
prolnturd. is located in Mindnnno , snid , "• .. my people nrc giving 
serious thought to o.rnod violence nnd they nro nsking whom they 
should o.ppronch for arms." In tho intervening throe yonr tho 

·· crisis hns doobonod nnd options and pntfcncc nre running -thin along 
tho Cordillera. 

Juno 1978 • 
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