BUILDING UPLAND COMMUNITIES

(Script- Revised 30 April 2005)

Welcome to Barangay Guban, believe it or not, the biggest barangay in Sirawai municipality in the province of Zamboanga del Norte, even bigger than that of the poblacion. This fact is significant since this reflects the absence of development in what is known as the Triple S-B complex made up of the municipalities of Sibuco, Sirawai, Siocon and Baliguian. The lack of economic opportunity coupled with severe peace and order realities have combined to make people leave the place in the past. This presentation will try to show how this dangerous trend was reversed with upland forestry development projects.

WHERE WE ARE

Sirawai Plywood and Lumber Corporation (SPLC) is a forest land developer leasing 34,000 hectares in the Zamboanga Peninsula under the Integrated Forest Management Agreement Program of the Government which is really the major policy vehicle for reforestation and forest protection. The 34,000 hectares straddle areas that fall within the City of Zamboanga, the municipalities of Sibuco, Sirawai and Siocon in Zamboanga del Norte and the municipality of Tungawan in Zamboanga Sibuguey.

The satellite photo shows how badly we need to reforest the Peninsula. SPLC probably has the biggest solid patch of forest in the Peninsula, the result of years of forest protection, responsible extraction and sustained plantation development.

WHERE DID WE COME FROM?

This is not typical of forestry operations in the Philippines. The company, under former owners, started in this same area purely as a logger in 1956. In the 1960’s, the company progressed into wood processing when it put up a veneer plant and sawmill in Sirawai poblacion. The 1st veneer export of the country was made to the United States from that factory. The 1970s saw operations disrupted severely by the insurgency. This led to the eventual takeover by the present management in the 1980s. When we took over, Sirawai was a dead town, and not just figuratively. There were several fresh graves in the town cemetery when I first came here in the late 1970s, the result of a massacre of logging workers. The population in the poblacion was around 300 people and 1 head of cattle.

With the change in ownership and the reforms being undertaken in forest stewardship, the company began to develop plantations in the late 1980s, mainly from internally generated funds.  This is where we diverged from most of the industry. Whereas many Timber License Holders focused mainly on extraction and beating the expiry of their permits to cut before they eventually abandon their project sites, SPLC looked at the future and converted into an Industrial Tree Plantation Leasehold in 1990 because it saw the eventual need for timber supply. This paved the way for the transition to its present tenurial arrangement, the IFMA.

HOW DID OUR PRESENT BUSINESS MODEL EVOLVE?

However, the supply of internally generated funds to cover plantation development began to run dry. We foresaw that we could not sustain our development pace if we did not find other means. At that time, long term money for tree plantation development was expensive, if not unheard of. The decision was made to shift to rubber plantation development as a source of midterm cash flow. 

Rubber proved to be the logical choice. First, Malaysia had already developed applications and markets for rubber as wood raw material for plywood, lumber and reconstituted panels such as particleboard and fiberboard. Secondly, CARP was covering the large multinational rubber plantations. With most of them already senescent, we could see that the coops taking over the large rubber estates would find it hard to fund replanting these large estates. We predicted then that we would be the biggest single producer of rubber in the future and I’d like to think that if we are not yet the biggest, we will be the biggest when the entire plantation becomes productive. We started planting rubber even when the DENR specifically prohibited rubber planting. Eventually, we understand that the DENR was prevailed upon by consultants of the Asian Development Bank to qualify rubber for IFMA projects. 

As wood processing technology advanced, smaller diameter log processing, with the lead provided by Finnish technology, became a viable proposition. Also, technological advances allowed the conversion of practically any wood biomass into plywood and lumber substitutes. These are called particleboard and fiberboard. This development not only gave economic sense to the planting of trees for wood but also expanded the range of choice for plantation development to include more trees that could yield mid stream income before these can be utilized as wood at their terminal age. It made sense to plant trees not only for their wood biomass they produce but also for the crops they yield in the course of their growth. Fruit and other commercial trees, then, could become part of the menu of options a tree farm developer had when planning his plantation development project.

WHAT IS OUR PRESENT STATE?

This is the present status of SPLC IFMA. It is a mix of natural forests, reforestation species planted purely for their wood value and those planted for their combined crop and wood yields.

We have developed what we call forest plantations purely for their value as source of wood as well as more dual purpose tree plantations other than rubber. These plantations are seamlessly woven into the gaps of the remaining natural forests.

Our forest plantations consist of natural residual forests, plantation species and endemic species.

The natural residual forests are areas which have been logged before and protected and enriched with plantings in order for the productivity of the forested area to be not only restored but even improved.

Acacia Mangium, an introduced species is a major feature of our forest plantation development. It is highly adaptive to varying environments and improves the soil as it is nitrogen fixing.

Gmelina arborea, sometimes also called yemane, is another major species. This is more promising as this can potentially find use as face and back material for plywood.

In order to improve the performance of our gmelina plantation, we imported seeds from selected mother trees in Costa Rica. The source, plantation owned by Stone Container Corporation of the US, invested a lot in segregating their better performers and actually documenting their performance. The extra cost we incurred in bringing in the material from Costa Rica was vindicated when the resulting trees showed exemplary growth in terms of height and girth in their first 4 years.

We also planted eucalyptus deglupta, also called bagras. This species is endemic to the area and is also an excellent material for peeling. We are now performing clonal propagation of bagras from selected mother trees in order to attain true-to-type progeny. 

We also have mahogany, also a good peeler but slower growing. 

And we also have planted endemic premium species such as narra and molave without really knowing exactly who will get to harvest these trees since these mature in excess of 50 years.

Among the premiere dual-purpose trees we planted was rubber. Aside from the fact that this creates good forest cover, its income stream has boosted the project cash flow. While we started planting rubber when the world market was at rock bottom and other planters were clearing their rubber land to make way for other high value crops, we now find ourselves fortunate to have gone countercyclical in our decision. 

The rubber market is determined by 2 major forces. One is the health of the transport equipment sector, both land and especially air transport which does rely heavily on natural rubber for aircraft tires. This sector has been extremely vibrant because mainly of China. There is a perceptible hiccup in world rubber prices each time the Chinese decide to buy. Since their growth has been phenomenal and since the demand-supply gap in China has been sizeable, prices have more than doubled and these are holding up to this time.

Another price determinant is the price of petroleum. Natural rubber has suffered from technological substitution. Synthetic rubber, however, is petroleum-based and its price, therefore, is index-linked to that of oil prices. As we can see, the long period of cheap energy did not push investors to invest in more spare capacity in oil production so that when demand, led by China, spiked, it has taken the industry long to cope with the widening supply gap.

Rubber has other plus factors. The agricultural side generates a lot of employment. Since latex flows daily, tapping is done daily, weather permitting. This requires not only diligent but also skilled, and not ordinary, labor. Propagation requires techniques in budding in order to ensure productivity of each seedling. Tapping requires special training.

Rubber also has a processing side. The rubber mill can produce rubber in liquid form called concentrated latex. This is the material used for balloons, rubber garters, paint formulation, adhesive for rugs and condoms. The mill can also produce solid rubber in block form. This is graded according to dirt content. Block rubber is used for the production of tires and footwear.

But a recent development is in the expansion in the application and market for rubber wood. I am sure you have seen the Shangri-la in Makati, perhaps even observed how this was constructed by DMCI. The concrete forms used in the project was made out of plywood peeled from rubber logs and overlaid with a resin impregnated paper imported from Finland which rendered the panel almost waterproof. The durability of the resulting forms allowed DMCI to re-use the forms between 15-20 times (against 4-5 times for the usual marine plywood) and this was a major factor that allowed DMCI to construct at a rate of 1 floor a week. 

Mango is also another dual purpose crop. Mango is used for wood carvings in Hawaii and we have had this tested successfully for particleboard production at Forest Products Research and Industries Development Commission in Los Banos. Mango agriculture has also forced us to upgrade the skill of our work force. In propagation, grafting is performed in order to get true-to-type trees. Tree and fruit care also requires discipline and training especially in identifying pests and disease as well as their treatment. Harvesting also is exacting since fruits are tested by floating before harvest. Only physiologically mature fruits are harvested and this distinguishes SPLC mango, sold under the “SunGee” label from the rest of the fruits found in the market.

Processing also requires skills in order to ensure that the fruits are properly screened, treated, graded and packed.

Other trees planted are durian, mangosteen, pomelo and oil palm on a trial basis. Durian is interesting because it makes good lumber. On a trip to Japan, we visited a company that prefabricated wood components usually used for condominium units. The Japanese have a reputation for liking only white wood. That is why when they bought logs or lumber in the past, they insisted always on white lauan or bagtikan. The red lauan and tanguile usually went to Europe. It was surprising then to find good looking reddish lumber in their yard. When asked, the owner informed me that this was durian lumber from Indonesia, where durian was part of the run-of-the-forest harvest. 

We also have produced and planted tissue cultured planting materials of bananas both lacatan and cardaba.

The wide range of economic activities generated by the IFMA project increased the demand for physical infrastructure. Roads and bridges were established and maintained. A 190-kilometer road network within the IFMA project area has been established and is being maintained by SPLC. This is aside from the 36 kilometer stretch outside the IFMA boundaries being maintained to link the mango plantation with the Ipil-Zamboanga highway which is a major supply line and the 50 kilometer stretch which links Guban to Sirawai poblacion. The extension of electrical services from Tungawan in Zamboanga Sibuguey to Sirawai, Siocon and Baliguian was made possible with the supply of around 1,000 posts provided by the company.

School buildings and teacher’s quarters have been constructed. Computers and a TV set have been donated. Scholarships to 49 college and vocational school students have been granted and support is currently ongoing. Previous to this, 10 scholars have completed college or vocational courses with company support.

Housing facilities have been provided. The latest project was the participation of SPLC in the Kalahi core shelter program where 30 units have been completed and another 45 units are under construction.

Construction and supply of building materials to places of worship have also been provided not only within the municipality of Sirawai but also in the other neighboring municipalities, the city of Zamboanga and even as far as Mati in Davao Oriental.

The company has also supported the formation of cooperatives in order to provide an organizational framework for managing the plantations in case the local communities get into this position eventually.

IFMA activities have generated a significant number of jobs over the years. As previously mentioned this is not just a matter of filling up work positions but also a matter of supplying workers with the necessary skills in agriculture and processing.

There have also been taxes generated, mainly through forest charges. These directly benefit these local communities since the provincial, municipal and barangay units share in the forest charges paid.

WHAT IS OUR FUTURE WORK PROGRAM?

We wish to preserve our gains in terms of safeguarding the remaining forests and allowing them to regain their productive capacity.

We also wish to continue our development work. From the present area of almost 11,000 hectares planted as of this year, we propose to increase the total area under cultivation to around 15,000 hectares. This will mean more employment and the attendant increase in economic activity which will make our upland communities more vibrant.

We wish to be able to add value to our potential harvest of forest trees by being able to process our harvest and replant our harvested areas.

Finally, we wish to be able to transfer the established plantations to the local communities through the LGU of Sirawai. SPLC is cognizant of the fact that its role is not to hold on to control of extensive tracts of land indefinitely and believes that the appropriate stewards of the established plantations are the communities, which are already organized into cooperatives, already established within the project area. 

We are presenting this business model for forest protection and development and for socio-economic upliftment with the hope that we can be provided the policy and financial framework by which the local communities, through the juridical entity of the LGU of Sirawai, can acquire control over the established plantations through the provision of a long term loan to be used to remunerate the developer, SPLC.

More specifically, we propose that we pilot the financing of the turnover of a specific portion of the plantation complex, specifically the rubber plantations and rubber processing plant, to the local community as represented by the LGU of Sirawai in order to establish the viability of this mode of “upland reform”. The rubber project is financially viable and we are confident that the community will be able to repay the loan.

In turn, SPLC will recycle the proceeds of its disposal of the plantation to develop other areas needing rehabilitation and development along similar lines. As you perhaps already know, the Zamboanga Peninsula has vast tracts of land requiring forest protection and development. The area between Pasonanca Reservation and Sibuco is a specific example. Another area is north of the present project site going towards Gutalac, Zamboanga del Norte. The replicability of the SPLC model can be established in this way.

Another way to replicate the pilot is to consider another project area elsewhere in Mindanao. Affiliates of SPLC in the Central Mindanao province of Sultan Kudarat - M and S Company, Inc. (M and S) and Silvicultural Industries Inc. (SII) – have developed IFMA projects along lines similar to those pursued by SPLC. Covering an aggregate area of 23,000 hectares, some 11,000 hectares of what used to be brush and open land have been converted into plantation forests of bagras or eucalyptus deglupta, gmelina, acacia, pinus carribea and dual-purpose tree plantations. 

Such dual-purpose trees include mango, durian, mangosteen and Arabica coffee. Arabica represents a departure from our SPLC model. Rubber, due to alkaline soils in our Sultan Kudarat project area, would not be suitable to replicate. Arabica coffee was chosen because there were high altitude kaingin areas that were available, we were able to find a very productive Arabica variety in Costa Rica and it was a regular wood generator with its periodic prunings which yielded firewood and biomass for possible reconstituted panel use. 

We are particularly proud of our Arabica coffee since we have been regularly getting a yield of 2 metric tons a hectare in a country where perhaps the average yield is only half a ton. Aside from its productivity, the variety we found was resistant to rust, a very potent Arabica coffee disease. Arabica also allowed us to provide employment during the harvest season. Finally, we have wet processing plants which ensured that the beans we produce are of a standard that can weather comparison with coffee grown overseas.

At this stage, the coffee project has matured way beyond gestation stage and can be considered also for piloting for transfer to the local upland communities located within the project areas of M and S and SII.

The Sultan Kudarat IFMA projects of M and S and SII also acquired a slightly different character from the Zamboanga project because the environmental factors were different.  Because there was heavier population pressure, the project areas in Sultan Kudarat were more dispersed. This forced us to perform more infrastructure work – maintain almost 300 kilometers of access roads aside from turning over to the National Government some 73 kilometers of main lines.

Since the project areas were more dispersed and necessarily involved more elements of the local population, the demands for educational support was greater. Aside from the provision of school buildings and equipment, the M and S flew in the faculty of the University of Southeastern Philippines regularly on weekends in order to enable public school teachers of Lebak and Kalamansig to avail of free masteral courses in the field of education which will not only enable them to improve their teaching competence but also qualify them for higher salary grades. The program was based on the principle that, in order to widen the ripple effect of investments in education, it would be better to invest in the education of teachers than individual students. The program, which offered Masters in Education courses majoring in Administration, Guidance and Counseling and Masters in Science Education, benefited 254 school teachers. Unfortunately, only 9 were able to graduate and another 7 reached the comprehensive examination and thesis writing stage.

Another shade of difference in educational support programs was brought about by the heavier presence of indigenous people inside and around the project areas. Schools in 6 areas were established. This employed 22 school teachers with 16 of the teachers under the payroll of M and S and SII and 6 under DepEd payroll. In the recently completed school year 2004-5, the schools had a combined 829 students of which 410 were IPs. The IPs enjoyed not only free education and educational materials but also room and board in a company-funded dormitory under the care of an IP teacher who supervised their training after school hours. This allowed them to study without going through great distances.

The conditions in the uplands of Sultan Kudarat also necessitated in the conduct of 6 major medical missions, each alternately involving specialists from Metro Manila and those from Davao. The missions handled 350 patients of which 82 belonged to the cultural minorities.

As in the case of SPLC, the M and S and SII IFMA projects are suitable for any program that will allow the local upland communities already in place to assume control over the production systems already established by the project proponents. The basic infrastructure – both physical and social – are also in place.

Also as in the case of SPLC, the project proponents can commit the resources that the projects are able to raise from the transfer of the projects to the upland communities to the replication of more similarly structured projects in the neighboring areas. The presence of denuded areas in the highlands of Sultan Kudarat will ensure that there are places needing the long term development push that this type of IFMA development provides.

We conclude by saying that the business model pursued by SPLC in the Zamboanga Peninsula and M and S and SII in Sultan Kudarat combined with the proposal for the transfer of established plantations to the local communities is an environmentally sustainable and financially viable approach that directly addresses poverty alleviation, jobs creation, and the decentralization of progress, as well as the imperative of preserving and developing our forest resources. 

Thank you.

