
Summary

Tsunami, storm surge, typhoon, flood, earthquake, and landslides are among the 
hazards The town of Mercedes face. Mercedes has a number of 26 barangays 
(communities), three of which are island communities and the rest are located in the 
coastline and mountains facing the Pacific Ocean. The Centre for Disaster 
Preparedness (CDP) selected two communities in Mercedes for the Action at the 
Frontline (AFL): Barangay Tres and Caringo Island. The two were chosen because 
of the different types of hazards in which the communities are at-risk. Barangay 
Tres is a land-based community, while Caringo Island is a coastal-based area. The 
AFL in the two areas provided interesting insights and reflections, particularly on the 
importance of: (1) inclusion of marginalised groups and dealing with multiple risk 
perspectives; and, (2) addressing root causes of people’s vulnerability by engaging 
different stakeholders even those outside the community.
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Introduction
The town of Mercedes is a fourth class municipality in the Province of Camarines Norte 
which is located in Region V, better known as the Bicol region in the southernmost part of 
Luzon, Philippines. Mercedes has a population of 47,674 people (Census, 2010) where the 
primary livelihood is fishing, farming, transport services and other small businesses. It has a 
number of 14 barangays (communities), three of which are island communities and the rest 
are located in the coastline and mountains facing the Pacific Ocean. The town was also 
regarded as the “Fishbowl of Camarines Norte” due to its abundant catch of seafood 
annually (see Cover Photo and Figure 1).

Given the geographic location of the municipality, Mercedes is prone to different types of 
hazards especially tsunami, storm surge, typhoon, flood, earthquake and landslide. The 
town’s last major disaster experience was the 1994 typhoon named Rosing. Major 
damages brought about by the typhoon covered all the 14 barangays leaving the town flat 
and livelihoods disrupted. During the 2011 earthquake in Japan, the town had a pre-
emptive evacuation among the communities located in the downtown area. The reality of 
having an ocean as a major source of living has made it clear that it can also be a major 
threat to the people.

Since 2013, together with the support of the Adventist Relief and Development Agency 
(ADRA), with mentorship from the Center for Disaster Preparedness (CDP), a community-
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based disaster risk reduction and management (CBDRRM) initiative was undertaken in 
Mercedes. Through this partnership project, 14 barangays of the Municipality underwent 
rigorous participatory community risk assessments during the first quarter of the 2014. 
Given that Mercedes is a coastal and agricultural town where communities are found in the 
shoreline, the edge of the mountains, near rice fields and several islands, the members of 
the Barangay Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Committee or the BDRRMC (local 
officials, civil society organizations) from the 14 Barangays were taught how to do 
participatory risk assessment through a series of trainings. Afterwards, the BDRRMCs 
continued the assessments by having local trainings (called Re-Echo seminars) partially 
funded by their own Local Disaster Risk Reduction and Management (LDRRM) Fund. The 
re-echoing seminars reached the farthest of places inside the communities where each 
household sent at least one (1) representative to join. This gave way for validating the risk 
assessment results up to the household level while strongly mainstreaming Community-
based Disaster Risk Reduction and Management in the whole town.

Every risks in Mercedes
The Centre for Disaster Preparedness (CDP) selected two communities in Mercedes for the 
Action at the Frontline (AFL): Barangay Tres and Caringo Island. The two were chosen 
because of the different types of hazards in which the communities are at-risk. Barangay 
Tres is a land-based community, while Caringo Island is a coastal-based area. That said, 
carrying out AFL in the two areas provided interesting insights and reflections on the AFL 
process and findings. 

Figure	  2:	  Resilience	  Profiling	  with	  Community	  Elders



To be able to make the AFL process participatory and to make its result comprehensive as 
possible, CDP enjoined different actors in the AFL process such as:  women, men, 
community leaders, community peace officers, residents from informal economy (i.e. 
janitors, fisher folks, carpenter), elderly, and youth. A combination of key informant 
interviews (resilience profiling) and focus group discussions (community validates and local 
action planning) were utilised for the AFL process (see Figure 2). The narratives and data 
gathered from the field were coded based on the AFL guidelines making the data 
processing and interpretation approach as a combination of quantitative and qualitative 
methods. 

Table 1: Everyday risks in Barangay Tres

In Barangay Tres, the respondents in the Resilience Profiling identified that the Top 5 
everyday risks they face are as follows: lack of livelihood opportunities, lack of education 
opportunities, presence of hazards, resettlement, and rampant drug addiction. Table 1 
provides the primary reasons why the residents of Barangay Tres deem that the above 
mentioned are the foremost everyday disasters they face. In complete contrast, the 
responses from Caringo Island highlighted that the Top 5 everyday risks they face are: lack 
of livelihood opportunities, illegal fishing, lack of education opportunities, limited funds 
available for the community, shortage of supplies (given that the community is located in an 

Everyday disasters Impacts on the community (as 
shared by respondents)

Barriers on the action taken

1. Livelihood Lack of finance because of 
seasonal livelihood

Lack of budget
Seasonal livelihood
Gender discrimination on job   
opportunities
Lack of action from the government
Lack of job opportunities

Residents suffer from hunger

Inability to send children to school

Minimal progress on residents’ 
lifestyle

2. Education Future of most children is severed Lack of budget
Climate
Insufficient scholarship programsFailure to provide better job 

opportunities 

3. Calamities Damage to house and other 
property

No proper evacuation center
Houses are not resilient to disasters
Lack of alternative source of 
income
Lack of budget
Lack of cooperation
Lack of equipment

Livelihood is affected

Safety is a constant concern

Fear and panic due 

4. Housing Shelter security is a constant 
concern

Disruption caused by staggered 
road construction
Road widening adds to the problem

Damaged drainage system 
because of road widening

5. Drug addiction Future of most children is severed Complications with minors
Environment-induced
Irresponsible parents
Lack of action from the government 
Lack of discipline 

Increase in turmoil incidence

Dealers use children as 
smugglers

Image of the community is tainted



island). Table 2 provides the primary reasons why the residents of Barangay Caringo Island 
deem that the above mentioned are the foremost everyday disasters they face. 

Table 2: Everyday risks in Caringo Island

Interestingly, different insights were shared by the respondents in both areas in relation to 
the root causes of their everyday risks. In Barangay Tres, the lack of local government 
programs in the community was pointed out as one of the root causes. On the other hand, 
residents of Caringo Island narrated that the location of the community (island), which leads 
to the challenge of accessibility is one of the root causes of their risks. As narrated by the 
residents in the island, even though they want to send children to school, but it is difficult to 

Everyday disasters Impacts on the community 
(as shared by the 
respondents)

Barriers on the action taken 

1. Livelihood Apparent decrease in fish hauls Illegal fishing activities
Increase in population 
Lack of budget
Lack of job opportunities

Increase in poverty incidence

Lack of finance because of 
seasonal livelihood

Unable to send children to 
school

Residents suffer from hunger

2. Illegal fishing Decrease in fish population Payola system
Lack of action from the 
government
Lack of cooperation

Habitats of fishes are 
destroyed

Livelihood of residents suffer 
setbacks

3. Education Minimal progress on the 
residents’ lifestyle

Lack of budget
Irresponsible parents
Location includes additional 
costsFailure to provide better job 

opportunities

Increase in poverty incidence

4. Fund Unable to launch projects Lack of action from the 
government

5. Shortage on supplies Livelihood is affected Climate
Lack of budget
Lack of cooperation
Privatised water resources

Acquisition of various illnesses

Education is affected

Electricity is a constant worry

Lack of information

Residents suffer from hunger

Water scarcity for intake and 
other purposes



do so due because schools are located in the urban areas. Also, the prices of goods are 
expensive and delivery of social services are installed due the community’s location. Aside 
from accessibility, the act of bribing that big companies commit to the bantay dagat (sea

safeguards) to carry out illegal fishing affects the community. This act endanger the small-
scale fisher folks. Nevertheless, residents of both community are one in saying that poverty 
is the primary cause of their everyday risks.

Inclusion of marginalised groups and dealing with multiple risk perspectives

The process of approaching these marginalized groups for the first time was not easy. At 
first, the communities were quite perturbed in CDP’s presence knowing that the group are 
outsiders trying to discern the issues in there community. One thing that helped CDP 
overcome this challenge was the assistance of the local government unit (LGU) official 
during the fieldwork. CDP was accompanied by the people who are constantly working with 
these communities, which made it easier for both parties to voice out relevant concerns. On 
the other hand as facilitators, it is the sensitivity and awareness of how you present things 
to these communities of course with good rapport between the facilitators and the source of 
information.

One good thing about the discussions conducted was, CDP were supported by the LGU of 
Mercedes and even the local community leaders who are basically the key persons in going 
about the activity. Before the start of each discussion, CDP made sure that the participants 

Figure	  3:	  Sharing	  of	  community	  local	  ac,on	  plans Photo	  by:	  Mar,n	  Sylvan	  Dacles



would be coming from different backgrounds (eg. Council members, purok leaders, 
entrepreneurs, tanod, mothers, etc). Through this, CDP would be able to ensure the 
richness of the discussion. Now the challenge is to balance the inputs of the discussion. 
One strategy used by the facilitator was to orient the participants before the start of the 
discussion to give them the idea that they will be given enough time to answer the 
questions and to share their experiences as individuals. Also, the facilitators were skilled 
enough to monitor the flow of the discussion.

Facilitating these, kinds of discussion really require skills from the facilitators to promote an 
enabling environment for all the sub-groups to comfortably voice out their concerns. To 
maintain the balance between these groups is one of the hardest part in facilitation, 
especially to manage the oversharers and to encourage the silent ones to share their 
pieces. In general, discussing the risk knowledge and problems with us came in easy when 
we presented related situations based from our own experiences and when they finally 
became aware the genuine goal of the activity.

As observed in the AFL process, residents in Mercedes have different ways of looking at
the risks they face and the possible means to address their vulnerabilities. On the other
hand, the AFL process brought about multiple perspectives on the table where residents
and community officials discuss and talk about these things. As a matter of fact, right after
the community validation, one of the comments shared by the participants was it enabled
the community stakeholders to talk about the threats in the community and plan collectively
how will they address them. For the community and the officials, that the community can
and should regular undertake. In hindsight, the AFL process enabled/facilitated the people
to collectively reflect and talk about the elements that put their communities at-risk. At the

Figure	  4:	  Tpyical	  house	  in	  the	  Island
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same time, the AFL facilitated the process in which different community stakeholders will
come up with community plan to effectively and efficiently reduce the threats.

As a matter of fact, right after the community validation, one of the comments shared by the 
participants was it enabled the community stakeholders to talk about the threats in the 
community and plan collectively how will they address them. For the community and the 
officials, that the community can and should regular undertake. In hindsight, the AFL 
process enabled/facilitated the people to collectively reflect and talk about the elements that 
put their communities at-risk. At the same time, the AFL facilitated the process in which 
different community stakeholders will come up with community plan to effectively and 
efficiently reduce the threats. 

During the AFL process, the CDP facilitators tried to accommodate all the responses from 
different stakeholders. In the process, CDP allowed the participants to share their own 
insights and experiences. After collecting and bringing together the insights from the 
stakeholders, the CDP facilitators allowed the participants to reflect on their responses. 
Towards the end of each community activity, the CDP facilitators encouraged the 
participants to build consensus on the primary risk they face and the corresponding actions 
they need to undertake to address their vulnerabilities. 

Addressing root causes of people’s vulnerability beyond village level

CDP as an organisation does partnership through the bibingka approach. Bibingka is a 
popular delicacy in the Philippines in which fire above and underneath are required to cook 
it. Translating it in disaster risk reduction work, CDP works with stakeholders (i.e. 
communities, local government, government agencies, civil society, academia) at different 
levels (i.e. local, subnational, national, regional, and global).  

Similar with the AFL activities, we emphasized to the communities that addressing the risk 
they  face and the root causes of their vulnerabilities require multistakeholder engagement. 
This means that the community, the community government, the city government, civil 
society organisations, and other groups have crucial role to play in building resiliency. As a 
matter of fact, in the reflection sessions, CDP put premium on this. In the same way, we 
invited stakeholders outside the communities in the risk profiling and reflection sessions.  

In the engagement of CDP in Mercedes, this bibingka approach is being capitalised. CDP 
works closely with the local government and communities. CDP serves as the bridge that 
even after the project life the lasting partnership between the communities and the officials 
will remain.  

In the AFL activities, the key to good connections to propose appropriate solutions to the 
community during the breakout sessions was through close facilitation. Close facilitation 
means to really assist the groups while crafting their own outputs, to entertain the questions 
at the same time to pose questions which will make them think and contemplate on some 
issues that are relevant to the context of the community.

Strategies used by the facilitators to expose the truest perspectives of the communities 
about their risks and vulnerabilities at the same time connecting the answers of each 
subgroup present in the discussion was through communicating to them in and out of the 
formal sessions. This approach helped us a lot in identifying and knowing the other face of 
the participants without the other entities of the communities. This somehow gave CDP a 
better understanding of the community dynamics and the intricate connections the each 
subgroup has. Few challenges encountered are the following: language barrier, time 
constraint, and diversity of the participants (different classes, groups, backgrounds, etc).



The facilitators through effectively managed these obstacles by employing well-organized 
structures in conducting the discussions and through the assistance of our colleagues from 
MDRRMO.

Other lessons learned and next steps

The whole AFL process was a rich avenue of new, diverse and significant realizations. The 
course of meeting the LGU, then the community officials, the in-depth resilience profiling up 
until the community validation and local action planning, and all the procedures in between 
were primordial in the successful conduct of the AFL initiative. Highlights are as follows:

1. There are many new perspectives that can unfold upon immersing to the real 
grassroots who experience the situations we use to assume.

2. As facilitators, we can only do so much, at the end of the day, the best thing one can 
ever do to them is to represent them as a people, to advocate for their welfare and 
to help them progress and develop.

3. As facilitators of the reflection-action-reflection sessions, we realised that our 
assumptions in the development world are different from the real experiences of 
people on the ground.

4. We should value people’s inputs and perceptions and try not to insist what we think 
are right for the communities.

5. To balance the emic and etic perspectives to scheme the best plan for the 
communities.

6. Every community has different sets of priorities and problems. We should be 
sensitive enough to read between what they are saying. To maintain utmost respect 
to these people and to avoid putting our personal biases, especially subjective 
interpretations of the data collected
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