
Context and challenge
The Philippines is the world’s fifth most mineral-rich country, 
with the third largest reserves gold, the fourth largest copper 
and the fifth largest nickel.1 Mining areas frequently overlap 
with vital watersheds, agriculture, and key biodiversity areas, 
and encroach on the ancestral lands of indigenous peoples. 
As well as being a major carbon emitter, mining activities 
exacerbate climate risks by reducing the adaptive capacity 
of both communities and ecosystems. 

Over the past decade, the national government has 
stepped-up its mining policy, actively welcoming foreign 
investment in large-scale commercial mining. Vast areas are 
now exclusively reserved for mining operations, overriding 
pre-existing land uses – including food production – and 
overruling environmental codes. This policy is leading to 
severe and large-scale environmental degradation; a host 
of human rights violations; the displacement of indigenous 
communities; and community division.2 In 2012–2013, the 
killing of more than 20 tribal leaders, farmers and advocates 
led to a decision by the Commission for Human Rights 
Philippines to monitor mining sites.3 This destruction is for 
minimal financial returns: the mining industry contributes 
less than 1% of GDP, and provided just 0.7% of total 
employment in 2012.4

The government has identified 9 million hectares, about 
30% of the country, as having high mineral potential.4 
Because of this, mining is the single most significant threat 
to the nation’s rich biodiversity, and to the natural goods 
and services provided by healthy ecosystems. In the face 
of such acute threats to the ecosystems they depend 
upon, local people are increasingly realising that they need 
to take collective action to assert their rights and protect 
their livelihoods. 

Taking an ecosystem approach
The ecosystem approach promotes the integrated 
management of land, water and living resources in a 
way that achieves mutually compatible conservation and 
sustainable use, and delivers equitable benefits for people 
and nature.5 The Ecosystem Alliance has brought together 
10 local civil society organisations in partnership with 
affected communities in Palawan, Mindanao and Luzon 
to simultaneously: (1) strengthen land tenure; (2) empower 
people to assert their legal rights vis a vis mining companies; 
(3) improve land-use planning processes; and (4) enhance 
people’s capacity to secure sustainable livelihoods. 

Local constituency building is vital to the application of 
pressure on decision-makers in Congress to strengthen 
social and environmental safeguards by both amending 
existing policies and introducing new legislation. Thanks 
to the momentum built, since 2011 a nationwide coalition 
of civil society, academia and the church has mobilised a 
powerful legal opposition to current mining law and large-
scale projects. In one example, a petition calling for a stop 
to mining on the island of Palawan attracted almost 10 
million signatures. 

The coalition is now pursuing the passage of the Alternative 
Minerals Management Bill (AMMB) to address major gaps in 
the framework of the 1995 Mining Act. To be effective, the 
new law must ensure equitable sharing of mineral wealth 
by regulating mining in accordance with the development 
needs of the country, fair tax collection and the creation of a 
rehabilitation fund. Mining projects must be made to comply 
with all environmental laws, policies and international and 
multilateral commitments. The AMMB must also respond to 
emerging risks such as climate change, and – most urgently 
– address serious human rights and security concerns.

The campaign is supported by intensive capacity-building 
schemes, such as an internship programme run by 
Environmental Legal Assistance that enables law and science 
students to specialise in mining issues.

Impacts on communities, nature  
and policy
•	 A	2012	amendment	to	the	law	included	a	moratorium	

on new concessions and a requirement for No Go 
Zones, leading to the suspension of more than 400 
mining applications in Palawan.

•	 The	Mt	Mantalingahan	Protected	Landscape	–	a	critical	
biodiversity and watershed area that was under threat of 
large-scale mining – is now protected, thanks in part to 
local community groups, local government units and the 
Palawan Council for Sustainable Development. 

•	 Evidence	provided	on	the	social	and	environmental	
impacts of the Philex Mining Corporation’s 2012 tailings 
dam collapse pressured the government to impose 
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serious fines and penalties against the company, 
amongst others for violations of the Clean Water Act, 
and led to rehabilitation of the areas affected and 
compensation for the damage caused by the mine spill.

•	 Multi-stakeholder	dialogue	in	Misamis	Occidental	resulted	
in a local ordinance prohibiting mining and linked local 
advocacy efforts to the national campaign on the AMMB. 

•	 National	awareness	of	the	need	to	reform	has	grown	
enormously, leading to the Philippines becoming a 
candidate for the Extractive Industries Transparency 
Initiative in 2013, and one of six pilot countries of the 
Wealth Accounting and the Valuation of Ecosystem 
Services programme – a global partnership aimed 
at mainstreaming natural resources in development 
planning and national budgets. 

•	 Partnerships	and	better	coordination	among	civil	society	
led to several mining reform bills being consolidated 
in the AMMB, which was re-filed in Congress in 
2013. Support for the bill continues to grow among 
communities, organisations and lawmakers. 

 
Looking to the future
The passing of the AMMB in Congress will be key. Among 
other things, success here will overturn the escape 
clause that currently asserts that “all existing mining 
contracts, permits and agreements are valid, binding 
and enforceable”. A compliance assessment is being 
developed for the International Council on Mining and 
Metals (ICMM) to determine whether its sustainability 
principles are being met by Glencore-Xstrata in the fiercely 
debated Tampakan copper and gold mine in Mindanao. 
The final report will add extra pressure to proceedings. 

Much of the challenge is based on unequal and distorted 
power relations between the mining companies, the 
government and local communities. But local voices 
speaking out and taking action against the injustice and 
very real dangers of the current system are making a 
difference. Improved laws and policies will usher in more 
widespread changes. Exploring options for engagements 
with the mining companies ready to set an example of 
more responsible mining may be pursued.

National governments in mineral-
importing countries have a key part to 
play. First and foremost they should 
examine their own supply chains to 
ensure that the base ingredients for 
their industries – including electronics 
– are responsibly sourced. They have 
a responsibility to provide support for 
local civil society organisations that are 
standing up for justice and sustainability, 
helping them to become adequately 
resourced and to gain a voice at the 
negotiating table. Bilateral pressure on 
governments whose destructive mining 
policies have made them the target of 
such advocacy efforts is also crucial 
for accelerating successful reform. 
This applies equally to multinational 

companies and investors, which can exert huge influence 
by insisting on good practice from their mineral partners and 
listening to civil society concerns.

This concerted community-led advocacy campaign is 
helping civil society to effectively tackle one of the greatest 
threats to security and biodiversity in the Philippines, and 
lay the foundations of a more just and sustainable future 
for its people.

For more information, please contact: 
IUCN NL: Maartje Hilterman, maartje.hilterman@iucn.nl
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“The [Fact Finding 
Mission] team fears 
further damage to 
the environment by 
mining will increase the 
threat to the country’s 
long-term food security 
and the survival of 
future generations of 
Filipinos.”  
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