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Reaction of NEDA Assistant Secretary Mercedita A. Sombilla to the Presentation of Dr. 

Arturo G. Corpuz, “On a National Land Policy in the Philippines and What It Means to the 

National Land Use Act”  

Foundation for Economic Freedom (FEF) 2nd Paderanga-Varela Memorial Lecture 

25 October 2017, 1:00 P.M., Garcia-Quirino Room, The Ascott Makati 

 

 

1. Good afternoon to everyone. Let me first express my appreciation for the invitation to NEDA 

to be part of this memorial lecture. As you know, Secretary Paderanga was our former head 

in NEDA. During his term, area and spatial planning were given prominence for 

development policy. In fact, when I was doing a google search last night on spatial planning 

his book, “The Spatial and Urban Dimensions of Development in the Philippines”, popped 

up. This book was co-authored with no other than my current Secretary, Secretary Pernia, 

Victorina Hermosa and other associates. 

 

2. The topic of National Land Use Policy is timely and deemed important as already has been 

expressed by no less than the FEF President, Mr. Calixto Chikiamco, and primarily  because 

the President during his last SONA expressed the urgency to address land use issues, 

particularly resolving the issues on competing land uses. Towards this end is the need to 

harmonize existing land use policies and assess policy gaps. The passage of land use act 

is once again being undertaken as a priority measure for consideration in the Executive 

Department as well as in Congress. In the past administration, the bill was passed on the 

third reading in the House of Representatives but got only as far as first reading in the 

Senate. Most of the hurdles centered on provisions related to the conversion of agricultural 

lands for urban uses. 

 

Efficiency 

 

3. Our resource speaker’s perceptive presentation highlights efficiency and market 

mechanisms and their impacts on land use and investment decisions. True that in many 

instances, demand influences the actual use of land rather than its suitability based on 

physical and geographic characteristics. This is a reality that we cannot ignore in planning 

exercises less we fall short in recognizing the social and economic dimensions of 

development. We have seen changing landscapes in many urbanizing areas where 

commercial and housing projects have become the nexus of land development and primary 

driver of human and economic activities.  
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4. NEDA is in the same line of thinking with the resource person on how to achieve a balanced 

approach to promoting more efficient use of land. In the newly formulated Philippine 

Development Plan or PDP 2017-2022, we included a Chapter on National Spatial Strategy 

or NSS adopting the principles of Agglomeration and Connectivity to achieve sustainable 

and inclusive growth. I should mention that this chapter was based largely on the study 

prepared by our resource speaker. We deem the great potential of scale and agglomeration, 

in particular the development of cities and urban areas not only as engines of growth but as 

measures to maximize economic efficiency and minimize the negative impacts of increasing 

population. The role of infrastructures (both physical and digital) has to be likewise 

emphasized to provide efficient connective networks of these sustainable urban and rural 

communities. Economic growth, by its very nature, generates unevenness by mere fact that 

economic activities tend to concentrate in space. Concentration facilitates specialization, 

trade, and scale economies, a seemingly spatially uneven and unbalanced growth that are 

taking place across different places. These pockets of growth have to converge to push 

national growth. The benefits of specialization have to spread to the outlying or lagging 

areas or regions to make opportunities equal across space. This convergence is facilitated 

by improving accessibility and mobility through efficient transport networks.  It will also be 

facilitated by enhancing investments in human development and skills, among others.  

 

Competing Uses of Land 

 

5. Protection of prime agricultural lands is central to the proposed House version of the NaLUA 

and I think all of us would tend to agree to this for food security reasons. But what are prime 

agricultural lands? Our resource speaker stresses the need to properly define prime 

agricultural lands in a way that it should balance the requirements of the demand side to 

achieve the inclusive growth that we all want.  In the study by the Senate Economic Planning 

Office in 2014, it was indicated that the definition of prime agricultural lands should represent 

a socially-acceptable minimum agricultural land requirement that would maintain a certain 

level of agricultural industry in a given economic or spatial context at a given point in time.  

With this definition, the rest of the land should then be made available for the requirements 

for agro-industrial uses, meeting the housing backlog, accelerating infrastructure 

development, and other economic activities.1 

 

6. Let me cite some figures on the country’s housing needs by way of giving an example on 

the land pressure being experienced. In the PDP, the housing needs is projected to be 

around 6.80 million units for the 2017-2022 period. The housing backlog as of December 

                                                           
1 Position paper of the DOF, DBM, DTI, NEDA and HUDCC on the proposed two-year moratorium on land use conversion, dated 3 October 

2016 
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2016 was estimated at 2.02 million houses. The land area needed to build these houses is 

huge and the availability of suitable and affordable land has become increasingly difficult to 

find. Access to decent, affordable, and secure shelter are huge issues faced especially by 

rapidly urbanizing areas.  In 2011, there were about 1.5 million Informal Settler Families or 

ISFs nationwide. About 39% of these or 584,425 ISFs are in Metro Manila and the number 

of these ISFs is likewise growing in Metro Cebu, Iloilo, Davao and other cities. 

  

7. NEDA has articulated its position on conversion of agricultural lands in the discussions on 

the NaLUA bills. In particular, NEDA supported the non-conversion of prime agricultural 

lands, properly defined, and lands to be covered by the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform 

Program (CARP). For other areas, land use conversion may be allowed when the land 

ceases to be economically feasible and sound for agricultural purposes, or when the locality 

has become urbanized and the land will have a greater economic value for other uses 

except those not subject to conversion such as Network of Protected Areas for Agricultural 

and Agro-industrial Development or NPAAAD and Strategic Agriculture and Fisheries 

Development Zones or SAFDZ. Both of these documents, however, needs to be revisited 

and updated. In the case of the SAFDZs, the issues are related to overlapping boundaries 

arising from unsettled boundary disputes among some local governments, which are 

brought about by the lack of cadastral maps. Another issue is the incentive for some LGUs 

to have their whole territory demarcated as SAFDZs so that they could take advantage of 

being a priority for public funding (Llanto, 2003). 

 

Updating of the NPAAAD, on the other hand, is going to be started in 2018, with the approval 

of a 3-year project of the Bureau of Soils and Water Management or BSWM. It will initially 

cover four (4) regions: Region 1, Region 2, Central Luzon, and Calabarzon. The extent of 

urbanization, land conversion, and major developments are among the considerations for 

selecting these first four regions. The BSWM noted that 30 percent of the identified growth 

centers in the network of settlements under the NSS of the PDP will be covered in 2018. 

The remaining 70 percent will be continued from 2019 to 2021.  Hopefully, the updated 

NPAAAD map of the country will be available by 2021. 

 

8. Protecting resources and promoting food production could also go hand in hand. There are 

technologies already available that will allow us to do both protection and food production 

in an integrated manner using the principle of multiple-use zoning. I have an example for 

marine protected areas wherein a marine reserve can have a core sanctuary where zones 

for non-exploitive recreation and research and fishing using non-destructive methods may 

be allowed, and a traditional use area or buffer zone in the outer areas of the marine reserve 

can also be designated. This allows balance of protection and sustainable fisheries 
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production within the ecosystem-based approach. I am sure that a similar multiple-use 

zoning can be developed on land resources.    

 

Increasing Agricultural Productivity 

 

9. The need to increase farm productivity is highlighted by fact that agricultural lands have 

been diminishing over the years. Based on the Censuses of Agriculture, the total area of 

farms/farm holdings in the country decreased from 9.97 million hectares in 1991 to 9.67 

million hectares in 2002 and to 7.16 million hectares in 2012. The PDP supports the need 

to improve AFF productivity but within ecological limit. And I think the strategy in achieving 

this objective is most appropriate with the development and use of an integrated color-coded 

agricultural map to identify the comparative advantages of areas to produce specific 

commodities. Food security is still a paramount national agenda. Food security, however, 

includes physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet the 

dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (FAO).  The comparative 

advantage of the country should be considered to determine food commodities we can 

produce, importing other food needs as warranted to ensure stable, possibly more 

affordable, available supply.  The supporting strategies identified to raise productivity levels 

include (a) acceleration of construction of disaster- and climate-resilient, small-scale 

irrigation systems and retrofitting existing ones; (b) facilitating the use of appropriate farm 

and fishery machinery and equipment; (c) strengthening the AFF extension system; and (d) 

pursuing an ecosystems approach to fisheries and farm production management.   

      

Technical Support as Basis for Planning Decisions 

 

10. Land classification data also need to be harmonized in terms of the statistical and legal 

definitions for planning purposes.  It may be noted that our land cover data is based on the 

following: agri/fish, forest, grass/barren, marsh/water, and built-up. New land use 

classification, however, should then be reflected in our statistical systems. In relation to this, 

consistent with what has been raised in the presentation, the proposed four (4) land use 

categories for planning namely, Protection, Production, Settlement, and Infrastructure, need 

not be legislated as these are perceived to be general functional land uses which are difficult 

to translate into specific land use classifications in the way they are being used in the 

formulation of comprehensive land use plans (CLUPs) of local government units and also 

for these to get demarcated on the ground. Moreover, there are overlaps among these land 

use categories (e.g., mineral production within NIPAS' protected areas). 

 

11. Thank you.  


