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Homeless People’s Federation  

Philippines, Inc: How we work

Ruby C Papeleras

The work of the Homeless People’s Federation Philippines, Inc (HPFPI) 
began in a barangay or village called Payatas in Quezon City, the biggest 
urban city in Metro Manila in terms of population. Also, it is said that 
the city “houses the largest number of informal settlers in the country” 
(Habitat for Humanity Philippines 2013).1

At present, HPFPI communities are mainly located in seven regional 
centres – the National Capital Region, Northern Luzon (Bulacan), South 
Luzon (Muntinlupa City), Bicol Region, Central Visayas Region, Western 
Visayas Region, and Mindanao Region. 

Barangay Payatas is now a well-known landmark in the national capital 
region, among local and foreign nationals alike, not because the area is a 
tourist spot, but because in it arises an open dumpsite that in July 2000 
became unstable and created an avalanche of waste that killed hundreds 
of poor families living around the area.

Mobilising communities through savings

Years before the trash slide, the HPFPI had already started to mobilise 
people in Barangay Payatas to save from their earnings, an activity which 
gave us a reason to meet together and communicate more frequently. The 
savings programme then became a tool for us to mobilise poor commu-
nities to respond to pressing issues such as eviction and their situation 
of living in danger areas.

It was in 1990 that the Vincentian2 missionaries, led by Father 
Norberto Carcellar, started their social development programmes in 
Payatas, Quezon City, focusing on the concerns of waste pickers. The 
Vincentian Missionaries Social Development Foundation, Inc (VMSDFI) 
introduced the savings programme along with other social welfare activ-
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ities, especially for children, the elderly, and persons with disabilities. It 
tackled health and basic needs issues. Misereor (the German Catholic 
Bishops’ Organisation for Development Cooperation) came to support 
these activities in 1995, which further strengthened the community-
based programmes, and started to mobilise volunteer mothers to help 
in the various programmes. The initiatives of the women who managed 
the programmes were so strongly felt that their work in Payatas became 
known and was shared with other parishes, all over the Philippines.

Payatas became a learning hub for all the other Vincentian parishes in 
the other regions. Through exchange visits, the participants learned about 
the programmes and went on to implement them, especially the savings 
programme, in their own areas. In 2001, inspired by the strong savings 
initiative, the parishioners decided to register as one national federation.

The savings programme involved a lot of change and development 
in the lives of the community people, especially those among us who 
lived in Payatas. We started the savings programme by forming our own 
small groups. But more than the money saved and pooled, the value of 
the programme was that it served as a tool to build relationships among 
the community members. Whereas earlier we rarely saw our neighbours, 
much less cared for each other in the settlements, after we started the 
savings programme, we linked our savings group with other groups. This 
made the community people stronger, especially when dealing with the 
threat of eviction, the most pressing issue besetting our community at that 
time.  Moreover, we were able to build a system to manage our savings 
and develop financial policies to guide us.

As our communities implemented the savings programme, we also 
learned how to resolve the issue of land security. Years before, we started 
with small issues like food consumption, loan for livelihood activities, 
and other basic needs. But because there was a lot of pressure to evict 
the community members, we started our land and housing savings in 
1995 and made our first land purchase in 1998. It was a 3-hectare lot 
located in Rodriguez, Rizal, that was purchased by members of the Payatas 
Scavengers Homeowners Association, Inc (PSHAI). The land is characte-
rised by uneven terrain and is prone to erosion. Our first land acquisition 
activity may not have been a perfect process and we made mistakes. But 
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we learned a lot from it, so that we can truly call the acquisition process 
people or community-driven.

Mapping and enumeration

Eventually, our work caught the attention of friends abroad, opening 
doors for us to establish alliances outside the country. From our inter-
national alliances we learned important strategies on, for instance, 
enumeration and mapping activities of our settlements. Some of these 
processes we directly appropriated, and some we tried to develop, based 
on our own contexts and realities. But we do not just replicate the best 
practices with these activities; we also actually learn more about our own 
communities. The importance of gathering data is that it provides the 
communities with information about their own areas, showing a holistic 
picture of the settlements and their cities. In these processes, we learned 
the value of detailed information of the settlement, including the number 
of families residing in the area, the kind of work they do, their income 
levels, the issues they are facing, and how they are trying to address these 
issues. The mapping and enumeration processes have strengthened the 
communities because of the information they have yielded, information 
the communities can use to deal with the government and other interest 
groups and stakeholders in resolving issues they face. 

Disaster responses

Our experience with the Payatas garbage avalanche disaster encouraged us 
to become proactive in our work. For instance, we realised the importance 
of gathering data in high risk or danger areas, where informal settlers 
reside. When organising, we would ask the community people to reflect 
on their present situation and think of long-term solutions to their issues. 
We would always introduce the savings programme to the community as 
a way to empower them, to give them a jumping board for their plans, 
such as when they intend to acquire or purchase land. It is important that 
they should have money and savings as a tool to secure it.

The federation wants the affected poor families to continue to manage 
their own lives. We do not treat them as victims, making them helpless in 
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the process. We believe that they know more about the solutions to their 
situation than others, and that they need support to rebuild their commu-
nities and their lives. The main role of the federation is to motivate the 
families to move forward and think of solutions to issues in the aftermath 
of the disasters. We rarely practice a relief operations approach, but we 
ask communities what their plans are to cope with the after effects. We 
also take this opportunity to negotiate with local authorities to provide 
better housing solutions for the people. Many NGOs undertake relief 
operations, but few of them even bother to know the long-term plans 
of the communities.

Upgrading and housing  

When a community becomes self-reliant and has strong savings, the 
knowledge of their own problems and needs, as well as an organisation to 
manage activities, it is ready to attempt to initiate some developments on 
the ground, such as paving the roads, drainage and sewage construction, 
installing water and electric systems, and other major issues affecting the 
members. 

In the Philippines, where land is not very accessible to poor commu-
nities due to its high cost, upgrading is an alternative option to buying 
land. If a community is given the opportunity to develop the settlement 
by doing the drainage or putting up the water system, it is already an 
important development for the community, because they themselves 
initiated and led the upgrading process. The communities will need 
the support of technical professionals such as architects and engineers 
to translate their ideas into formal designs, and, inversely, to translate 
technical language to the language of the communities. This process will 
eventually empower them and make them the architects and engineers of 
their own communities. The Technical Assistance Movement for People 
and Environment, Inc, or TAMPEI, which consist of architectural and 
engineering professionals, was created primarily to support HPFPI 
communities in their upgrading initiatives. 

When upgrading, it is very important to link this community initiative 
with the work of other institutions and stakeholders, in order to demon-
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strate and make others aware that poor communities are not problems, 
but actually important partners, to the city.

Interacting with government 

When communities undertake upgrading activities, they are not undermi-
ning the role of the government but are actually demonstrating alternative 
solutions, such as community-led strategies that may be more effective 
than traditional, government-initiated approaches. The government 
usually considers poor people as eyesores, but this mindset can never 
work if the government truly aspires genuine change.  

Our communities, however, are now slowly changing current govern-
ment approaches in the delivery of services to the people. By collabora-
ting with the government in community-led upgrading initiatives, the 
poor are actually teaching the government better ways to develop and 
improve its cities. For one, when communities deal with government 
agencies, they can suggest ways on how to better use government funds 
by enumerating or presenting what the people’s needs are. The commu-
nities can also prod governments to hasten implementation of community 
projects or activities which usually take a long time to start or complete. 
Finally, through upgrading initiatives and other activities undertaken in 
partnership with the government, communities are able to demonstrate 
that they are capable of developing their own communities, and that they 
need their government to support the people’s process to sustain these 
community-led initiatives. 

Regional networks 

In 2009, the Asian Coalition for Community Action Program (ACCA) 
was launched to support citywide upgrading initiatives by communities 
around Asia. These activities, as a result, were able to create space for 
communities to undertake their own development and make them aware 
that change is possible. To strengthen and sustain all of these, the imple-
menters of ACCA three years later conceived and established a regional 
platform of poor communities in Asia, the Urban Poor Coalition Asia 
(UPCA). Through this regional platform, communities will be able to 
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continue the sharing and learning of ideas from different countries, build 
relationships among communities in different countries, and participate 
in global discussions pertaining to the lives and situation of the poor. 
Aside from UPCA, the HPFPI is also a member of the Slum Dwellers 
International network of countries in Asia and Africa, a network that 
similar to the UPCA is also a platform of urban poor communities coming 
together to make change. 

Conclusions 

Promoting the role of urban communities in the development of cities has 
not been an easy task for the federation.  But it was this process that would 
eventually unite our communities, build our confidence to address the 
issues we face, and help us in the claiming of our communities and cities.

I believe that the initiatives we undertook and the projects we demon-
strated emboldened us to engage with the local authorities and ask for 
their support. Our successes and track record gained the trust of the 
government, and they became willing to partner with us in dealing with 
urban poor concerns. These experiences also gave us credibility among 
other poor communities, something that was critical for building strong 
urban poor community networks in the city.

The change process is not the same, however, in all cities. While in 
some areas the initiatives of communities have earned the partnership of 
government units, in other cities, communities are still facing the chal-
lenge of how to get the local authorities to participate in the community-
led process. But the communities have not lost hope, and strategies have 
been devised to encourage governments to partner with its people. Thus, 
it remains our goal to demonstrate our capacity to manage our own deve-
lopment, get the stakeholders in society ‒ especially the government ‒ to 
recognise our work and institutionalise the process of having the people 
participate in resolving their own issues in the cities.  

Notes

1. According to the article, about 80 percent of the 200,000 families who live in danger 
zones in the city are informal settlers.
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2. The Congregation of the Mission, commonly referred to as Vincentians or Lazarites, 
is a federation of organisations within the Catholic Church, dating back to the 17th 
century and dedicated to mission to the common people. Today, some 4,000 members 
of the congregation are found in 84 countries around the world.
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