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1. Over the years, the decentralization and devolution of powers to local authorities has been identified 

among the major strategies identified to revitalize rural communities within the context of rural 
development.  This is true not only in the Philippines but in many other countries in Asia as well.3 
Essentially, this involves a recognition of the frontline nature of local governments as locally-based 
institutions in bringing about rural development. Local institutions – whether local government based or 
community based – can provide the context for the participation of people that is central to any genuine 
attempt to revitalize local communities.  

 
2. A study prepared by the Development Research Initiatives Inc. (2005) cites various authorities – 

including FAO, UNDP, ADB, Yoo - highlighting the imperative and value of people participation to 
revitalize local communities. The study argues that people participation is central to any development 
process.  It defines people participation as a process of dialogue where people take initiatives and action 
stimulated by their own thinking and deliberation, and through which they can effectively influence and 
share control of development initiatives and of decisions that affect them. (FAO 1991; ADB 2001). It adds 
that people participation is “absolutely essential to sustainable development” (UNESCAP 2004). Among 
the benefits of people participation are the following: improved effectiveness in project design and 
implementation; assured commitment of stakeholders; strengthened local ownership; and reduced risk of 
failure. (Yoo 2004) 

 
3. The study likewise argues that people participation is “culturally rooted.” It goes on to cite many policies 

and laws over the years that provided the context for such participation, such as the 1987 Constitution, 
the Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Law, the Local Government Code, the Magna Carta for Small 
Farmers, and the many presidential issuances such as memorandum circulars and executive orders to 
that effect. We may not exactly know what the report means when it argues that the existence of such 
policies makes people participation “culturally rooted.”  What is more accurate is to say that the policy 
infrastructure and environment supportive of people participation exists in the Philippines. 
 

4. It is within the context of the above that this discussion paper argues that one fundamental strategy to 
operationalize and enhance people participation and hence contribute to the revitalization of rural 

                                                 
1  Concept notes for discussion paper presented at the Thematic Dialogue sponsored by the FAO and the OIDCI on New 

Challenges and Options for Revitalizing Rural Communities held on 10 January 2006 at the SEAMEO Innotech in 
Diliman, Quezon City. 

 
2  Dr. Alex Brillantes is Professor and Dean of the National College of Public Administration and Governance of the 

University of the Philippines. 
 
3  The Philippines enacted its Local Government in 1991 transferring significant powers and responsibilities to the 

thousands of local authorities in the country down to the village level. Similar devolution laws were enacted in other 
countries: Indonesia enacted its Law No 22 in 1999. Pakistan promulgated its Local Government Plan in 2000 and a 
Local Government Ordinance in 2001. Thailand had two major laws pertaining to the decentralization of powers to its 
local authorities in accordance to the 1997 Constitution: the 1999 Act determining planning and staging of 
decentralization, and the Operations Plan on staging of decentralization to local government organizations in 2002. 
Vietnam had laws on organization of People’s Councils and the Peoples Committee in 1983, 1989 and 1994. 
(Brillantes2004) 
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communities is through decentralization and devolution accompanied by the enhancement of autonomy 
for local authorities and local governments.  
 

5. This discussion paper will zero in on the Local Government Code and how such a policy provides the 
context not only for strengthening the autonomy of local governments but more importantly, revitalizes 
rural communities.  
 

6. The Local Government Code was enacted in 1991 and became operational in 1992. Recognizing the 
frontline nature of local governments in the Philippines, it transferred powers, authorities, responsibilities 
and accountabilities to them.  
 

7. It has been close to fifteen years since the Local Government Code of the Philippines was operational. 
Evidence has shown that the Code has unleashed the tremendous potential of local governments to 
enable them to contribute to the revitalization of local communities. These are in the sectors of health, 
environment and the ecology, people participation, local enterprise management, revenue mobilization, 
community and people participation, government-civil society participation, and many other aspects that 
certainly contributed to the revitalization of rural communities. A number of good and best practices in 
these sectors at the local level have been recognized and documented by various local and international 
award bodies including the prestigious Galing Pook Awards. 4 
 

8. A number of lessons have been learned from the close to fifteen years of implementation of devolution in 
the Philippines. It is within this context that the challenges and options for the revitalization of rural 
communities may be identified. 5 
 

9. The challenges of financial decentralization.  The decentralization of finances to local governments – 
also referred to in other contexts as “sub-national governments” – poses to be a continuing challenge to 
the implementation of decentralization for community development in the Philippines. Strengthening local 
finances should be among the primordial features of an overall decentralization strategy.  Indeed, 
decentralization is not meaningful unless there is financial decentralization. It is therefore imperative to 
support and continue the process of transferring financial resources to the local governments.  

 
·  Resist proposals emanating from various sectors to capture the IRA and allocate this for other 

purposes.  This proposal in fact should not have been raised anymore considering that the Supreme 
Court itself has settled the issue and ruled two times that the IRA cannot be touched unless there is 
an unmanageable fiscal deficit.  
 

·  Support the proposed amendments to the Local Government Code that will increase the IRA shares 
of the local government to enable them to cover the cost of devolved functions. Additionally, this 
means looking into various modalities of restructuring the IRA sharing allotment formula, modifying 
the traditional “land area-population-equal sharing” formula and instead include other variables such 
as a poverty index to enable more focused targeting of the transfers to local government that need 
the money more. 

                                                 
4  The Galing Pook Awards have evolved to be among the most prestigious awards for local government in the Philippines. 

Started in 1993, Galing Pook was patterned after the Innovations and Excellence Awards of the Kennedy School of 
Government of Harvard University and the Innovations Awards of the Institute of Public Administration of Canada. 
Initially, implemented jointly by the Local Government Academy of the Department of Interior and Local Government and 
the Asian Institute of Management, Galing Pook is now administered by the Galing Pook Foundation and still with the 
Local Government Academy.  Galing Pook is also supported by the Ford Foundation, other international donors – such 
as the UNDP, CIDA, UNFPA, among others.  

 
5  These are drawn from earlier researches and papers prepared by the author, and experience in local governance over 

the last twenty years, having played a role in the formulation and implementation of the Local Government Code and in 
the design and implementation of capacity building programs for local governments as an academic and as a former 
senior official of the DILG. It also draws from series of consultations conducted by the IFAD and SEARCA in 2004.  
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·  Continue exploring options to generate alternative sources of revenue to finance local development. 

These may range from build-operate-transfer options, to joint ventures with the private sector to 
floating bounds. The examples of other LGUs that have been successful should be studies and 
lessons’ learned extracted.  
 

·  Examine the continuing impact of the pork barrel funds (countryside development funds) 
administered by members of congress in the local governments. Such projects should be supportive 
or aligned with the overall area development plan of the local government. Indeed, CDF-funded 
projects should have the approval of the LGU before being implemented. 

 
10. The capacity building challenge. Because of the massive devolution of powers to local governments, 

capacity building should be high in the priority of the agenda for local governance. Capacity building 
efforts - that include skills and capability building and training for local officials - should be targeted at 
both the local government units AND the concerned national government agencies. Capability Building 
for LGUs has taken various dimensions. The following should therefore be considered for action. 
  
·  The design of training programs for local governments should be made with the participation of the 

local government units. This means that they should be intensively consulted about their training 
needs. 
 

·  The formulation of a “national training plan” for local governments may be initiated by the national 
government agency that has the mandate to do so, in this case the Local Government Academy. It 
is within this context that intense consultations and networking by the LGA must be done, including 
networking with other major stakeholders in the local government community. This includes the 
various leagues of local governments and the many training institutions. Special emphasis must be 
made to work with locally based training institutions (such using the network of Association of 
Schools of Public Administration of the Philippines – ASPAP or that of Local Government Training 
and Research Institutions – LOGOTRI which includes the ILGAs or CLGs) as part of the overall 
effort to develop local capacities. 
 

·  One aspect that must be given emphasis in building the capacities of local governments is in the 
area of information and communication technology. Local governments should be able to cope with 
rapid advancements in this area and should learn to apply these technologies into the management 
of local affairs. 

 
·  Capacity building also means strengthening the capabilities of national government agencies 

concerned within the context of developed set-up. Indeed, if there are another lessons learned from 
the Philippine experience, it is having overlooked the imperative for capability building for concerned 
national government agencies in the devolution process. This means that while capability building 
efforts were targeted at local government units, accompanying efforts at developing the capabilities 
of concerned national government agencies that would include clarifying their role under a 
decentralized set-up was either neglected or not given emphasis. This also include efforts on the 
part of DILG to continue to redefine and refine its role under a develop set up. The role of DILG 
could also be more sharply defined within the context of the Oversight Committee. The lessons 
learned from the issues and concerns elevated to the oversight committee and the response of 
DILG and the members of the committee to such could certainly be illustrative.  
 

·  The issue of regulation and accreditation of training programs has emerged. Should there be an 
agency that should accredit, or even regulate, the various training programs offered for local 
governments? The merits of such has been studied and examined, and at the very least, some kind 
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of a minimum accreditation scheme might be developed in partnership with the local governments 
themselves, through their leagues. 

 
·  It may also be worthwhile to study the impact of the various training and capability building 

interventions necessary to be able to sharpen and focus our various training interventions. 
 

·  It may be well worth it to revisit the Master Plan for the Implementation of the Local Government 
Code designed early on to see its continued relevance and usefulness. There are lessons that can 
be drawn from such a Plan.  

 
11. The challenge of more assertive and organized local government organizations and leagues. Local 

governments have become more assertive and effective in articulating LGU concerns since the 
enactment of devolution. Thus local governments have organized themselves into associations and 
leagues at various levels (as provided for in the Code), including an umbrella organization such as the 
Union of Local Authorities of the Philippines. Indeed, if there was another major institutional development 
initiative that has occurred after the devolution, over the past ten years, it is the emergence of the local 
governments themselves as advocates in the use of local governance.  As suggested earlier, this was 
manifested in the increased impact of such associations upon local government concerns ranging from 
resisting efforts of the national government to withhold their IRA shares to supporting omnibus 
amendments to the Local Government Code. Thus the following should be considered: 

 
·  Institutional and strengthen the capacities of the Leagues at various levels. This means study the 

various options of professionalizing the staff of the leagues, looking into the possibility of having full 
time staff paid for by the local governments, and guaranteeing the tenure of the staff to survive 
regime and political changes. 
 

·  Strengthen the policy analysis capabilities of the staff of the leagues to enable them to respond to 
problem oriented issues and concerns that may be raised by the members. When the member of 
LGUs see the value of the League in terms of providing needed information and technical 
assistance, financial support from them in terms of paying regular dues will follow. 
 

·  Strengthen the linkage with appropriate national government agencies such as the DILG, including 
its agencies and bureaus such as the Local Government Academy. A logical entry point would be in 
the design and implementation of joint capability building and training programs. 

 
12. The challenge of strengthening inter-local cooperation to revitalize local communities. Local 

Governments in the Philippines have recognized the value of inter Local Cooperation and Collaboration 
as provided for in the Code. Many local governments have recognized that many of the challenges 
encountered at the local level can be met only if they cooperated or collaborated with the local 
governments contiguous to them. Problems such preservation and management of marine resources, a 
watershed, flood control, pollution control, etc. could only be successfully carries out if these were done 
in collaboration with neighboring local governments. Thus it is imperative for the following to be 
supported: 
 
·  Encourage local governments to enter into collaborative arrangements with neighboring localities to 

address a common purpose such as those mentioned above. Again, this can be done by studying 
and examining the experiences of others. Among the examples are Metro Naga, BLIST (Baguio, La 
Trinidad, Itogon, Sablan and Tuba in the Cordilleras, the Cagayan Iligan Corridor, CAMANAVA, 
(Caloocan, Malabon, Navotas and Valenzuela) the various Provincial and Intermunicipal 
Cooperation mostly based on trade and other areas. Cooperation has been both horizontal and 
vertical. Parenthetically, similar efforts at “clustering”, though at a larger scale are also observable in 
other parts of the Asian region, such as the Sijore (Singapore, Johore, Riau Islands and Batan); the 
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BIMP-EAGA (Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines) and the Penang-Haadyai Growth 
Triangle in Malaysia and Thailand. 
 

·  Still with the context of intergovernmental collaboration, examine the possibilities of amalgamation 
among local governments. Political and administrative amalgamation will certainly not be popular 
among politicians, considering that this would mean loss of a geographical turf. On the contrary, 
Philippine experience is replete with examples of gerrymandering wherein political units are carved 
out to accommodate political preferences of politicians. After having said that, though, it may be time 
for us to seriously consider amalgamating many local units that are simply not viable and are quite 
administratively costly to maintain.  The examples of the Island Garden City of Samal that saw the 
amalgamation of contiguous municipalities in the island of Samal, into a single city, and Sorsogon-
Bakno that saw the merger of the City of Sorsogon and the neighboring municipality of Bakon.  
Moving in this direction would certainly prove the continuing maturity of local governance in the 
Philippines. 

 
13. The challenge of developing and strengthening partnerships with civil society to revitalize local 

communities. Local governments have begun to increasingly enter into partnerships and collaboration 
with civil society. Largely because of the Local Government Code, the context for partnerships between 
the government and civil society, the private sector, NGOs and business has been laid. Examples of 
successful partnerships abound, making the Philippines a leading model in government-civil society 
collaboration in the region. It is within this context that many have referred to the Philippine experience 
as one that has redefined governance at the local level. The following are some of the action points that 
can be considered. 
 
·  Government should make efforts to work in close partnership with civil society through their 

coalitions and identify programs and projects that can be conducted together. This can also include 
giving the responsibility to monitor and evaluate the implementation of projects to civil society. 

 
·  Document partnerships between government and civil society, identify areas of collaboration, e.g., 

environment, health, social services and even economic development, at the local level and 
disseminate information about such. 

 
14. The challenge of harnessing the support and energies of the international donor community to revitalize 

local communities.  Indeed, the field of governance in general, and local governance in particular, is an 
area that has generated high interest among the international donor agencies operating in the 
Philippines.  As early as the late eighties, and early nineties, USAID through its Local Development 
Assistance Program (LDAP) identified local autonomy and the passage of policy reforms to support local 
autonomy as a major area of assistance. Earlier on of course, was the Local Resource Management 
(LRM). The Local Government Support Program (LGSP) through Canadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA) is an example of another successful initiative that encouraged and supported clustering 
among local governments. Other institutions, especially after the passage of the Code, including UNDP, 
the Ford Foundation, the Asia Foundation, German Foundations such as the Konrad Adenaeur 
Foundation, the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, the DSE, the ADB, World Bank, etc. also focused on 
capacity building for local governance. The Australian Agency for International Development (AUSAID) 
also has local governance as a major thrust in its operations in the Philippines. The action agenda 
should therefore include the following. 
 
·  Continue to harness the support of such international institutions to support local governance 

initiatives in the country. Thus, a “master plan”  “parceling out” the various aspects of capacity 
building for local governance may be formulated. This will enable donors to “buy in” into certain 
aspects of the plan, minimizing overlap in the work of other donor agencies. This will also encourage 
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closer cooperation, coordination and complementation among the various initiatives of these 
international institutions. 

 
·  The donor’s forum convened in the early nineties is a good venue for such linkaging and networking. 

 
15. The challenge of advocating- and disseminating - good and best practices in local community 

revitalization through awards program. Lesson Seven: Awards programs have been instruments in 
successfully disseminating and encouraging good and best practices, at the local level. Since the 
enactment of the Local Government Code, various award programs recognizing local initiatives and 
innovations have been launched. These included the Galing Pook Awards of the Local Government 
Academy and the Asian Institute of Management, the Hamis Awards of Department of Health and the 
GTZ, the Konrad Adenauer Medal of Excellence of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation and the Local 
Government Development Foundation, and of course the various awards of the DILG such as the Clean 
and Green, Gawad Pamana, Sajid Bulig, etc. Quite recently, recognizing the critical role of leadership for 
successful local governance, various institutions led by the Center for Local Regional Governance of the 
University of the Philippines and the Senate through Senator Aquilino Pimentel, together with the 
Development Academy of the Philippines, the Ateneo School of Government, the La Salle Institute of 
Governance, Mindanao State University and San Carlos University in Cebu, have come together to 
recognize outstanding local government leaders through the Local Government Leadership Award 
(LGLA). The Agenda for action may include the following: 
 
·  Encourage local governments to participate and submit applications to such awards. This is one 

mechanism that would “spread the good news” about innovations at the local level that would also 
inspire others to either replicate or adapt such innovations, or encourage competition in a positive 
sense. Galing Pook is now on its 12th year and has become a major source of inspiration for good 
and best practices in local governance.  
 

·  Continue to identify outstanding local leaders who could serve as inspiration for other local leaders.  
 
16. The challenge of rapid urbanization to revitalize local communities. Urbanization is development that 

should be increasingly addressed at the local level. It is estimated that over 50% of the Philippine 
population will be living (surviving) in urban areas by the turn of the century. Thus, problems of 
urbanization from pollution, to traffic, to environmental degradation, etc., will have to be confronted. It 
must be noted though, that our consultations with local governments have shown relatively high 
environmental consciousness among LGUs. The action points that may be considered are the following: 
 
·  Prepare local governments to address increasing challenges brought about by rapid urbanization. 

 
·  Examine and learn from the experiences – success and failure – of other local governments as they 

confronted problems brought about by urbanization, including environmental degradation, pollution, 
congestion, etc. 

 
17. The challenges of globalization. Globalization issues and concerns that are being increasingly addressed 

by local governments. Many local governments in the Philippines have participated in many international 
fora, been invited to present their initiatives and innovations and have adopted the globalization, and 
though hackneyed but certainly relevant paradigm, of thinking globally yet acting locally. In this day and 
age rapid developments in telecommunication and computers, local governments have begun to cross 
the so-called digital divide. Among those that can be considered in the action agenda are the following: 
 
·  There is a need to define the roles of the LGUs in the global environment. For instance, what is their 

role in APEC? GATT? How can they participate more in the international economic order? Is it 
possible for them to deal directly with LGUs in other countries on a bilateral basis? 
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·  Local governments must continue their efforts to get “on-line” and indeed cross the digital divide. 

They should harness the potentials of the internet to be able to actively participate in this new digital 
global order. 

 
18. The challenge of developing indicators of performance of local institutions and their impact of local 

community revitalization. Performance Indicators and benchmarks for good governance is an emerging 
concern for governance in general and local governments in particular. This is particularly true especially 
as efforts are being made to prepare formulas to determine, say the IRA share of local governments. The 
DILG has the local productivity performance management (LPPM) and the Local Government 
Performance Management System (LGPMS). Included in the proposed action agenda are the following: 
 
·  Test various indicators of performance for good local governance in partnership with the leagues of 

local government units and the DILG. 
 

·  Study the capacities of the leagues to implement the performance indicators for local governments. 
While the DILG’s LPPMS and LGPMS are attempts on part of the government to examine itself, the 
ISO for LGUs could be one wherein a third party, such as the leagues, for instance, we would 
determine and rate the performance of the LGUs. Indicators for good local governance can therefore 
be applied. 

 
19. The challenge of federalism as an option to provide the context for community revitalization. The country 

continues to search for appropriate institutional reforms for more responsive and appropriate forms of 
governance. These include proposals to shift from a unitary structure to a federal structure, and the shift 
from a presidential to parliamentary form of government. Federalism was among the major structural 
reforms recommended by the recently concluded constitutional commission. The following may therefore 
be considered as action points to deepen this debate. 
 
·  Actively participate in the debates and discussions on to enlighten the citizens on the merits (and 

demerits) of federalism. It is important though to argue against those who think that federalism can 
be fast tracked. It cannot and should not. The adoption of a federal structure should be a deliberate 
and well thought out process.  
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