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ABSTRACT: Scholars, policy practitioners, and political activists alike have had diffi-
culty grappling with the complex dynamics that have unfolded over the past decade
and a half in Philippine banana plantations in the context of the 1988 agrarian re-
form law. While some focus their attention exclusively on land redistribution issues,
others concentrate on the modalities of contract farming and still others emphasize
trade union issues — all to the neglect of underlying agrarian dynamics. Relatively
few have attempted a more integrated examination of developments in this sector of
the Philippine economy. The still-limited availability of studies of land-reform-re-
lated experiences in agribusiness plantations outside the Philippines further con-
strains our understanding of the issues arising in Philippine plantations. This article
tries to build on and deepen previous attempts at understanding the complex and
confusing dynamics involving the banana elite, the state, and various segments of
organized farmworkers and to fill in an important gap in the literature, using an inte-
grated, rights-based, and process-oriented historical-institutional approach. It cites
two reasons for an unexpectedly contingent land reform process in commercial ba-
nana farms in the Philippines: (1) the surprisingly unsettled character of the prevail-
ing political-legal institutional environment within which land and livelihood strug-
gles are playing out, and (2) the diverse perceptions among farmworkers of the
meaning and purpose of, and opportunity for, land reform.

The meaning and purpose of land reform policies in the world today evidence a
variety of understandings. The contested nature of land reform in practice has
informed the rise of three broad types of land reform at the policy level: (1) con-

Critical Asian Studies
37:3 (2005), 331-361

ISSN 1467-2715 print/1472-6033 online / 03 / 000331-31 ©2005 BCAS, Inc. DOI: 10.1080/14672710500200383



servative land reform policies focus on distributing public lands through “coloni-
zation” or resettlement programs in order to avoid expropriation and redistribu-
tion of private lands; (2) revolutionary land reform policies, both socialist- and
capitalist-oriented, favor the expropriation of private lands on a significant
scale; and (3) liberal land reform policies occupy the terrain in between, incor-
porating features of both the conservative and revolutionary types of land re-
form, in terms of the kind of land and farm households covered.1 Despite
significant differences between each of the three broadly distinct policy types,
they all share at least one notable similarity. All three resist extending land re-
form to highly productive, capital-intensive, agribusiness plantations, or “com-
mercial farms.”2 These types of farms have been excluded from land reforms in
most developing countries; see, for example, the cases of white commercial
farms in Zimbabwe,3 commercial crops for export in the Kerala (India) land re-
form,4 and the redistribution of productive lands in Brazil.5

A policy consensus in favor of excluding the commercial farm sector from
land reform is driven by a seemingly rock-solid combination of economic and
political arguments. From an economic perspective, it is believed that land re-
form should be avoided in cases where there is already a relatively high degree
of efficiency in land and labor utilization, as in commercial farms. From a politi-
cal perspective, it is believed that land reform is unlikely to occur in such cases
anyway because the entrenched power of commercial farm owners effectively
prohibits it. In short, this consensus holds, land reform in commercial farms is
neither desirable nor possible.

The legitimacy of this consensus, however, rests more on faith and untested
assumptions than it does on evidence. While it is often implicitly assumed that
farmworkers who stand to benefit from land reform in the commercial farm sec-
tor favor breaking up plantations into individual family farms, little empirical
evidence is offered to support this assumption. The same is true for the persis-
tent assumption that the power of key actors in the economic field alone deter-
mines their power in the political field, automatically producing an inherently
insurmountable power imbalance for proponents of land reform and thereby
ruling out redistributive land reform. Recent experience in the Philippines,
however, shows that land reform in commercial farms is moving in directions
unanticipated by the consensus described above, suggesting a need to reopen
the discussion.

The Philippines is a good place to start rethinking the prevailing consensus
because the dynamics unfolding there involve conflicts over divergent land re-
form paths that integrate political process and economic outcome issues. Both
economics and politics turn out to be relevant in unexpected ways.

This article tries to identify and explain key factors that determine the pace
and direction of land reform struggles in the Philippines. It focuses on the inter-
action of farmworkers’ land reform strategies with those of the commercial farm
elite and a heterogeneous state. The article shows how land reform strategies of
farmworkers in commercial farms in the Philippines are driven by a combina-
tion of economic efficiency considerations, political opportunity calculations,
and social justice concerns. Maintaining economic efficiency in the post-land re-
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form period is important to farmworker beneficiaries and does figure in their
considerations even before land reform occurs. Political opportunities for land
reform can and do arise even in the “hard” case of highly productive, capital-in-
tensive commercial farms, making the choice for farmworkers whether or how
to try to exploit them. Social justice concerns, under certain conditions, play an
important role in encouraging and shaping farmworkers’ legal land rights claim-
taking initiatives.

The article begins with some theoretical background, before moving on to a
brief overview of aspects of the Philippine national setting that relate to land
and livelihood struggles in commercial farms. This overview includes the con-
tinuing importance of Philippine agriculture, the persistent problem of local
authoritarian enclaves, and the Philippine land reform law in general and with
regard to commercial farms in particular. The article then identifies key issues in
land reform struggles in commercial banana farms and outlines the variable pat-
tern of outcomes that these struggles have produced to date. Three broadly dis-
tinct “paths” emerge: the landlord/multinational corporation (MNC) path; the
beneficiaries’ cooperative path; and the family farms path, with both the land-
lord/MNC path and the family farms path containing their own variants as well.

Theoretical Background

The core principle that has guided land reform in theory and in practice world-
wide, is best summarized by Cristóbal Kay (in the Latin American context, but
with global relevance):

The latifundio-minifundio [i.e., large-scale/small-scale] agrarian struc-
ture was inefficient. While latifundios under-utilized land, minifundios
were wasteful of labor. Not surprisingly, while labor productivity was
much higher on latifundios than on minifundios, the reverse was true for
land productivity.…Given that much rural labor was unemployed or un-
der-employed and land was relatively scarce, it was more important from a
developmental perspective to raise land productivity than to increase la-
bor productivity. The economic inefficiency of this agrarian structure,
combined with growing social and political unrest in the 1960s and 1970s,
placed agrarian reform on the agenda.6

The main objective of land reform is to break up inefficient large farms and
create smaller plots cultivated by small family farmers (created from the ranks of
tenants, farmworkers, and other landless households), who are believed to be
more efficient, at least in terms of land utilization. To be sure, different seg-
ments of both pro- and anti-land reform actors within the state and in society
have interpreted this fundamental guiding principle differently. Yet one finds a
pervasive reluctance among scholars and policymakers alike to entertain ex-
tending this redistributive principle to the realm of commercial farms. There
are two interrelated reasons for this.

Despite the popular association of the concept of land reform with demands
for social justice from below, the conventional scholarship on land reform pol-
icy is heavily influenced from above, by the economist’s imperative of finding
(and then preserving) the most economically efficient formula for the allocation
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and use of land resources. As a result the principal targets of state-sponsored
land expropriation have been the nonproductive and less-productive lands.
The more productive modern plantations have been spared, for the simple rea-
son that they have been considered by state policymakers to be efficient contri-
butors to the process of private capital accumulation in the rural and national
economy.7 This underlying pattern has persisted up to the present. Even many
progressive scholars and policymakers fear that redistributing productive, capi-
tal-intensive agribusiness plantations to farmworkers will of necessity under-
mine the land’s capacity to sustain previous levels of capital accumulation and,
ultimately, social welfare. Interestingly, in many instances, this “progressive” ar-
gument fits neatly with the position and advocacy of landlords and their allies.

Meanwhile, anti-land reform political maneuvers by big landlords have also
been highlighted in the land reform literature. The implication is that it is ex-
tremely difficult, if not impossible, to implement redistributive reform in capi-
tal-intensive agribusiness, since this sector is the established redoubt of an eco-
nomically astute and politically well connected domestic landlord elite and a
multinational corporate (MNC) elite combined: the aristocracy of the “agra-
agri” elite, as it were. The clear message one takes from the literature is that the
failure of land reform here is inevitable and it would be foolhardy to even try to
break the mold, so to speak. In this view, neither better state laws nor more so-
cial mobilization can create or convert enabling opportunities for truly redis-
tributive land reform in the commercial farm sector. Whether at the point of pol-
icy formulation or policy implementation, the commercial farm elite will always
succeed in blocking truly redistributive land reform in their own sector.
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Farmworkers washing and weighing bananas on a commercial plantation, Davao Oriental.
“While it is often implicitly assumed that farmworkers who stand to benefit from land re-
form in the commercial farm sector favor breaking up plantations into individual family
farms, little empirical evidence is offered to support this assumption.” (Credit: Peter Krinks)



Together, these two arguments (economic and political) underpin the theo-
retical exclusion of the highly productive agribusiness plantation sector from
land reform. The arguments are mutually reinforcing; together they have pro-
duced a highly effective cognitive screen to discourage land reform efforts in
practice.8 Indeed, only a few initiatives at implementing land reform in highly
productive commercial plantations have ever been attempted. Under such con-
ditions, land reform in the context of agribusiness plantations understandably
remains relatively under-studied, though a number of specific cases have caught
the attention of scholars, such as in Ecuador in the 1950s and 1960s,9 Guate-
mala in the 1950s,10 and Mexico in the 1920s.11 The case of white commercial
farms in Zimbabwe in the latter part of the 1990s is a more recent example.12 An
important insight from these cases is that they all involved complex political
conflicts with varying outcomes. This suggests the importance of pro-land re-
form forces and institutional factors in shaping conflicts and outcomes even in
the commercial farm sector.

National Setting

This section provides a brief overview of different aspects of the Philippine na-
tional setting that have had special relevance for land and livelihood struggles in
commercial farms. This includes the continuing importance and dual character
of Philippine agriculture, the persistent problem of local authoritarian en-
claves, and the Philippine land reform law in general and with regard to com-
mercial farms in particular.

Philippine Agriculture

In spite of its flagging condition and in the face of persistently dire predictions,
agriculture remains important to the national economy of the Philippines, con-
tributing about one-fifth of the nation’s GDP and employing more than half of
the total active labor force.13 The “low value, high volume” type of agricultural
products continues to dominate and influence labor and land-use patterns in
rice, corn, coconuts, and sugarcane. To a limited extent, however, high value,
low volume types of farm products, such as bananas, pineapples, and mangos,
have been able to gain some ground in recent years, while a corresponding rise
in the political-economic influence of landlords associated with this latter type
of agriculture is evident.14 Rural social relationships and production arrange-
ments have thus emerged over time within the context of the coevolution of
these two broad sectors, and so, for example, wage-based relationships have
come to coexist with share tenancy. But each sector is still best understood as an
ideal type; in real life, many farms continue to exhibit features of both.

Local Authoritarian Enclaves

National and local elites, many of them rooted in or sympathetic to landowning
classes, have long dominated rural politics in the Philippines, despite a rich his-
tory of agrarian unrest and peasant mobilization for land reform.15 Cycles of
peasant struggles for land and democracy in the past gained only partial conces-
sions from the state.16 In the 1930s and 1950s, the central state responded to or-
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ganized demands for land reform with a combination of tenancy reform, highly
constricted land reform, resettlement, and repression.17 Later, during the
Marcos dictatorship, a strong and dynamic communist underground move-
ment in the 1970s and early 1980s succeeded in placing many social reform
issues, including land reform, on the national political agenda. But the
movement itself failed to evolve into a viable democratic political alternative for
the rural poor.18

In 1986, the dictatorship collapsed under the weight of a broad-based pro-
test movement and a military rebellion. But national transition from a central-
ized authoritarian regime to a clientelist electoral regime in the 1980s failed to
eliminate what Fox has aptly termed “local authoritarian enclaves,” especially in
the countryside.19 Nonetheless, the series of constrained elections held during
and after the Marcos dictatorship together with social mobilizations “from be-
low” did partially erode the political hold of established authoritarian elites in
some local areas. Regime transition dynamics also helped proponents of land
reform to secure a small but significant foothold in the first post-Marcos na-
tional legislature.20 This political opening from above, however slim, combined
with a broad mobilization of social forces from below, to make possible an un-
precedented national debate on land reform in the immediate post-Marcos pe-
riod, leading to the promulgation of a controversial land reform policy: the
Comprehensive Agrarian Reform Program, or CARP, in 1988.21

The Philippine Land Reform Law

Under the CARP, the Department of Agrarian Reform is responsible for redis-
tributing all private lands and some government-owned lands, regardless of
crop or farm type. Moreover, the agency is also responsible for implementing
leasehold reform in all land under the retention right of landlords or as a tran-
sitory mechanism toward eventual expropriation of private lands as well. Cov-
ering all agricultural land regardless of crop or farm type, CARP was mandated
to redistribute 8.064 million hectares of private and public land to about 4 mil-
lion rural poor households (tenants, farmworkers, and other landless). To do
this, it adopted several land acquisition and distribution schemes, and it is this
mixture of modes that reveals its underlying character as a liberal, compromise
program.22

The schemes include Compulsory Acquisition, Operation Land Transfer, Vol-
untary Offer-to-Sell, and Voluntary Land Transfer. Compulsory Acquisition is
used to expropriate land even when landlords oppose the program. Operation
Land Transfer (OLT) is the scheme used to acquire and distribute rice and corn
lands originally covered by the Marcos land reform (PD No. 27), which was inte-
grated into CARP in 1988. Voluntary Offer-to-Sell (VOS) is the modality em-
ployed to entice landlords to support the program by offering a better compen-
sation deal: a 5 percent increase in the cash portion of the land compensation,
but with a 5 percent decrease in the bonds portion. The Voluntary Land Transfer
(VLT) also aspires to court landlord cooperation, as it provides for the direct
transfer of land to farmers under terms mutually agreed upon between farmers
and landlords with the government’s role confined to information provision
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and contract enforcement.23 The key difference between VOS and VLT is that the
landlord sells land to the state in the former, while in the latter he or she sells di-
rectly to the peasants. But both VOS and VLT operate under the threat of expro-
priation: if a landlord refuses VOS or VLT, the state can acquire the estate via
Compulsory Acquisition.

CARP is clearly not a revolutionary land reform program: it does not call for
the expropriation of private lands without compensation to landlords and it
does not distribute lands to peasants for free. But neither is it a conservative
land reform policy, since it goes well beyond mere resettlement. CARP is thus
best understood as a liberal type of land reform: it contains some powers to ex-
propriate private lands (and therefore includes opportunities for redistribu-
tion), but as a voluntary scheme it is open to evasion by unscrupulous landown-
ers, especially in the absence of public scrutiny and counter-mobilization. And it
contains some outright anti-reform concessions to the most powerful segments
of the landed elite.24 More importantly for the present discussion is the conces-
sion that was given to big commercial farm owners and agribusiness interests.
Though not categorically exempted from the land reform law, commercial
farms were granted a ten-year deferment, pushing back the advent of reform
from 1988 to 1998. Meanwhile, the law allows farmworkers to “lease back” the
awarded land to its former owners or companies that used to control it (i.e.,
“leaseback” scheme). The immediate and more long-term effects of such hefty
concessions and their impact on land and livelihood conflicts will be discussed
in detail below.

More generally, the liberal character of CARP provided the basis for earlier
predictions that the program would not be able to redistribute significant
amounts of land. Land redistribution outcomes were indeed not as high as
some had claimed and others had predicted, but they were not as low as some of
the program’s critics had projected. By 2004, CARP was able to redistribute 5.5
million hectares of land to 3 million agricultural households, equivalent to
nearly half of all agricultural lands and two-fifths of agricultural households. As
Philippine land reform scholar James Putzel admits, “the programme has cer-
tainly touched a far greater proportion of the country’s land and rural popula-
tion than its early critics predicted.”25 In addition, 1.5 million hectares of land
were reportedly subjected to share tenancy, leasehold reform. The data sug-
gests a significant degree of success, although the real accomplishment level is
undoubtedly lower due to the padding of official reports, the stalled installation
of beneficiaries on awarded land due to continuing landlord resistance,26 and
counterfeit or “fake” redistributions carried out under the guise of VLT or VOS,
among other factors.27

The Land Reform Law in Commercial Farms

The powerful lobby mounted by agribusiness companies and landlords for the
exclusion of commercial farms from land reform during the policymaking pro-
cess of CARP thus resulted in a compromise — one that was heavily (but not
completely) weighted against potential farmworker beneficiaries. The ten-year
deferment and allowance for leaseback were bad enough. But a serious lack of
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state accountability to farmworkers from the outset compounded the situation.
During the ten-year deferment period, companies were supposed to pay Pro-
duction and Profit Shares (PPS) to the farmworkers, set at 3 percent of yearly
gross sales plus 5 percent of yearly net income, on top of wages and benefits.
Reportedly, few did. Most stubbornly continued to push for the exclusion of
commercial farms from land reform throughout the deferment period (and
beyond), while underpaying the PPS due the workers and also taking steps to
exclude certain kinds of workers by tightening social control inside the planta-
tions. The latter was accomplished by ridding them of potential “troublemak-
ers” — that is, anyone who might be interested in or capable of organizing
autonomously to claim legal land rights once the deferment period ended. Dur-
ing the ten-year deferment period from 1988 to 1998, an estimated two-fifths of
the workforce — some twenty thousand farmworkers — was retrenched in the
Davao banana plantation belt alone.28

Some commercial farm elites, however, began to approach the issue from a
different perspective, by looking for provisions within the program to exploit in
their favor, revealing strategic differences between domestic and transnational
elite actors in the commercial farm sector. While the domestic landed elite’s
permanent agenda remained prevention of and resistance to any redistribution
of land-based wealth and power, the MNCs took a new tack and began to push
for expropriation and redistribution of the plantations that they previously had
controlled through lease agreements.29 One of the first agribusiness subsectors
to subscribe to land reform in this sense was the rubber sector. Saddled with pe-
rennial business problems that included strong competition from other South-
east Asian countries, several rubber plantations in southwestern Mindanao
soon profited from CARP’s VOS provision, which enabled them to unload flag-
ging ventures for a substantial price. Meanwhile, the fruit multinational Del
Monte took advantage of the leaseback provision to forge a long-term lease-
back agreement with unsuspecting farmworkers, who were locked into receiv-
ing a meager rental payment of PhP1,500 per hectare per year (equivalent to
US$25 in 2004) — an agreement that earned praise from the government.30

For its part, Stanfilco, the plantation division of Dole-Philippines, experi-
mented with yet another formula. Rather than a leaseback arrangement, it
sought to steer farmworkers’ cooperatives into contract farming, where it could
then wrangle terms of production and exchange relations favorable to the com-
pany (and unfavorable to the farmworkers). In the case of the 1,024-hectare
DAPCO banana plantation in Davao del Norte, for example, at least initially,
Stanfilco cleverly managed to secure a 25-year contract to buy bananas from
farmworker-beneficiaries at the ridiculously low price of $0.60/box (13 kilos).
This was far below its $2.80/box buying price from other medium-size banana
producing companies during the same period and from adjacent locations.
Subsequent (however belated) protest actions by autonomous farmworkers’
organizations later managed to force Dole-Stanfilco to revise the terms of the
contract to $2.60/box.31

Yet another case involved Dole-Philippines in a 9,000-hectare pineapple
plantation in the southern province of South Cotabato. Here, Dole attempted
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to secure an extremely low lease rent agreement of PhP1,500 per hectare per
year ($25) with the farmworkers’ cooperative that had taken over ownership of
the land in 1989. Militant trade unions countered the antireform attempt, re-
sulting in a higher lease contract of PhP3,200 per hectare per year, which the
government later declared a model that others should emulate. But over the
next nine years (1989-98), Dole proceeded to retrench more than thirty-five
hundred of the agrarian reform beneficiaries who had stayed on as farmworkers
on the plantation they now owned collectively. The retrenched beneficiaries
thus became jobless but could not retrieve their awarded lands, since these had
been locked into a collective land title controlled by a cooperative with unsym-
pathetic leaders. In addition, the retrenched workers were threatened now
with being “de-listed” from the land reform beneficiary roll for being, according
to Dole and their farmworker allies, “nonworking beneficiaries” (a status pro-
hibited under CARP).

Dole thus took an early lead in exploiting the changing institutional context
under CARP implementation and has pushed hard since to expand its hege-
mony in the production, processing, and marketing of bananas, to the point of
antagonizing its traditional elite allies in the sector. The case of Hijo plantation
in Davao del Norte shows how Dole-Stanfilco attempted to forge new contracts
with some segments of farmworker-beneficiaries, the latter still under collective
“transitory” contracts with the former landowner (a prominent member of the
domestic landlord-capitalist elite), but looking for better terms once these ex-
pired. The attempt sparked an eruption of violence inside the plantation be-
tween different factions of farmworkers backed by competing elite interests,
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an early lead in exploiting the changing institutional context under CARP implementation
and has pushed hard since to expand its hegemony in the production, processing, and
marketing of bananas.…” (Credit: David Bacon)



even as the case was being fought out in the judicial and administrative courts
and mediated by national and local officials. Several farmworkers died in the
violence.32

By the time the ten-year deferment period finally ended, on 15 June 1998,
elite preemptive actions of varying sorts had narrowed the options ostensibly
available to many still-active farmworkers, and threatened to block retrenched
workers’ future access to legal land rights. And yet, nearly seven years into the
post-deferment era, it is still too early to tell where the plantation sector is head-
ing in terms of land ownership and farm operations arrangements. The actual
pace and direction of ongoing land and livelihood conflicts are proving not to be
as predetermined as might have been expected. Instead, they are turning out to
be still contingent upon the strategic interactions of the key actors involved,
namely, individual plantation owners and agribusiness companies, a motley col-
lection of government officials at varied levels (often working at cross-purposes),
and competing plantation-based associations of farmworkers and their allies.

Key Issues in Land Reform Struggles
in Commercial Banana Farms

The three-way struggle between the state, the commercial-farm elite, and
farmworkers is best seen in the political processes still unfolding in the coun-
try’s banana plantation belt on the southern island of Mindanao. The produc-
tion of cavendish bananas, concentrated in Mindanao’s temperate Davao
peninsula region, is the most lucrative sector in Philippine agriculture.33 Es-
tablished in the mid-1960s, this sector gained ground by supplying the Japa-
nese market, which today accounts for 85 percent of Philippine banana
exports. The sector is jointly controlled by MNCs and local landed elites
through the Pilipino Banana Growers and Exporters Association (PBGEA),
which operates like a cartel, controlling price levels of labor, land lease rates,
and farm input and output markets.34 Individual members are extremely influ-
ential, with connections reaching up to the highest levels of the political sys-
tem.35 The importance of the banana sector in the local economy is also enor-
mous: many local jobs and existing enterprises are directly or indirectly related
to it. By 2000, the sector was utilizing about sixty thousand hectares of land and
directly employing more than thirty thousand farmworkers.

Landlord Evasion and Onerous Post-Reform Contracts

Fifty years ago, J.K. Galbraith remarked that discussions of land reform “pro-
ceed[ed] as though this reform were something that a government proclaims
on any fine morning — that it gives land to the tenants as it might give pensions
to old soldiers.” But land reform, as he went on to say, is a “revolutionary step”
that “passes power, property, and status from one group in the community to
another.…The world is composed of many different kinds of people, but those
who own land are not so different…that they will meet and happily vote them-
selves out of its possession.”36 Against pro-market advocacy of a “willing seller-
willing buyer” approach that entails integration (rather than sequencing) of
land redistribution and post-land transfer farm development processes, Gal-
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braith’s words are an important reminder.37 Land-based agribusiness elites, for-
eign or domestic, cannot be expected to readily submit to redistribution of their
wealth and power via land reform. Initiatives that appear to do so are best re-
garded with skepticism. Since 1988, elite antireform manipulation in the
Philippines has masqueraded as pro-reform acquiescence, especially in the
commercial farm sector where landowners used the ten-year deferment period
to set in motion all manner of evasion schemes (examined below).

Exclusion via Land Use Conversion (The Lorenzo Solution)
The most straightforward approach to evading expropriation was to secure a

government decision legally excluding a plantation from the program. Though
not many landlords were able to use this scheme successfully, a few, better-con-
nected landlords did. The Lorenzo conglomerate, for example, was able to ex-
clude all its banana plantations, estimated to be about seven thousand hectares
and affecting about seven thousand worker households across the Davao pen-
insula, from land expropriation via dubious legal maneuverings, including land
use conversions. The Lorenzos were the only landlords known to have been
completely successful with this type of evasive maneuver. And when Luis
Lorenzo Jr. became secretary of the Department of Agriculture in 2002, he
sought to aid his fellow landlords by calling for a halt to land redistribution un-
der CARP. “Additional land acquisition under the land reform program,” he said,
“should be put on hold until the original owners have been properly and fairly
paid, and until the land reform beneficiaries have been provided with all the
tools (including training and market access). This is to ensure the farmers can
properly nurture the land to produce goods that will help them secure a better
life.”38 In cases where expropriation is legally unavoidable, negotiation for par-
tial coverage has become an attractive option. Take the case of the Floirendos,
still the biggest landlord family in the banana sector in terms of total amount of
owned and controlled land, owner of the massive Tagum Agricultural Develop-
ment Corporation or TADECO (among others), and a former crony of the
ousted dictator Ferdinand Marcos. The Floirendos own more than three thou-
sand hectares of land, and seem to have successfully “negotiated” with the gov-
ernment to subject to expropriation only a small portion of their privately
owned lands.

Long-Term Government Lease (The DAPECOL Solution)
The Floirendos have owned or controlled some eighty-five hundred hectares

of banana plantation land. Thirty-three hundred hectares were owned privately,
while 5,212 hectares — known as the Davao Penal Colony (DAPECOL) estate —
involved government-owned land acquired through a dubious long-term lease
from the Department of Justice (DOJ).39 As late as 2004, the Floirendos were
paying PhP1,500 per hectare per year in lease rent — far below the prevailing
rate of PhP30,000 per hectare per year for the same period.40 CARP exempts pe-
nal colony land if tilled by prisoners, but in DAPECOL, only a very few inmates
work in the banana plantation part-time. This arrangement responds to two
conflicting imperatives. Some inmates must work as farmworkers to provide le-
gal justification for the continuity of the lease contract, but inmate labor cannot
be used on a large scale due to protests from Japanese banana buyers. The DOJ
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repeatedly refused the request made by the Department of Agrarian Reform
(DAR) to turn over the estate for redistribution, and in 2003, the Macapagal-Ar-
royo administration extended the DOJ’s lease contract with the Floirendos for
another twenty-five years.

VOS/VLT with Overpricing (The Hijo Solution)
Attempts to evade expropriation have also involved overpricing the land. In

mid-1998, PBGEA members were offering a standard price of PhP750,000 to
PhP1 million per hectare ($12,500 to $17,000 in 2004 dollars). This asking price
was three to four times higher than the average value according to the official as-
sessment of the Land Bank of the Philippines (LBP), pegged at PhP275,000.41 It
was also way beyond the national average of not more than PhP50,000 in com-
pensation to expropriated landlords outside the rice and corn sector, and
twelve to seventeen times more than the price of the government’s first major
expropriation in the banana sector.42 Still, individual landlords have gone even
further, as in the case of the 1,388-hectare Hijo plantation (Davao del Norte).
There, land ownership was redistributed in the early 1990s to farmworkers
through VOS. Before the VOS contract was signed, long-term contract farming
arrangements with the beneficiaries were secured, enabling the landlords to
continue to control a significant portion of the farm surpluses created in the
plantation (while also transferring the risk of directly operating a plantation to
the new farmworker-owners). But contesting the value of the expropriated land
priced by the LBP at PhP296,665 per hectare, the landlords later filed an appeal
at the regional trial court’s “special agrarian court” (rather than the DAR-tied
Agrarian Reform Adjudication Board). In 2002, a judge decided in favor of the
landlords and ordered the government to pay PhP1.67 million per hectare in-
stead. This represents an additional PhP2.3 billion to be spent by the national
government on one plantation alone. The LBP refused to pay the enormous
sum. An appeal was still pending at the time of this writing, amidst protest from
peasant and farmworkers across the country.

VLT (The Floirendo and Marsman Solution)
Finally, in situations where outright evasion or partial coverage is not feasi-

ble, landlords have happily turned to the “voluntary land transfer” (VLT)
scheme, a mode of land acquisition and distribution akin to the current mar-
ket-led agrarian reform.43 Two examples help to expose the real nature of VLT
schemes when contracted between two parties of highly unequal class and sta-
tus. The first again involves the Floirendos. While initially overpricing their pri-
vate land at PhP750,000 per hectare, they later decided to sell directly to the
farmworkers through VLT for PhP92,000 per hectare — more than PhP650,000
below the original asking price.44 The devil of course was in the details of the
leaseback agreement forged with farmworkers’ groups under their control, the
terms of which were so lopsided that even many loyalist farmworkers eventually
refused to go along with it. The Floirendos would pay PhP5,000 per hectare per
year in land rent to the farmworker-owners under an onerous 60-year contract
(e.g., ownership of the awarded land would revert back to the Floirendos if any
farmworker ever opted out). The family was able to negotiate this post-land
transfer contract at the same time that they negotiated the VLT agreement. That
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the two sets of negotiations were undertaken simultaneously helped to ensure
the pre-imposition of extremely lopsided terms of post-land transfer produc-
tion and exchange relations, securing the Floirendos’ perpetual control over
the land and the farm surpluses derived from its use.45 The second example in-
volves the Marsman Company, whose president is former secretary of the De-
partment of Agriculture Roberto Sebastian. Sebastian likewise took the VLT
route with his 1,024-hectare plantation. But instead of choosing a leaseback
arrangement, Marsman would donate the land to the farmworkers, in exchange
for sixty years’ free use.46

Such schemes clearly represent sophisticated attempts to evade effective re-
distribution of land, wealth, and power, while perpetuating elite control over
plantation operations through onerous post-reform contracts.47 All have re-
quired (among other things) active suppression or violation of farmworkers’
basic rights, including freedom of expression and association and the right to
free and fair contracts, since to accomplish them landlords must control the or-
ganizations claiming to represent farmworkers. But clearly, landlords’ evasive
maneuvers have evolved and prospered with a high degree of government di-
rect and indirect assistance. Such assistance has included local DAR and other
line agency officials’ direct involvement in the necessary “social preparation”
(e.g., participating in landlord-initiated and highly controlled CARP “informa-
tion sessions” inside their plantations, setting up controlled officialist cooper-
atives with which the landlords can successfully negotiate, and formally ad-
ministering landlord-dictated VOS and VLT procedures). It has also entailed
moments of glaring inaction vis-à-vis petitions for Compulsory Acquisition
and formal complaints of landlord harassment against farmworkers unwilling
to accept lopsided terms, for instance, when filed by autonomous farmworkers’
organizations.

Finally, the highly contentious issue of post-reform arrangements also high-
lights the critical importance of democracy within farmworkers’ organizations.
The failure to effectively deal with this issue underlies the tendency seen
throughout the commercial farm belt for farmworker organizations to split over
the question of what kind of post-reform arrangements will prevail. This issue
also reveals the relative lack of government policy and regulation (including
regulation guidelines) regarding the making and breaking of contracts. Beyond
constitutional provisions in favor of “free and fair” contracts, little exists to actu-
ally shape contracting in the real world. In the end, farmworkers are left on their
own, with government officials either refusing to step in or stepping in on the
side of landlords.

Farmworker Exclusion

Another way in which the banana elite has sought to control the land reform
process and steer it away from real redistribution is by trying to exclude poten-
tial claim-making farmworkers from the formal proceedings, both before and af-
ter they have begun. The contentious issue of including some farmworkers
while excluding others has plagued most land reform efforts the world over, but
especially in settings of land scarcity. Among the usual losers are seasonal
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farmworkers who, in many instances, also happen to be women.48 Land reform
policies in general impact men and women differently, with women typically
disadvantaged.49 In the Philippine land reform process in commercial banana
farms, women and seasonal farmworkers (a mostly female workforce) have also
faced systematic exclusion.50

In the early years of CARP, female farmworkers whose spouses were benefi-
ciaries were not recognized as having a distinct right to own land, with disas-
trous results. In one notorious case involving a 1000-hectare rubber-coffee
plantation in southwestern Mindanao, land was redistributed to nearly five
hundred beneficiaries — all male. The women farmworkers (mostly coffee pick-
ers) were completely excluded. When the all-male beneficiary cooperative took
over operation of the plantation, they appropriated the work traditionally per-
formed by the women as well, excluding women completely from the reform
process. Eventually the women mobilized to rectify the situation by turning the
case into a national controversy, which led not only to a reversal of their personal
fortunes, but also to a revision of the CARP rules on women beneficiaries.51

The issue of unjust farmworker exclusion was next raised in the context of
the massive retrenchment of regular farmworkers that had occurred before ac-
tual formal land reform proceedings began and throughout the ten-year defer-
ment period. As noted earlier, at least two-fifths of the workforce (or twenty
thousand farmworkers) is estimated to have been retrenched and replaced with
more docile new hires between 1988 and 1998, in an effort by plantation own-
ers to purge land and production and profit shares claim-makers and to launch
company-controlled farmworkers organizations.52 Often with the help of local
DAR officials, the owners then turned to forging joint venture agreements with
the newly formed, officialist cooperatives of would-be farmworker-beneficiaries
under their control, whose leaders could be traced back to the previous genera-
tion of company unions, as in the cases of the DAPCO, Hijo, and Marsman plan-
tations.

For their part, however, and despite their precarious economic circum-
stances and an extremely hostile local political situation, the region’s re-
trenched farmworkers slowly became organized and eventually launched au-
tonomous, plantation-based associations to reclaim their legal rights under
CARP to the land they once worked. They were assisted in this endeavor by sea-
soned organizers from a national community organizing NGO called the PEACE
Foundation.53 Later, many of the original regular farmworkers who had some-
how escaped retrenchment also decided to throw their lot in with their re-
trenched colleagues; together, they helped in the formation of these alternative
associations. Together, plantation by plantation, they began pushing for state
recognition as legitimate organizations of rightful agrarian reform beneficiaries,
an assertion that was reflected in the naming of their organizations. Hence, for
example, there arose the United Floirendo Employees Agrarian Reform Benefi-
ciaries Association Incorporated (UFEARBAI), Hijo Employees Agrarian Reform
Beneficiaries Association Incorporated (HEARBAI), and Marsman Employees
Agrarian Reform Beneficiaries Association Incorporated (MEARBAI), and so on.
In the formal land acquisition and distribution proceedings that began after the
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deferment period ended, it was the farmworkers — both active and retrenched
— who belonged to these alternative autonomous organizations who became
the main target of elite exclusionary maneuvers.

There would have been no conflict among potential beneficiaries had there
been enough land for every potential beneficiary. However, there are at least
two potential beneficiaries for every hectare of banana land, and the ideal bene-
ficiary-land ratio in the context of the banana sector is 1:1. Hence, the issue of
prioritizing (or de-prioritizing) some farmworkers became critical. Early on, the
companies successfully lobbied for the formal exclusion of retrenched farm-
workers from land reform. In May 1998, a month before the deferment expired
and in the waning weeks of the Ramos government, the DAR issued an adminis-
trative order (AO) on implementation of CARP in commercial plantations
whose land acquisition and distribution had been deferred. While AO 6 (series
of 1998) did order the expropriation of all deferred commercial plantations, the
same guideline automatically excluded all retrenched farmworkers (nearly half
the original, pre-1988 workforce in the banana sector) from benefiting.54

This outcome was exactly what landlords like the Floirendos had sought. But
they underestimated the reaction of those affected and the subsequent re-
sponse of the new Estrada government. Thousands of retrenched farmworkers
mobilized at the local and national levels, to campaign hard against AO 6 and for
a new set of guidelines that would take the principle of “length of service” (re-
gardless of current status) as the basis for prioritization in the land reform bene-
ficiary selection process. Determined to be heard, UFEARBAI in particular
launched militant actions in Manila that lasted for several months, and eventu-
ally succeeded in pressuring the government to replace the old guidelines with
new ones based on their recommendations.55 In December 1998, a new DAR na-
tional leadership (under former rebel leader Horacio Morales) issued AO 9 (se-
ries of 1998), declaring that prioritization of beneficiaries would be based on
the principle of “those who worked the longest in the farm regardless of their
employment status at the time of actual land reform process.” This was a huge
victory and marked a strategic assertion of a progressive social justice interpre-
tation of land reform over a conservative non-redistributive interpretation.

The issuing of AO 9 constituted a crucial “reform of the agrarian reform,” but
it bears keeping in mind that no law implements itself, and neither has the im-
plementation of AO 9 been automatic. For one, although retrenched workers
cannot be automatically excluded, they are not automatically included or given
priority. Under the official program, “who gets what” must still be thrashed out
using specific DAR administrative procedures in what is called “beneficiary
identification and selection, but what is aptly referred to informally as “inclu-
sion-exclusion.”56 The inclusion of retrenched workers can still hinge on the
outcomes of labor-related cases, which are heard and decided by labor tribunals
under the Department of Labor and Employment (DOLE), which seem not to be
predisposed to favorably recognizing the link with a workers’ labor case and his
or her land rights claims under CARP. Meanwhile, beneficiary identification and
selection procedures are still managed by local DAR officials, who are extremely
vulnerable, if not especially open, to the powers of influence wielded by the ba-
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nana elite. Under AO 9, farmworker land reform-claimants have had to fight
tooth and nail to ensure that state-society antireform alliances do not twist or hi-
jack the administrative proceedings and achieve exclusion that way. The possi-
bility of exclusion has thus also heightened the need for representative organi-
zations that are capable of increasing their political clout vis-à-vis landlords in
the contentious process of determining who can benefit from the government
program.

Unfulfilled Company Obligations

To avail themselves of the ten-year deferment, companies were obliged to pay
farmworkers what are called “production and profit shares,” or PPS. In 1988,
most companies (through the PBGEA) submitted to DAR their own computa-
tion on how the PPS provision would be carried out. But they were able to se-
cure the deferment despite having submitted computations that were report-
edly grossly understated.57 This opened up two separate but interrelated win-
dows of protest and claim-making by farmworkers. First, within the parameters
of the PBGEA computations, farmworkers have been pushing for a proper ac-
counting of PPS compliance. Based on PBGEA’s computations alone, it was deter-
mined, companies did not comply sufficiently and farmworkers were grossly
underpaid. Second, their claims have also pushed beyond these parameters,
since they claim that the basis used by PBGEA was dubiously low to begin with.

Many companies gave yearly production and profit shares that ranged from
PhP500 to PhP5,000. Table 1 shows the PPS payments made by some banana
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Table 1: Production and Profit Sharing Compliance, 1988-98 of Selected Companies in Region 11 (in Pesos)

1987-88 1989 1990 1991 1992 Differential
1989-1991 199

TADECO (P & P Shares/No. of Farm workers)

14,031,967 12,111,388 12,328,527 12,543,441 16,648,946 7,138,128 20,091,1

10,573 9,079 7,080 7,447 9,601 9,5

WADECOR

131,071 1,853,093 1,381,602 1,285,047 2,702,339 632,234 1,497,5

1,136

MARSMAN ESTATE

3,957,669 3,496,723 3,256,068 4,090,046 5,097,784 2,003,529 6,267,9

1,589 1,256 1,513 1,460 1,460 1,3

SORIANO FRUITS

608,849 491,778 444,214 410,902 448,209 784,5

332 421 277 243 242 2

Notes: The first row pertains to the Production and Profit Shares in pesos, while the lower row pertains
to the actual number of farm workers receiving the yearly P & P shares. Source: “Summary of Production
and Profit Sharing Compliance, Region 11, as of 31 December 1998,” Department of Agrarian Reform
Region 11, Davao City.



companies. (The compliance data for 1998 are not clear, since records are not
available, even though payment should have continued until the concerned
farms were land-reformed.) By contrast, conservative estimates place the real
amount that should have been paid at between PhP12,000 to PhP20,000 per
worker per year. Over the ten years, therefore, it is estimated that banana com-
panies underpaid farmworkers by more than PhP3 billion. Had it been paid, this
amount could have gone far toward paying for the cost of land expropriation, as
well as the cost of the transition period when operational control of the planta-
tions is transferred to farmworkers. In 1999, UFEARBAI filed a legal case before
the DAR Adjudication Board to compel government and plantation owners to
reopen the computation of and payment for PPS, but the case was dismissed for
“lack of merit.”

In addition to the underpayment of PPS, the other major issue of companies’
unfulfilled obligations involves unpaid separation pay. The consummation of
land acquisition and redistribution proceedings brings to an end the em-
ployee-employer relationship between companies and farmworkers, regard-
less of what replaces it. Under the law, farmworkers are thus entitled to separa-
tion pay. Instead, companies have fiercely resisted making such payments, and
are using this issue to impose their will in land reform proceedings and to co-
erce farmworkers into signing onerous post-land reform “joint venture” con-
tracts, as was the case of Dole-Stanfilco in the 1,024-hectare DAPCO plantation,
for example.58 Claim-making farmworkers contend that the amount that should
have been paid is enormous and, together with the PPS payments, could have
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in Pesos)

ifferential
989-1991 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 Total

38,128 20,091,141 15,578,598 18,895,617 27,590,107 25,408,542 182,366,402

9,566 7,729 7,384 7,315 6,303

32,234 1,497,571 812,113 1,645,649 2,571,823 2,396,134 16,908,678

410 380

03,529 6,267,936 6,575,965 7,238,014 6,057,291 6,782,247 54,823,272

1,460 1,327 1,370 1,298 1,125 1,222

784,515 655,791 726,728 678,508 706,080 5,955,574

266 295 254 268 309
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uction
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led to a significant redistribution of wealth and power in favor of the farm-work-
ing class. From the perspective of many farmworkers,59 these immediate social
welfare and social justice issues are rolled into one and are worth fighting for.

Individual Splitting

Another issue that has played a key role in shaping the pace and direction of
struggles for land and livelihood in commercial banana farms in the Philippines
is what is known as “individual splitting.” Should the beneficiaries of agrarian
reform in commercial farms be allowed to divide the land into individually
owned holdings and to decide for themselves how to use their respective par-
cels? The corporate banana elite and many government officials share a deep
bias against “splitting” (subdividing) commercial farmland for redistribution to
individual title-holders. But for the farmworker-beneficiaries, their control of
the land, and thus security of tenure and livelihood, remains extremely tenuous
unless individual titles over specific plots of land are awarded. A good illustra-
tion of both the dangers of collective titling and the benefits of individual split-
ting involves DAPCO’s 1,024-hectare plantation in Davao del Norte. In 1965, the
owners of the plantation signed a 30-year lease agreement with Stanfilco, the
plantation division of the global giant Dole, where the latter paid the DAPCO
landowners US$700 per hectare per year in lease rent.

In the wake of CARP’s promulgation, the DAPCO landowners sought to take
advantage of the deferment granted to them in 1991. Yet by then the DAR had
also begun searching for an opportunity to publicly demonstrate its resolve to
implement land reform on MNC-controlled plantations. Meanwhile, Stanfilco
was also eager to shift out of direct farm management and into contract growing
arrangements wherever possible, and it saw CARP as the opportunity it had
been waiting for. As a result, over and against the landowners’ desire to defer
the issue (and evade redistribution), both DAR and Stanfilco began to support
DAPCO’s unionized workers in their efforts to reorganize themselves into an
agrarian reform beneficiaries association and mobilize in favor of land redistri-
bution. In 1993, farmworkers, through the Stanfilco Employees’ Agrarian Re-
form Beneficiaries Association (or SEARBAI), formally challenged the defer-
ment permit on the basis of the DAPCO-Stanfilco lease contract’s forthcoming
expiration in 1995.

The DAR easily decided in their favor and determined to subject the planta-
tion to expropriation come the end of the lease contract. By January 1995, a col-
lective land title was issued to the workers and a new contract, this time be-
tween Stanfilco and SEARBAI, was made. Thus resolved, the DAPCO case was
widely hailed by the DAR as the best model for agrarian reform in other planta-
tions. However, the subsequent turn of events soon revealed the model’s
darker underside and its uneven impact on different segments of farmworkers.
In fact, historically, the relationship between Stanfilco and the farmworkers at
DAPCO was as contentious and conflict-ridden as company-worker relations
elsewhere, and SEARBAI had been formed partly in response to a series of re-
trenchment campaigns that had been undertaken by Stanfilco. Many of the
farmworkers had previously belonged to a union called NAMASTAN (United
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Workers of Stanfilco),
which had been the
chief target of the com-
pany’s efforts to pacify
the workforce. Prior to
1993, nearly fifty NA-
MASTAN members, in-
cluding its chair, had
been laid off after a
strike, and Stanfilco
worked to ensure their
exclusion from the land
reform process.

Unfortunately for
the retrenched workers,
however, it was NAMAS-
TAN’s third wave of
leaders who were more
sympathetic to Stanfilco
that assumed the lead-
ership of SEARBAI in
1993, when direct nego-
tiations with the com-
pany got underway. In
late 1994, a memoran-
dum of understanding
(MOU) between the
company and SEARBAI
leaders was inked. The
MOU committed the
farmworker-beneficia-
ries to a lengthy 25-year contract with Stanfilco. As described above, the com-
pany proposed to buy from the association at a fixed rate of PhP 22.50 ($0.60 in
1994 dollars) per 13-kilogram box of bananas — an extremely low price by the
industry standards. Stanfilco had also explicitly stated that it would not give sep-
aration pay if the farmworkers did not agree to the MOU, even though Philip-
pine law required them to make the payments. Finally, the MOU excluded
nearly forty farmworkers, many of whom had led the earlier strikes and been
laid off on the eve of expropriation.

At this point in the proceedings, SEARBAI’s membership stood at 482. Upon
learning of the MOU’s contents, many of the rank-and-file members who had
not been privy to the negotiations were surprised and outraged. They decried
both the lack of consultation and the onerous terms eventually agreed upon by
their leaders and the company, which the workers claimed, would substantially
reduce their incomes. The workers could not be placated, and eventually the
disagreement led to a split in the organization. One segment of the organiza-
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“The production of cavendish bananas [pictured above],
concentrated in Mindanao’s temperate Davao peninsula
region, is the most lucrative sector in Philippine agricul-
ture.” (Credit: Peter Krinks)



tion, which came to be called SEARBAI-1, defended the MOU. A second seg-
ment, known as SEARBAI-2, rejected it, and proceeded to file a complaint with
the DAR Adjudication Board calling for its nullification. This latter group also
raised the issue of the exclusion of other workers, and repeatedly called into
question the legitimacy of SEARBAI-1’s leadership.

From mid-1995 to the end of 1996, three successive cooperative elections
were held through SEARBAI-1’s initiative; SEARBAI-2’s candidates won each
time. SEARBAI-2’s apparent influence among the workers soon prompted
Stanfilco to negotiate with it, and a new agreement was forged, in hopes of set-
tling the matter. Meanwhile, SEARBAI-1, put on the defensive, petitioned the
DAR to split the plantation between the members of the two cooperatives, sig-
naling its acquiescence to the new covenant forged between SEARBAI-2 and
Stanfilco.

Despite some improvements, however, the new MOU, in turn, failed to ad-
dress key issues that had originally motivated many workers to reject its prede-
cessor, including the exclusion of a number of workers and the cutback of wage
and nonwage benefits. Feeling betrayed again, most of the now twice-excluded
farmworkers, joined by SEARBAI members who were still not satisfied with the
terms of the second MOU, began to coalesce and work out a common course of
action. A common sentiment soon emerged in favor of individual splitting as in-
surance against any onerous contract that Stanfilco and the SEARBAI leadership
might try to impose. Lacking political-legal experience, the workers soon
sought the assistance of some rights-advocacy NGOs. This emerging coalition of
forces was later further strengthened by an unexpected alliance with one of the
DAPCO plantation’s former owners, Antonio Javellana, who provided critical
political and logistical support and insider information about the banana indus-
try and elite practices. Angered by the extremely low official valuation of the
land, Javellana initially joined forces with this third segment of workers out of a
desire to get even with both the company and the DAR. But he soon came to re-
spect the group’s unorthodox position, and eventually became their main guru
in terms of much-needed technical knowledge and business management
skills. Thus emboldened, this third segment of disenfranchised workers, now
calling themselves ALDA (an acronym of the surnames of the leaders of the four
groups that constituted their ranks), launched a series of land occupations be-
ginning in early 1997. Within two months, ALDA managed to bring more than a
fourth of the plantation area under its control, forcing the company’s opera-
tions to a grinding halt.

Meanwhile, Stanfilco, together with SEARBAI-1 and -2, secured a temporary
restraining order against ALDA. The restraining order was enforced by a formi-
dable combination of police, military, and paramilitary groups, but they were
unable to completely dismantle the ALDA barricades or end the land occupa-
tion. The standoff was covered extensively in the local and national media, and
even gained some international exposure as well. In time, the intense and sus-
tained media spotlight greatly added to the pressures already building on the
government and the company to negotiate with ALDA. Initial talks resulted in
the official recognition of all three groups as legitimate beneficiaries of land re-
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distribution, with each group allotted a corresponding portion of the planta-
tion. But until a new round of talks was held, ALDA would remain tied to the
larger collective via the old MOU, although it was made clear that ALDA would
seek individual titling. Rather than dampen their campaign, the partial resolu-
tion of the conflict at this point gave the ALDA group some much-needed
breathing space and a better position from which to intensify their post-land re-
form struggle.

After a year, their struggle erupted again. Despite the sufficient amount of
time they had, the DAR had clearly failed to act on ALDA’s petition to disengage
from the old MOU. Meanwhile, the group’s fury had been deepened by the dis-
covery that other buyers were willing to pay US$2.80 per box compared to
Dole’s US$0.60, which also prompted the two SEARBAIs to join ALDA in peti-
tioning for a higher buying price. When further negotiations went nowhere, the
three groups decided to go on a joint farm strike. United in action, all the work-
ers refused to pick bananas for several weeks, seriously disrupting operations
and causing Stanfilco to lose a substantial amount of money. Eventually, the DAR
was forced to issue a “disengagement order” on the old MOU that benefited all
three groups. This in turn left Stanfilco little choice but to renegotiate at a much
higher buying price of US$2.60 per box. The two SEARBAIs quickly agreed and
resumed normal operations.

But ALDA refused the offer, demanding instead US$2.80 per box and the in-
sertion of a “reopening clause” in the contract as a safety valve in case the con-
tract needed to be reviewed later on, especially since the term of the Stanfilco
contract was for twenty-five years. The group had been emboldened in their
dealings with Stanfilco by an offer for a contract (with better terms) made by an-
other buyer. Again, the DAR did not act on ALDA’s petition, prompting the group
to pitch camp in front of the DAR regional office in Davao in early 1998. The pro-
test campout lasted for weeks, with no positive action coming from the DAR.
Frustrated, desperate, and increasingly angered, with their families going hun-
gry, the striking workers hauled truckloads of bananas from their farm and
dumped them at the main gate of the DAR office compound, blocking all access.
The action, which became known as tambak saging (banana dumping), got ex-
tensive local and national media attention, infuriated the DAR, and even
prompted the city government to intervene.

Within three days, DAR gave in to ALDA’s demands. And so in May 1998,
nearly five years after the land reform process had begun, the ALDA beneficia-
ries won the right to sell to whomever they chose, giving them unprecedented
leverage in negotiating contracts, and enabling them to break free from
Stanfilco’s control. Then, in late 1999, the DAR granted ALDA’s demand for indi-
vidual splitting — an unprecedented breakthrough in the commercial planta-
tion sector. Afterward, the group shifted from producing cavendish bananas for
export to producing a local variety (lakatan) for the domestic market, and from
farming collectively under a collective land title to individually owned and
farmed plots. Some workers marketed their produce individually, while others
started to experiment with cooperative marketing schemes. More changes have
transpired since then, including among the non-ALDA groups, with respect to
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operations and marketing. But by 2004, the situation had stabilized around a
basic strategy that combines individually owned plots with cooperative opera-
tion in input and output markets, although still with a close marketing tie-in
with the MNCs.

Variable Paths

The expropriation process in Philippine commercial banana farms has pro-
ceeded in a complex, often confusing manner. However, some basic outcome
patterns can be discerned. For their part, the land-based domestic banana elite
has generally resisted full expropriation, but it has acceded to partial expropria-
tion when deemed unavoidable. In such cases, the elite endeavored to perpetu-
ate effective control over the land in the post-reform era by other means. MNC
actors, meanwhile, took the opportunity opened up by CARP to partially break
from their traditional alliance with domestic landlords, in order to establish
more lucrative, direct business engagements with farmworker-beneficiaries in
the post-reform era. Many commercial farms have taken paths thus defined.

Nevertheless, while the political-legal odds have been stacked against them,
autonomous organizations of farmworkers, led mainly by those who were re-
trenched during the deferment period, have arisen to fight for their rights in
both policymaking and policy implementation phases of the larger land reform
process. In some cases, despite the antireform manipulations by members of
the banana elite, such segments of farmworkers have been able to assert their
right to develop their own farms and enterprises, most of these farmworkers
opted to continue with plantation-type farming. Therefore, rather than a single,
predetermined outcome of land reform struggles in Philippine commercial ba-
nana farms, three broadly distinct paths (based on Weberian ideal types) have
emerged over time (see Table 2, next page).

Landlord/MNC Path

The first broadly distinct path of CARP-sponsored agrarian reform involves the
continuity of effective commercial-farm elite control over both the land acquisi-
tion and distribution process, and the form and organization of post-transfer
production, processing, and marketing, through leaseback or joint venture con-
tracts. The farmworkers who are identified and selected as agrarian reform ben-
eficiaries are retained as workers in post-reform operations that remain planta-
tion-type, and where the former landlords and MNCs now act as direct plantation
operators and/or as buyers. Within this overall path, however, two slightly dif-
ferent variations have also emerged. In one version, the farmworker-beneficia-
ries own the land collectively, through one or more cooperative land titles, e.g.,
by virtue of their status as regular farmworkers and their membership in a rec-
ognized agrarian reform cooperative. This is the case in the former Floirendo
plantation WADECOR60 and the Marsman plantation in Davao Norte, and in the
DARBCI plantation in South Cotabato. In the other version, the farm-
worker-beneficiaries own the land individually, through individual titles, but
their effective ownership is undermined by VLT-based, long-term leaseback
contracts that are locked in place. This is the case in the various Lorenzo planta-
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tions, and is emerging to be the preferred mode in the Dole expansion areas in
North Cotabato.61

Cooperative Path

The second path of CARP-sponsored agrarian reform also involves continued
commercial-farm elite control over both aspects of the process, but this time
that control is shared substantially with the farmworker-beneficiaries, through
recognized agrarian reform beneficiary cooperatives. This is the cooperative
path. Here, the land is owned collectively (through the cooperative), plantation
operations are run by the agrarian reform beneficiary cooperatives (with offi-
cials as plantation managers and the rank-and-file members as workers), and
the buyers are now the former landlords and MNCs. At first glance, little appears
to be different between this path and the first version of the landlord/MNC path
outlined above (in which the farmworker-beneficiaries own the land collec-
tively). Yet closer inspection reveals that the cooperatives in this case do in fact
play a significant role in and have primary accountability for plantation opera-
tions. This relative operational autonomy has been both conditionally given (in
exchange for highly restricted contract growers’ terms) and hard-won (through
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Pictured to the right is a banana-
packing operation on a com-
mercial banana plantation in
Davao Oriental, Philippines.
(Credit: Peter Krinks)

“Since the late 1980s Filipino
farmworkers in the commercial
farm sector have mobilized to
undertake land reform, with
varying outcomes. Some of
these mobilizations have led
to actual redistributions of land,
wealth, and power, albeit to
different degrees. These out-
comes show clearly that while
actual redistribution may be
difficult, it is not impossible.…
Despite a diminished role for
land in the actual value added
in production, processing, and
marketing in capital-intensive
plantations, control over land
remains important to the capac-
ity and autonomy of farm-
workers’ households in seeking
to secure, construct, maintain,
defend, and sustain their liveli-
hoods.”



workers’ struggles for more operational control). The best examples of this sec-
ond path include the Hijo and Checkered Farms plantations.

Family Farms Path

Finally, the third broadly distinct path of CARP-sponsored agrarian reform in the
commercial banana farm sector is the family farms path, distinguishable from
the other two by its combination of individual land titles with either individual
or collective operations. Here, the pre-reform form and organization of planta-
tion operations (from production and processing to marketing) is radically
transformed, with individual family farms now existing and playing an impor-
tant role in operations. Two sub-variations have emerged here as well. In the
first, individual small family farms are formed, but then produce the same prod-
uct for marketing by corporate buyers. This pattern emerged in parts of the for-
mer DAPCO plantation,62 but has so far proven to be fairly problematic and
unstable due to the continued control over marketing by elite corporate buyers.
In the second variation, individual small family farms are formed and these en-
gage collectively in production, processing, and marketing operations, al-
though actual control of marketing is shared with corporate buyers. Though
still very limited, experience with this type of arrangement has initially offered
some promising results that many farmworker-members of UFEARBAI and
UNORKA-Mindanao — still undergoing the reform process — hope to emulate
in the future. The individual titling anchors the former farmworkers’ newfound
control as beneficiaries, while the cooperative operations strategy appears to
provide much-sought-after systematization in work and strength vis-à-vis actual
and potential buyers. This path has been pioneered by one segment of farm-
workers in the former DAPCO plantation,63 but serves as inspiration for many
more members of UFEARBAI and UNORKA-Mindanao whose struggles for land
and livelihood rights are still ongoing.

Conclusion

Since the late 1980s Filipino farmworkers in the commercial farm sector have
mobilized to undertake land reform, with varying outcomes. Some of these mo-
bilizations have led to actual redistributions of land, wealth, and power, albeit
to different degrees. These outcomes show clearly that while actual redistribu-
tion may be difficult, it is not impossible. Notably, most pro-reform mobiliza-
tions of farmworkers have neither sought nor led to the breakup of preexisting
plantations into independently operating individual small family farms. Even
where individual splitting of the land has occurred, the former farmworkers
have chosen to continue with the plantation-type organization, while trying to
consolidate and expand their formal share of the value that is added in com-
modity production, processing, and marketing. Despite a diminished role for
land in the actual value added in production, processing, and marketing in capi-
tal-intensive plantations, control over land remains important to the capacity
and autonomy of farmworkers’ households in seeking to secure, construct,
maintain, defend, and sustain their livelihoods.
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