Building Food-Secure
Neighbourhoods:
the role of allotment gardens

The World Bank classifies the
Philippines as one of the world’s
fastest urbanising countries. Urban
areas grew by 5 percent annually
between 1980 and 2000. If this trend
continues, an estimated 65% of the
total population will be living in
urban areas by the year 2020.
Cagayan de Oro, one of the
secondary cities located in the
southern part of the country, has at
present a population of about
600,000 with an annual growth rate
of 4.4% compared to the 2.3%
national average.

agayan de Oro is one of the three

model cities in the Philippines under

the UN-Habitat Sustainable Cities
Program due to its efforts in addressing
the challenges of urban environmental
management and food security. This is
particularly evident in its allotment garden
programme, which enables
multifunctional land uses such as food
production and income generation,
treatment and nutrient recycling of
biodegradable household wastes and
excreta, as well as open spaces for
community and family activities.

The first allotment garden of Cagayan de
Oro was established in 2003 (Holmer et
al., 2003). Since then, this number has
grown to five self-sustaining gardens
located in different urban areas of the city,
enabling a total of 50 urban poor families
the legal access to land for vegetable
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A food security survey was conducted

production. These allotment gardens are
characterised by a concentration in one
place of six to twenty small land parcels of
about 300 m* each that are assigned to
individual families, which are organised in
an association. In the allotment gardens,
the parcels are cultivated individually,
contrary to other community garden types
where the entire area is tended collectively
by a group of people (MacNair, 2002).

Unlike in Europe, where allotment
gardens are usually located on public
lands owned by different government
entities, all allotment gardens of Cagayan
de Oro are established on private land due
to the lack of publicly owned open spaces.
Prior to the establishment of the allotment
gardens, the chairmen of the barangay

(= city district) approached private
landowners and asked if poor residents of
the barangay could use their vacant land
for food production as well as for the
establishment of compost heaps to
process segregated biodegradable wastes
from neighbouring private households.
The conditions for the land use as well as
the corresponding roles and
responsibilities of all stakeholders (i.e. the
landowner, the local government unit, the
academe and the community members)
were then formalised into a memorandum
of agreement: The urban poor families
committed themselves to using the land
for agricultural purposes only and to not
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construct residential structures. Xavier
University transferred the knowledge on
integrated crop management and
composting under tropical low-elevation
conditions (Guanzon & Holmer, 2003)
through a series of workshops and
hands-on trainings to the urban poor
communities while the local government
facilitated the collection and delivery of
the biodegradable wastes to the gardens.
The city government was also in charge of
community organising including the
formation of associations with
corresponding constitutions and by-laws
and the election of officers. As regards
rental payment, the landowners of three
gardens did not ask for any fees, while in
the other two areas the annual rental fee
corresponds to the amount of land tax
they have to pay to the government.

Aside from the production of vegetables,
fruits such as papaya, banana and
pineapple are maintained as border crops
in all gardens. In one location,
ornamentals are grown as additional
source of income, while in another garden,
small animals such as chickens and pigs
are also kept. In the most recent garden
established, the existing drainage sump
was converted into a fish pond.

Prior to the establishment of the allotment
gardens, a food security survey was
conducted among 300 respondents in four



of the pilot city districts to determine the
present food security status level of
households and, thus, compile baseline
data in order to evaluate the impact of the
allotment gardens at a later stage
(Guanzon et al., 2004). Since the full range
of food insecurity and hunger cannot be
captured by any single indicator, the so-
called “CPS Food Security Supplement (1)”
was applied in the study to measure the
food security scale. Specifically, the CPS
core module asks about household
conditions, events, behaviours, and
subjective reactions such as (1) anxiety
that the household food budget or food
supply may be insufficient to meet basic
needs; (2) the experience of running out of
food, without money to obtain more; (3)
perceptions by the respondent that the
food eaten by household members was
inadequate in quality or quantity; (4)
adjustments to normal food use,
substituting fewer and cheaper foods than
usual and (5) instances of reduced food
intake by adults and children in the
household. The results showed that on the
adult scale, only 29.3% of the respondents
were considered food secure, while 31.3%
were food insecure without hunger and a
high 39.4% were food insecure with
hunger. The levels on the child scale were
somewhat different. Only 22.3% could be
considered food secure, while 43% were
food insecure without hunger and 17.7%
food insecure with hunger. The Philippine
Association of Nutrition estimates that the
poorest sector of the Philippines, which
comprises almost 40% of all households,
spends about 60% of its available income
on food alone. The urban poor are
especially vulnerable to food price
increases as encountered in the later part
of 2004 with an increasing number of
Filipinos experiencing hunger as reported
in newspapers and TV news.

Two years after the implementation of the
allotment gardens (and one year after the
outside funding had ended and the
gardeners were able to sustain their
activities without financial support), a
survey was conducted to assess the socio-
economic effects of the project (Urbina et
al.,, 2005). The perceived benefits of the
allotment gardens in Cagayan de Oro are
multiple. 25% of the vegetables produced
are consumed by the farming family, 7%
are given away to friends and relatives
while 68% are sold to walk-in clients, who
come mostly from the direct
neighbourhood. They appreciate the
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Perceived benefits of the allotment
gardens are multiple

freshness of the produce, the convenience
of proximity as well as the lower price
compared to the public markets. The
gardening activities, a secondary
occupation for all the association
members, have augmented the available
income by about 20% while the vegetable
consumption has doubled for 75% of its
members. This is especially notable since
the average vegetable consumption in
Cagayan de Oro is only 36 kg per capita
and year, which is one half of the
minimum recommended intake as
suggested by FAO (Agbayani et al., 2001).
Aside from these benefits, the respondents
particularly appreciate that the allotment
gardens have strengthened their
community values since they provide a
place where they can meet, discuss issues
and enjoy spending quality time with their
families and friends in a clean and quiet
natural environment, which they are
deprived of in the densely populated areas
where they live.

Aside from contributing to the food
security of the community, the gardens are
also essential for the successful
implementation of the city’s integrated
solid waste management programme as
mandated under Philippine law. In the city
districts that have an allotment garden,
the amount of residual wastes delivered to
the landfill site could be reduced by more
than one third since the segregated
biodegradable household wastes are
converted into compost in the gardens.
So-called ecological sanitation (‘Ecosan’)
toilets have been recently established in
four of the five areas. They serve as show
cases for improved sanitation in a country
where more than 90% of the sewage is
discharged without treatment into rivers,
ponds, underground waters and seas
causing serious pollution and public
health problems. In the survey conducted
by Urbina (2005), more than 90% of the
allotment gardeners did not see any
constraints to using properly treated urine
as a nutrient source for production of
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vegetables and ornamentals and to apply
composted faecal matter in fruit
production.

The city government of Cagayan de Oro is
presently mainstreaming the allotment
garden concept into its overall city
planning and development, which will
also use participatory GIS-based
approaches to identify suitable areas for
further garden sites. A city ordinance is
presently being prepared to reduce taxes
for landowners who make their land
available for this purpose. The PUDSEA
(2) Network is one of the major vehicles to
promote allotment gardening to other
urban areas in Southeast Asia.
Representatives from Indonesia, Thailand
and other Philippine cities have already
expressed their interest to replicate this
model. Xavier University through its
international training centre SEARSOLIN
(3) also offers a corresponding one-month
module within its social leadership
development course.

Notes

1) The Current Population Survey (CPS) Food Security
Supplement (CPS-FSS) is the source of national and
State-level statistics on food insecurity and hunger
used in USDA’s annual reports on household food
security
(http://www.ers.usda.gov/data/FoodSecurity/CPS/)

2) Periurban Development in Southeast Asia
(www.pudsea.net)

3) See www.xu.edu.ph/searsolin/module9.htm
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