






the purpose of conservation activities in El Nido is 

to protect the company’s interests. This impression 

does not encourage other resort owners to get 

involved in conservation work.

Other members of the private sector have by 

and large remained at the periphery of conservation 

efforts outside of the intermittent coastal clean-

ups. When asked about their relationship with the 

Protected Area, one business operator said that 

they have no conflict, because there is not much 

of a relationship. This distant relationship between 

the private sector and the Protetected Area needs 

to change, particularly for the tourism sector, 

because ‘it is El Nido’s natural beauty that brings 

the tourists, not the resorts,’ as Etienne La’Brooy, 

General Manager of El Nido Resorts, declared 

during a community consultation. Ten Knots has 

an environmental program, but 20 years on, other 

resorts have barely followed suit. Waste segregation 

only started this year in the town proper, but sewage 

remains untreated. Whether the cleanliness drive will 

be expanded and sustained remains to be seen.

The last sector in the development of El Nido’s 

enforcement program is the NGOs. Two NGOs are 

currently involved in the enforcement program—the 

El Nido Foundation and WWF-Philippines. WWF-

Philippines has been in the area since 1999, 

when it was commissioned by the Philippine Rural 

Reconstruction Movement (PRRM) to conduct the 

terrestrial biodiversity assessment. From there, its 

involvement moved on to environmental marine 

law enforcement, and its project facilitated the 

development process of the current enforcement 

system. This project is ending in August 2005. 

Negotiations are under way to continue WWF-

Philippines’ work on enforcement with support from 

the El Nido Foundation.

The El Nido Foundation started out in 1992 

as a project of the Andres Soriano Jr. Foundation, 

which was brought to El Nido through the A. 

Soriano Corporation’s (Anscor) investment in Ten 

Knots. In 2004 it became a local foundation with 

its own board of directors. In 2004 the foundation 

was awarded a grant from the Global Environment 

Facility through the International Finance 

Corporation. A seven-year project, this project 

aims to improve the management of El Nido’s 

marine areas through zoning and the preparation of 

management plans.

The El Nido Foundation is the only locally based 

NGO in the municipality. Aside from it, El Nido has 

seen the comings and goings of many other NGOs. 

In the scheme of the Marine Enforcement Plan’s 

financing system, NGOs operate under the grants 

program. Although El Nido has moved from a state-

controlled to a more decentralized scheme, the 

environmental component has been dominated by 

whichever agencies had donor-funded programs. 

There were the DENR’s Debt for Nature Swap 

from 1989 to 1994, and NIPAP from 1997 to 2001, 

which was complemented by the PRRM’s social 

development and environmental research during 

the same period. WWF-Philippines’ marine law 

enforcement project was implemented from 2003 

to 2005. Now the major source of funding is the 

El Nido Foundation’s Global Environment Facility 

project from 2004 to 2010. 

Although the roles of these programs in the 

establishment of El Nido’s marine enforcement 

system were fundamental, the key lesson here 

is that the local institutions, the municipal 

government in particular, are the only permanent 

mechanisms that can be the key to sustainability. 

But sustainability can only be attained if the local 

institutions have the capability and commitment 

to the effort. An intervention provider, be it the 

national government or an NGO, must focus 

on strengthening the locals’ capability and 

seeking their assistance when needed, instead of 

implementing activities on their own. 

On a lucky day, tourists can see dolphins while going island-

hopping (above). The Protected Area Superintendent conducts a 

post-mortem investigation of a dead dolphin (below). Dolphins are 

common victims of destructive fishing gears
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F
inally, the enforcement system faces the 

challenge of its impact. Unfortunately, 

there is no way to isolate cause-and-

effect relationships in conservation 

activities outside a science laboratory. Attributing 

trends in the natural environment to a particular 

intervention is difficult. Be that as it may, the 

best reason for continuing any initiative is that it 

achieves the desirable results for the majority of 

the population. 

This is why the monitoring and evaluation 

component of the enforcement program is 

important. The question of impact goes beyond the 

number of apprehensions and successful litigations 

made as a result of patrol operations. Impact 

means asking whether or not El Nido’s natural 

resources are increasing so that more people can 

benefit from them.

NIPAP, Ten Knots and WWF-Philippines have 

initiated coral, benthos, reef fish and fisheries 

surveys in El Nido to monitor the trends in diversity 

and density of marine resources. Baseline data are 

available, and hopefully such surveys will continue 

in order to establish trends. Even if the trends 

cannot be solely attributed to the projects, they 

can provide scientific benchmarks for determining 

future courses of action.

Most importantly, the question of impact involves 

the local fishers who have the right to determine 

the fate of the enforcement program. Unfortunately, 

there are no available statistics on the social 

acceptance of the enforcement system. Views differ 

widely, ranging from ‘Patrolling is a big help,’ to ‘It’s 

useless because some enforcers connive with the 

ilegalistas.’  The members of ENELEC have been 

conducting Information and Education Campaigns 

on the value of protecting the environment to raise 

public awareness and gain public support for 

conservation. But conservation is tedious work, 

and results could be ambiguous even after many 

years. The best chance to sustain the enforcement 

work is to have the local fishing communities of El 

Nido perceive its benefits, and demand the local 

government’s commitment to the task at hand.

A t rue  measure  o f  impac t

ENELEC members meet monthly.

B
ecause the Protected Area is composed 

of marine and terrestrial areas, 

enforcement operations need to cover 

both. ENELEC and the Protected Area 

Office make ends meet to conduct patrols in the 

forests and at sea. The project of WWF-Philippines 

focuses on marine law enforcement, and other 

NGOs, such as the Environmental Legal Assistance 

Center (ELAC), provide assistance on the terrestrial 

side. Enforcement personnel claim that they give 

equal attention to the marine and terrestrial areas. 

‘Neither can be neglected for the sake of the 

other because they are directly related,’ asserts 

Raymond Osorio, a DENR ranger. ‘Deforestation 

would lead to siltation, which would pollute the 

seas.’  Opinions differ on whether illegal fishing 

or illegal logging is the bigger problem in El Nido, 

but they are unanimous in saying that of the two, 

marine enforcement is more difficult. This is not 

only because of the logistical differences between 

patrolling land and sea, but because illegal fishers 

are ‘well equipped and can afford legal counsel,’ 

says the Protected Area Superintendent. Trends 

also indicate that more and more of the illegal 

fishers are non-residents of El Nido.

By this time, the eastern barangays are also 

expressing feelings of being overlooked because 

support has been focused on the western side, 

where the Protected Area extends to the sea. The 

west is where the town is located, and is the hub 

of tourist activity. Although it is understandable 

that work has to start from a specific point, and 

expansion should be on a scale that is manageable 

for ENELEC, as the DENR ranger expressed, the 

fates of ecosystems are intertwined. If the forest 

cannot be sacrificed to protect the seas, it also 

follows that the east cannot be neglected for long for 

the sake of conserving the west of the municipality. 

Ocean  o r  fo res t  f i r s t ?

Resident hornbills are among the attractions of Lagen Island.
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D O I N G  I T  O U R  W AY ,  
D O I N G  I T  T O G E T H E R V

Miniloc Island

Tagbanua, migrated as recently as the 1980s. The 

majority are therefore first- or second-generation 

migrants of different cultural backgrounds. Like 

any area with such a population composition, 

its people have a short history of association 

and common experiences. They have yet to 

evolve distinctly patterned norms and social 

control mechanisms that could only result from 

generations of recurring interactions.

Curiously, this diverse population brought 

together by the economic opportunities offered by El 

Nido’s natural resources is starting to shape a shared 

history that is intertwined with conservation. For many, 

the government’s attempt to protect nature preceded 

their migration to El Nido. Of course, this did not 

prevent the open access and frenzy of resource 

extraction brought about by the surge of economic 

migrants. But it is possible that this alarming rate 

of resource extraction over a short period of time is 

precisely the reason why conservation has gained 

a strong foothold so early in this society. The 

enforcement must be meeting a perceived need for it 

to have gone this far in a short period.

This is not to say that what is happening in 

El Nido could not be replicated in sites sharing 

a long history. Rather, the most practical and 

universal lesson that can be gleaned from El Nido’s 

enforcement program is that the stakeholders 

were able to develop a system that suits the 

implementation setting, and not the other way 

around. In other words, the Enforcement Plan and 

Enforcement Manual, though given in this case 

study to serve as a guide, would probably not work 

if transferred in whole to a different place. ENELEC 

has initiated the replication of the process, not of the 

system, in the neighboring municipality of Taytay, 

and has a standing Memorandum of Agreement to 

include the municipality of San Vicente. 

T
he strength of El Nido’s current 

enforcement system is that it involves 

multiple stakeholders and engages all 

three sectors—government, private and 

NGOs. This comes from a deep-rooted belief, 

based on experience, that the enforcement needs 

in El Nido cannot be met by one agency alone. This 

model is particularly useful in developing countries 

such as the Philippines, where the government 

often lacks the resources to support full-scale 

enforcement on its own. Through the multi-

sectoral set up, organizations and individuals pool 

resources together and synergize rather than each 

of them acting separately, thereby increasing the 

area’s overall capacity.

El Nido’s enforcement system evolved in a 

demographic setting that may be different from 

other parts of the country. The population of 

the area, except for a handful of the indigenous 

Information and education campaigns are an important 

part of conservation work. Various activities are conducted 

among children to raise their awareness in caring for the 

environment.
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Aside from the composition, therefore, the 

other lesson that could be gleaned from El Nido’s 

enforcement is in the process. When the enforcement 

system implemented by NIPAP ceased operation, the 

stakeholders developed a system that was entirely their 

own, knowing what each member had to offer. This 

attitude of self-help, with injections of technical and 

scientific inputs and training at the appropriate times, 

is how El Nido was able to develop a system that works 

for them. This aspect of their experience points out 

that popular participation must go hand in hand with 

technical soundness to increase the efficiency of any 

effort. Only then can there be hope for success for any 

intervention carried out in the name of conservation. 
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