
CHAPTER 13  

Urban Farming and Land Use Governance 
in Metro Manila 

Kristian Karlo Saguin and Mark Angelo Cagampan 

1 Introduction 

Metro Manila’s unprecedented growth has brought a host of chal-
lenges and complex land use dilemmas that urban governance seeks to 
address. Land use planning, or the manner of allocation of land resources 
as equitably as possible among competing groups, has long been an 
important mechanism for resolving such dilemmas and securing urban 
development. In the Philippines, while many urban land use decisions 
have been devolved to the local government units as mandated by the 
Local Government Code of 1991 (RA 7160), the sustainability poten-
tials of several aspects of the planning process remain unrealized. With
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increasing recognition of the need to balance the economic growth, envi-
ronmental integrity, and social equity components of urban development, 
decision-making regarding land use requires moving away from dominant 
approaches of the past. Further engagement with participatory and inclu-
sive planning and recognition of the importance of understanding social 
relations on the ground help to address land use dilemmas in a way that is 
more sustainable, inclusive, and sensitive to the needs of urban residents. 
This chapter takes the case of urban agriculture or urban farming to illus-
trate some of these intersecting issues of governance, urban growth, land 
use, sustainability and equity in the context of Metro Manila. It argues 
for the need to incorporate urban farming into the urban development 
agenda in a sustainable and equitable manner that would promote its 
benefits rather than contribute to further urban exclusion. 

Working toward sustainable cities has long emerged as a framework 
for urban development in the Philippines, recently guided by the Sustain-
able Development Goal of making cities and human settlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient, and sustainable. The threefold goal of sustainable develop-
ment, however, has been unevenly brought into urban land use planning, 
with the economic growth and environmental integrity components often 
overriding matters of social equity (Saguin et al. 2017). On paper, institu-
tional support for strengthened equity in land use and urban development 
has been incorporated in various policies and urban agenda in the Philip-
pines such as the Urban Development and Housing Act of 1992 (RA 
7279) and the National Urban Development and Housing Framework 
(NUDHF) 2017–2022, which emphasized the concerns, participation, 
and involvement in decision-making of the marginalized and underpriv-
ileged (HLURB 2013, 2017). As part of a broader democratization 
movement that accompanied decentralization in the early 1990s, inclusive 
and responsible governance with a focus on social equity has become a 
way for the marginalized to articulate their basic urban needs (Hutchison 
2007). 

However, in practice, these strategies and principles of inclusive, partic-
ipatory, and democratized urban land use planning have led to uneven 
and inconsistent results, where meaningful participation of the marginal-
ized continue to be limited. The preparation of the Comprehensive Land 
Use Plan (CLUP), for instance, is time-consuming and requires technical 
knowledge that constrains grassroots involvement of the urban poor to 
tokenist participation in select stages of the planning process (Gera 2016; 
Saguin et al. 2017). The question of who gets to participate and represent
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the civil society’s interests in land use and other development planning 
processes—often those with established connections or aligned ideolo-
gies with the government—is also rooted in local patron-client relations 
between political elites and constituents (Porio 2017). Furthermore, the 
power of the private sector to influence or dictate development goals and 
strategies tend to be reinforced in certain planning principles, such as the 
highest and best use of land. 

Many concerns of the urban poor and the marginalized rooted in land 
use are not addressed even with codified inclusive governance mecha-
nisms. The challenge remains to bring focus on urban spaces as sites of 
social justice where the least advantaged groups benefit from preferential 
treatment in the actual practice of planning and decision-making, espe-
cially when confronted with complex urban land dilemmas pertaining to 
basic needs such as food and shelter. The concept of the right to the 
city moves toward this aim, providing residents with the right to make 
decisions that contribute to the production of space and to use urban 
space in a manner that satisfies the needs of its inhabitants (Purcell 2002; 
Shillington 2013). As a guide to adjudicating land use dilemmas, the right 
to the city presents a way of bringing back discussions of sustainability to 
what people need in their daily lives. It also presents a way to realize 
the promises of multilevel governance on the ground, while contributing 
toward more equitable forms of urban development. 

This chapter builds on the frameworks discussed above to illustrate 
how the case of urban farming and its associated land use and governance 
dilemmas present opportunities for incorporating social equity and the 
needs of the marginalized more centrally into urban land use decisions. 
Urban agriculture is often a significant entry point to jumpstart food 
system planning (Cabannes and Marocchino 2018; Prove et al. 2019), 
which is currently lacking in urban land use planning in the Philippines. 
As a marginal and interstitial activity that has recently received more atten-
tion from the government owing to its sustainability and development 
implications, urban farming provides a good case study for linking inclu-
sive and responsible governance with equitable development amid the 
context of decentralization in Metro Manila. Urban farming initiatives 
are place-specific and locally situated, but the question of their gover-
nance imbricates a wide variety of issues that go beyond the site and the 
activity. They therefore serve as venues to empirically examine issues of 
scale in multilevel governance and metropolitanization arrangements in 
the urban context.
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Discussion for this chapter is informed by interviews with government 
officials and urban farmers from 17 Metro Manila local government units 
(LGUs) from 2016 to 20181 and a review of relevant legislation and poli-
cies related to urban farming. Because of the abundance (i.e., hundreds of 
projects) and diversity of urban agriculture forms and scales throughout 
Metro Manila, the chapter presents an overview and synthesis with exam-
ples drawn from various LGUs rather than focus on sustained analysis 
of individual empirical case studies. The subsequent discussion empha-
sizes the socio-environmental, institutional, and policy context of urban 
farming in Metro Manila, particularly in terms of how they relate to urban 
land use issues and their governance. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, it introduces urban farming 
as understood in the literature and other contexts, before examining its 
place amid urbanization in Metro Manila, characterizing its types, loca-
tion, participants, and governance. Then, it discusses various challenges in 
initiating and maintaining urban agriculture within issues of urban land 
use and environment, social relations of access, and scales of governance. 
Finally, it poses several considerations to incorporate urban farming in the 
urban development agenda and land use governance. 

2 Urban Farming in Metro Manila 

2.1 Urban Farming in Context 

Urban agriculture or urban farming refers to the growing of food 
through the cultivation of plants and animal husbandry in cities, as 
well as their processing and distribution (Tornaghi 2014; WinklerPrins 
2017). It includes a variety of activities (gardening, foraging) within 
different locations (vacant lots, rooftops, yards, greenhouses, parks) under 
various management regimes (residential, commercial, collective, institu-
tional, non-profit) (McClintock 2014). Urban farming has long existed 
in cities, often in marginal or interstitial urban spaces. It has histor-
ically provided a means for many urban residents to survive in food 
shortage conditions and moments of crisis in cities, such as during 
economic recessions, pandemics, and other urban disruptions. More

1 Data gathering on which certain sections of the chapter were based was supported by 
a Ph.D. Incentive Award under the Office of the Chancellor, University of the Philippines, 
Diliman. 
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recently, governments have recognized urban farming’s importance in the 
city and have attempted to include it in various aspects of food systems 
planning and urban policy (Cabannes and Marocchino 2018; Prove et al. 
2019). 

Several multi-functional benefits of urban farming have been iden-
tified (McClintock and Simpson 2018). First, urban farming provides 
low barriers to entry and relatively easy access for many urban dwellers, 
thereby improving food security, nutrition, and livelihoods (Galt et al. 
2014; Sonnino 2009). Because poorer households spend a consider-
able proportion of their incomes on food, urban farming presents a way 
of supplementing incomes while also addressing their nutritional needs 
(Crush et al. 2011; De Zeeuw et al. 2011; Zezza and Tasciotti 2010). It 
similarly plays an important gendered role in household livelihood strate-
gies, especially given that many women are engaged in urban farming 
(Hovorka et al. 2009). 

Second, urban farming is viewed as contributing to healthier urban 
dwellers because it increases diversity of diets, provides for nutritional 
needs, encourages physical activity and improves overall well-being for 
those who practice it (De Zeeuw et al. 2011). At the level of the 
community, it is also promoted as a way of building communities and 
strengthening relations of trust and support (Carolan and Hale 2016; 
Sonnino 2009; Saguin 2020). 

Third, urban agriculture as green infrastructure contributes to urban 
ecological goals of sustainability in cities. It improves urban resilience 
in the context of increased vulnerability, disasters, and climate change 
(Colding and Barthel 2013; De Zeeuw et al. 2011; Sonnino 2009). 
Urban farming through the growing of plants increases areas for green 
space while also aiding in the reduction of urban wastes and wastew-
ater through composting and reuse (De Zeeuw et al. 2011; Hara et al.  
2011; Sonnino 2009). It provides vital ecosystem services in the city, 
including carbon sequestration, flood mitigation, temperature regulation, 
and biodiversity promotion (Cameron et al. 2012; Lwasa et al. 2014; Lin  
et al. 2015). 

Despite its multiple benefits, urban farming in various parts of the 
world face a variety of challenges rooted in conflicting demands for urban 
land and questions of access. Access to land and other necessary inputs 
remains an important factor in the success and sustainability of urban 
farming initiatives. Several systematic studies in Africa and elsewhere have 
shown that because of access limitations, only a few households have
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been able to engage in urban farming, thereby diminishing its nutri-
tional impacts, with wealthier households deriving more benefits than 
poorer ones (Badami and Ramankutty 2015; Crush  et  al.  2011; Zezza 
and Tasciotti 2010). 

Improving access to land, inputs, and resources by the poorest is neces-
sary to realize the nutritional and income benefits of urban farming. 
Beyond this, access to participate in decision-making and governance 
promotes procedural forms of justice and contribute to realizing compo-
nents of the right to the city and urban citizenship (Barron 2017; 
Crossan et al. 2016; Prove et al. 2019; Shillington 2013; Travaline and 
Hunold 2010). However, there is a need to also recognize that urban 
farming participation may provide avenues for exclusion and conflict 
among particular stakeholders (Ghose and Pettygrove 2014; Neo and 
Chua 2017). Addressing questions of access would require understanding 
the diversity of urban agriculture and its context within broader urban 
development, social and environmental change and governance (Tornaghi 
2014; Prove et al. 2016). 

2.2 Who Farms, How, and Where? 

The expansion of the built environment in Metro Manila has led to the 
conversion of remaining vacant, open or farming spaces to other types of 
land uses, especially in its outer fringes. The 1990s showed intense urban 
land change both through expansion of the built-up areas and infilling of 
open spaces, reflecting decreasing available land for urban development 
in Metro Manila (Estoque and Murayama 2015). The cities of Caloocan, 
Valenzuela, Las Pinas, Taguig, and Muntinlupa, in particular, have lost 
the remaining agricultural lands that existed as late as the early 2000s. 
Loss of these lands to residential and commercial land uses has magnified 
competition among different land uses and has implications for the future 
of existing urban farming activities and plans for expanding such spaces. 

Urban farming practices have been driven by the expansion of the 
built environment of Metro Manila and by the decentralization of several 
functions to the local government, such as decision-making regarding 
environmental and agricultural practices. All 17 LGUs host some form of 
urban agriculture project that vary in scope, scale, and degree of partici-
pation. Many state-sponsored farming projects are located in government 
lands, including schools, parks, offices, open spaces, and demonstration 
farms. Demo farms include showcase farms, usually managed by the city
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government, where techniques and technologies of farming are displayed 
for residents and visitors (see Fig. 1). They seek to demonstrate the possi-
bilities of farming within constrained land but they also serve as sites of 
technical skills sharing. These are often located in city or barangay halls 
both for greater visibility and easy access and also because of land avail-
ability. Many demo farms are self-sustaining ventures, as they are able 
to earn income from their operations through their own labor. School 
gardens have also become very common in Metro Manila as part of the 
National Greening Program as well as the government’s nutrition and 
feeding programs. Other institutional farms include gardens in parks and 
other government-owned spaces. 

Urban farming also occurs in private lands in subdivisions and residen-
tial lots. Homeowner associations promote their own community gardens, 
and households practice various forms of gardening in communal, vacant, 
rooftop, or backyard lots. Pockets of agricultural lands that have been 
surrounded by built-up developments still remain, such as vegetable 
gardens along the shores of Laguna Lake in Muntinlupa and Taguig, rice 
farms in Valenzuela, and melon farms in Taguig.

Fig. 1 Demonstration farm and nursery in Marikina (Photo by Mark Angelo 
Cagampan) 
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Given the diversity of urban farming activities in Metro Manila, 
gardening technique types also differ. They range from space-constrained 
techniques like vertical farming, container or receptacle farming, hydro-
ponics, floating, and rooftop, window and wall gardening (Fig. 2). More 
extensive farming techniques involve using plots of land through hori-
zontal gardening in backyards or larger farming spaces. Harvested crops 
from these farms are mostly consumed by the farmers or are sold in 
markets or in nearby communities, which could potentially meet a signif-
icant portion of household vegetable demand in the area (Hara et al. 
2013). 

Fig. 2 Urban farming using plastic container bottles in Caloocan (Photo by 
Mark Angelo Cagampan)
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There are a diverse variety of people who farm, varying across class, 
gender, and age. Mostly, however, those who engage in urban farming 
tend to be women and senior citizens, owing to constraints in time and 
interest from other groups. The urban poor has also been actively targeted 
by urban farming activities but participation has been uneven owing to a 
variety of factors. Especially in the fringe cities of Metro Manila, many 
residents derive additional income from growing and selling vegetable 
crops, such as pechay, camote tops, and kangkong in nearby markets or 
in neighborhoods. In Taguig, where the largest remaining pocket of agri-
cultural land remains, around 80 farmers still derive significant income 
from cultivating melons during periods when Laguna Lake water levels 
are low enough to allow farming. 

Urban farming and gardening projects are organized in a variety of 
ways, ranging from formal and registered associations, such as coopera-
tives and homeowners and senior citizen associations, to less structured 
community-based and individual household initiatives. How decisions are 
made at the level of the farm or garden in terms of planting crops, 
dividing labor, and sharing harvests then also varies significantly across 
projects (Saguin 2020). 

2.3 Governing Urban Farming in Metro Manila 

All local government units currently have an existing urban agriculture, 
farming or gardening project in one form or another. These projects 
differ in areas covered, beneficiaries targeted, year instituted, and so on, 
but share certain common characteristics. Government-initiated projects 
are also distinct from emergent, non-government-related urban farming 
initiatives that are managed by private individuals or groups, often 
informally and occasionally with government support and linkages. 

Within LGUs, City Agriculture or Environmental Management Offices 
often spearhead or manage urban farming activities, in coordination with 
several departments that cover various urban issues such as nutrition, the 
urban poor, schools, solid waste management and greening (Table 1). 
The role of specific officials, such as mayors, vice mayors, and councilors 
are significant, ranging from budgetary approval and support to actual 
projects initiated by their offices. Notable examples of the latter are in 
Quezon City (Joy of Urban Farming and Halamanan sa Bakuran from 
the Offices of the Mayor and the Vice Mayor) and Paranaque (Food 
Always in the Home from the Office of the Mayor).
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In a few local governments where they are employed, professional city 
agriculturists serve as an important node for disseminating knowledge of 
urban farming practices to city residents through their technical exper-
tise. Inter-city educational visits also provide knowledge and best practices 
transfer across various urban farming projects. Barangay officials play a 
crucial role in managing projects at the barangay level, with some directly 
involved in the daily maintenance of gardens by providing labor and finan-
cial support. Farming or gardening projects are organized in diverse ways, 
ranging from top-down forms in government projects where officials lead 
to associations whose leaders are elected or chosen by members. 

As mentioned earlier, decentralization brought about by the Local 
Government Code devolved many functions and offices to city and 
municipal governments, such as environmental management and land use 
planning. This devolution has enabled the emergence of local govern-
ment urban farming projects that we see today. However, national 
government agencies still provide active support and coordination with 
local governments. Three of the most significant offices are the Depart-
ment of Agriculture (DA), the Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources (DENR), and the Department of Science and Technology 
(DOST), all of which provide farm inputs (e.g., soil, fertilizer, seeds or 
seedlings) and seminars or technical assistance to local governments. 

Outside of government-initiated urban farming projects, other 
gardening activities take place with varying linkages with local govern-
ments. While certain gardening projects receive some support from the 
government—for example, community-initiated projects recognized as 
part of a broader city-wide farming project in Quezon City—others 
remain hidden or beyond the purview of the government, particu-
larly those activities in interstitial or temporary spaces. The private and 
civil society sectors, such as corporations through their corporate social 
responsibility arm and non-government organizations, are also involved 
by providing funding and training for farming activities. In terms of orga-
nizations beyond the government that is most actively involved in urban 
gardening, homeowner associations are perhaps the most significant. In 
gated subdivisions, in particular, they are able to conduct their projects 
independent of government intervention. 

No existing national legislation or policy framework covers urban agri-
culture in the Philippines. However, various versions of the Integrated 
Urban Agriculture Act, a bill that sets the framework for urban farming 
in the Philippines, are pending in Congress. Despite this, other existing
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laws and policies guide urban farming in Metro Manila (see Table 2). 
These include the Local Government Code discussed earlier; the National 
Greening Program and its expansion (EO 26 and EO 193), which 
mandates local government units to establish nurseries that often serve as 
source for seedlings for garden projects; and related environmental legis-
lation such as the Ecological Solid Waste Management Act (RA 9003). 
Urban agriculture is also central to programs such as the Department of 
Education’s Gulayan sa Paaralan Program and the Department of Social 
Welfare and Development’s Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (4Ps). 
The COVID-19 pandemic has also brought attention to the importance 
of ensuring food security, which the Plant, Plant, Plant program of the 
DA aims to address.

Despite all local governments hosting some form of state-initiated 
urban gardening project, only Marikina, Mandaluyong, and Quezon City 
have institutionalized urban agriculture through an ordinance (Table 
1). Marikina passed the first Metro Manila ordinance in 2016, which 
promotes urban farming through community participation, bringing 
together the two connected activities of gardening and greening, and has 
become a template for other ordinances passed or in development. All 
three cities with urban farming ordinances also promote the use of idle 
lands by providing tax exemptions. Pasay has similarly passed an ordi-
nance on family-based solid waste management that intersects with some 
components of urban farming. The remaining local governments are at 
various stages of developing ordinances. The lack of institutionalization of 
urban agriculture presents challenges to government-initiated gardening 
activities, as will be discussed in the following section. Land, however, 
remains the most significant constraint to attempts to adopt and expand 
urban farming in Metro Manila. 

3 Key Challenges to Urban 
Farming in Metro Manila 

3.1 Urban Land Use and the Urban Environment 

Urban farming in Metro Manila encounters a host of challenges tied to 
urban land use and development. Due to the sustained conversion of 
vacant or agricultural lands to other land uses in the last three decades, 
space for urban agriculture has been dramatically reduced. This restricts
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expansion of current farming and introduction of future projects, partic-
ularly those of the more extensive farming practices. Land availability 
has been identified by respondents as the most important and immediate 
challenge to urban farming in Metro Manila. 

In Metro Manila’s outer fringes, former agricultural lands where rice 
farms and fruit trees used to be have been converted to housing, such 
as in Caloocan, where 100 ha of former rice fields have given way to 
residential land uses, and in Valenzuela, where vast tracts of agricultural 
lands dedicated to rice farming have been reduced to a mere 19 ha In 
Taguig, a city that promotes a hybrid “Probinsyudad” identity, expansion 
of residential land uses have come at the expense of rice farming. Beyond 
demand for land, the planning philosophy of allocating “best use” of land 
for built developments and of the exclusion and invisibility of agricultural 
land uses in urban contexts also contribute to the continued loss of open 
spaces for urban farming. 

The lack of available lands poses a challenge for local governments to 
find space for urban farming. Many make the most use out of existing 
open spaces, including publicly owned parks and vacant lots. A few local 
governments also borrow lands from national agencies for urban farming, 
but these tend to be on a temporary basis as they are expected to be 
returned when new plans for these spaces emerge. Another strategy that 
local governments, such as Malabon and Navotas, employ in securing 
lands is striking an agreement or memorandum of understanding with 
private landowners. This is often brokered by an official, with an under-
standing that the owner can take back the land if needed. Both strategies 
create opportunities for urban farming in a space-constrained environ-
ment, but prevent further expansion or long-term planning given the 
uncertainty of land tenure. 

Other arrangements with private actors include using vacant lots in 
subdivisions for urban farming. Homeowner associations in cities like Las 
Pinas, Marikina, Muntinlupa, Quezon City, and Valenzuela have approved 
versions of these arrangements. There is however, some hesitation from 
these associations of letting outsiders, most notably informal settlers, enter 
the subdivision to farm on these vacant lots. In a few cases, there have 
been direct conflicts between subdivision residents and informal settle-
ments in the use of vacant lands for farming, such as in Quezon City. It 
is more common, however, to find informal arrangements between the 
two groups, wherein subdivision management, individual landowners, or
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security guards allow nearby settlers access to these lands until they are 
needed. 

Because of the scarcity of land, government urban farming projects 
have promoted specific types of urban farming that require limited space 
to address this problem. Newer farming techniques like vertical farming, 
rooftop, wall, window and container gardening, and other space-saving 
practices use a lot less land than horizontal or extensive gardening, and 
are therefore preferred in project design. They also involve a different set 
of challenges, requiring more inputs per unit area. 

The dominance of the imaginary of farming in small spaces, however, 
has led to the exclusion or invisibility of other types of urban agriculture, 
notably traditional farming practices that require more land. Such spaces 
then are more vulnerable to pressures of land conversion and are seen as 
eventually giving way to other land uses. Discourses around urban agri-
culture often revolve about the possibilities of growing food despite the 
constraints of the urban built environment. This is often accompanied 
by the idea that urban farming is that which exists at the interstices of 
other, more profitable uses of land, and should complement, rather than 
compete with built-up spaces. 

Availability of farm inputs has not been a particular source of chal-
lenge in Metro Manila, especially for government-initiated urban farming 
projects. Seeds, water, soil, and compost are often provided for by local 
government units or national agencies. Water is sourced from deep wells 
or drawn from the municipal network. Compost is available in several 
LGUs that have composting facilities integrated with their waste manage-
ment projects. Integrating urban agriculture and waste management at 
a larger scale is an important but still an unrealized potential for many 
LGUs. 

Suitability of land for farming is however an issue given that soils in 
many parts of Metro Manila are not ideal for farming. This problem, 
however, is usually addressed by importing garden soils from elsewhere. 
Environmental conditions surrounding urban farming are important 
considerations as well. At least two local governments have explicitly 
warned farmers not to extract water from polluted waterways due to the 
possible contamination of crops by heavy metals and coliform. The built 
environment also constrains availability of sunlight, which limits plant 
growth. Respondents also attribute air pollution as a secondary challenge 
of farming in the city. Pests like insects and worms cause crop damage,
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although these are often minor and can be resolved using homemade 
organic pesticides. 

3.2 Social Relations of Access to Urban Farming 

Issues of access and the social relations that surround urban farming 
practices illustrate that physical challenges posed by land and the envi-
ronment are not the only drivers of urban agriculture. Access to inputs 
is not often a problem, particularly for government-supported projects. 
However, access to technical know-how in farming can serve as a barrier 
for entry in urban agriculture. Building knowledge and skills in farming 
is crucial in projects, given that many urban residents have limited experi-
ence with crops or gardening. Those who have prior experience tend to be 
migrants from rural areas who brought with them experiential knowledge 
of farming. However, rural farming tends to be different in many respects 
from urban farming, requiring constant experimentation and adjustments 
to the urban context. 

Free training and seminars are held several times in a year all over 
Metro Manila to encourage residents to take up urban farming. While 
often well-attended, these are not reliable indicators of eventual uptake or 
sustainability of farming activities. Many individuals and communities in 
several local governments for example take up a farming project, only to 
be abandoned later due to a variety of reasons. Respondents attribute an 
interest or background in farming, ample time and patience, and strong 
community spirit to sustain many gardening projects. Projects where 
participants had hands-on involvement in initiating and maintaining the 
gardens and where they felt they had a stake in its success tended to be 
more successful and sustainable in the long run. Farming projects also do 
not operate in a vacuum, and the nature of existing social relations among 
individuals and communities play a role in their eventual trajectories. 

For urban farmers not part of government garden projects, issues of 
limited or lost access to existing open or vacant lands remain key concerns. 
Especially in the fringes of Metro Manila where extensive or leftover forms 
of farming have existed for decades, the changing urban context and 
governance transformed the ability of residents to gain access to land for 
farming. What used to be communal or household lands used for farming 
have been taken away for other uses. In one barangay in Quezon City for 
example, the vacant lot used by informal settlers and recent migrants for 
vegetable gardening from the mid-1980s to the late 1990s was cleared
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to make way for a more formal barangay farm. In the same barangay, 
informal settlers who used vacant lots in nearby subdivisions lost access 
when a fence was constructed to keep them out. These had significant 
effects on residents who depended on access to these lands for food or 
income. 

Farmers who have long practiced rice or melon farming along the 
shores of Laguna Lake in southeastern Metro Manila have also experi-
enced increasing threats of land conversion owing to residential, reclama-
tion and infrastructural pressures. Land values have multiplied by 200 
times since the 1960s due to increased demand for land, which has 
been aided by speculation regarding road infrastructure and expressway 
projects to be built near the area. In Muntinlupa, the informal settlers 
who farm vegetables along the shore have also expressed concern about 
the livelihood impacts of these infrastructure projects. 

While the urban poor are often the target beneficiaries of urban agricul-
ture projects, the lack of land in densely built informal settlements often 
poses a problem and dampens interest among many. It is vital therefore 
to identify spaces elsewhere for such activities. However, the insecurity 
of tenure of many residents who are at risk of displacement, particularly 
if they are located along waterways, would limit sustainability of such 
initiatives. Land tenure and access therefore remains a crucial concern 
especially for farmers who are not part of government-initiated or recog-
nized urban agriculture projects. The lack of emphasis or recognition of 
their type of urban agriculture has meant that their claim and access to 
lands or spaces for farming are more tenuous. 

3.3 Scales of Urban Farming Governance 

Several challenges in governing urban farming in Metro Manila exist, 
relating to vertical and horizontal multilevel governance issues and the 
constraints of implementing metropolitan governance. As there are no 
legislation or integrated frameworks that guide urban agriculture, there 
tends to be multiple and overlapping projects and offices responsible for 
urban farming at the local level. While coordination is often necessary 
to manage a multidimensional project like urban agriculture, differences 
among local government units (e.g., some have agricultural offices while 
others environmental management offices, often with different thrusts) 
make integrating these projects difficult. Because local government units 
have their own individual urban agriculture projects with different goals
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and strategies, scaling up urban farming to a metropolitan scale remains a 
challenge. Spaces that extend beyond one LGU may be managed differ-
ently by adjoining cities. The case of the foreshore lands of Laguna Lake 
is instructive, as the cities of Taguig and Muntinlupa, despite sharing the 
same shoreline, have different approaches to farming in these spaces. 

In the absence of an institutionalized framework or an ordinance for 
most local government units, urban agriculture projects tend to be led on 
a project basis that may or may not be sustained by succeeding adminis-
trations with a different agenda or goal (see Table 2). It is therefore highly 
dependent on the personal thrust of local officials from the barangay to 
the city level. In Muntinlupa, for example, early attempts to introduce 
urban agriculture projects in the 1990s were thwarted by a change in 
administration. On the contrary as in one Quezon City barangay, polit-
ical dynasties create a continuity in certain farming projects, especially if 
these are a core project of officials. 

Urban agriculture is often not included in most local planning docu-
ments, such as CLUP and local development plans. This reflects the 
secondary importance given at the planning stage to urban agriculture 
and the general invisibility of farming in the city. In practice, many 
farming projects are initiated without requiring land use guidelines or are 
incorporated in existing classifications and greening initiatives. There is 
also a lot of potential in including urban farming in attempts to integrate 
food into urban planning (Cabannes and Marocchino 2018). Because 
many farming activities are informal or are not seen by the state, planning 
for such spaces becomes tricky.  

Government-initiated projects tend to be planned from a top-
down approach, where officials design projects for adoption by their 
constituents, even when codified as for example in Marikina’s city ordi-
nance. While this works in several cases, many farming projects that are 
sustained and perceived to be successful in the 17 LGUs tend to be those 
initiated by communities or households that received adequate support 
from the government. This highlights the importance of involving urban 
farmers in actual decision-making about land use dilemmas. While farmers 
and gardeners are active in making daily decisions about the farming 
process, their ability to participate in urban governance often ends at the 
boundaries of their farms when their roles are constrained as merely recip-
ients or beneficiaries of government projects. The broader issues of land 
and land use have been predetermined for them by higher-level author-
ities through land use and development plans, city policies, or personal
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brokering. Promoting the equity and justice component of urban sustain-
ability requires extending such spaces of participation in decision-making 
to citizens involved in urban farming. 

Urban farming governance is therefore a fundamental issue of scaling 
(Prove et al. 2019). In current practice, urban farming projects are formu-
lated, designed, and administered at the level of city governments by 
officials and experts, with objectives and values that may not necessarily 
align or match with those of the residents and urban farmers at the local 
level. Urban farmers encounter different and particular sets of relations at 
the scale of the farm, and their local concerns should be acknowledged 
and recognized through appropriate mechanisms of political participation. 

Urban agriculture in the city exists in diverse types of forms, goals, 
values and participants, and diversity should be recognized in governance 
while avoiding one-size-fits-all solutions formulated at one scale (Piso 
et al. 2019). Similarly, decision-making and conduct of projects at the 
level of individual LGUs create a patchwork of disjointed urban farming 
initiatives that do not cohere framing- and policy-wise at the metropolitan 
level. Urban land use and environmental processes often transcend local 
government boundaries and broader issues of urban sustainability need to 
be addressed at a holistic metropolitan scale. 

4 Governing Urban Farming 
for Urban Development: Outlining 

Opportunities Amid Decentralization 

Given its benefits and challenges, there are a number of considerations 
to incorporate urban farming into the urban sustainability agenda amid 
existing and proposed structures of Metro Manila governance. There is 
a need to emphasize its place in land use and development plans. Given 
persistent discursive associations of farming as a rural activity, promoting 
urban farming as a vital element of the urban landscape is necessary. This 
requires a different approach to urban farming by seeing it as a permanent 
fixture, rather than a temporary use of land that is expected to give way 
to other, more productive land uses, an imaginary that undermines future 
sustainability and discourages urban residents from farming. Along with 
parks, green spaces, and other green infrastructure, valuing urban farming 
spaces need to transcend the focus on the built-up areas as an indicator of 
urban development. Furthermore, many types of urban farms could easily
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be integrated into and are not necessarily incompatible with other land 
uses, such as green spaces and housing, given that they often have parallel 
goals. 

National and local governments have the opportunity to recognize the 
diverse types of urban farming in the city beyond vertical farming as the 
default model. While demo farms and training seminars extol the bene-
fits of farming in constrained space, other types of farming should not be 
rendered invisible or excluded from support or recognition. Practices in 
remnant agricultural lands in the fringes and in household and communal 
lots continue to provide similar benefits and sustain livelihoods. The exis-
tence of multiple types of urban farming practices suggests that different 
strategies may be developed for each of these practices, which in turn 
requires a mapping and identification of their extent and scope. 

Consequently, idle and vacant lands in Metro Manila may be identified, 
surveyed, and determined for possible use in urban farming activities. This 
can also be incorporated within a similar survey of vacant lands for social-
ized housing. Urban farming can be practiced in interstitial spaces and 
even on lands considered as risky for structures. Because of this adapt-
ability and versatility of urban farming, the potential lands for farming 
spaces could be significantly greater than currently imagined. 

There is also a need to enhance access by the urban poor to 
these vacant lands, especially given the lack of space in densely packed 
informal settlements. Arrangements brokered by the local governments 
may be made to ensure access to vacant lands, particularly with 
private landowners and homeowner associations for particular periods 
of time. Providing greater incentives will also encourage subdivisions 
with unused lots to dedicate to urban farming, whether practiced by 
homeowners or outsiders. This recommendation has already been institu-
tionalized in LGUs with urban agriculture ordinances, such as Marikina, 
Mandaluyong, and Quezon City, all of which provide tax exemptions to 
encourage conversion of idle lands to productive uses. As in San Juan, 
existing parks could also be utilized to host urban farming activities, while 
ornamental plants could be replaced by fruit-bearing trees or other crops. 

Urban agriculture requires a stronger institutional underpinning 
beyond piecemeal and often disjointed projects by local governments. 
This fits within efforts to create a metropolitanized approach to urban 
governance and to strengthen the institutional framework of local gover-
nance concerning service delivery and urban development. Intra-LGU 
coordination and planning is necessary to ensure spatial continuity
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and encourage mutual learning of good practices and innovative urban 
farming schemes among different cities. Similarly, agreements with rural 
LGUs could also be made to supply inputs for urban farming or even 
land where farmers could grow food that will be brought back to the city. 
This however should not replace the need to dedicate space in Metro 
Manila for urban agriculture. A national policy on urban farming, still in 
the works, is vital to integrate the diverse components of urban farming 
and harmonize the overlapping and unclear responsibilities and mandates 
of various offices. Inter-agency coordination, with the DA as the lead 
implementing agency, for example, has been identified in the most recent 
House Bill on urban agriculture. Opportunities also exist in integrating 
urban farming and urban land use concerns in the proposed National 
Land Use and Management Act. Incorporating urban agriculture with 
parallel or related goals, such as in green infrastructure, disaster risk reduc-
tion, and climate change adaptation could strengthen its place in urban 
LGU planning. Similarly, urban farming may be included within a broader 
approach to planning food systems, recognizing the multiple scales and 
spatial interrelations involved in food provisioning (Prove et al. 2019). 

The links between decentralization, metropolitan governance struc-
tures, and land use need require a more serious consideration. The case 
of Metro Manila is unique in many aspects, wherein a highly urbanized 
region is composed of 17 local government units. This individualized 
planning in the absence of an overarching urban regional framework or 
governing body tends to lead to the fragmentation of plans and decisions 
about metropolitan-scale concerns that extend beyond a city’s border, 
such as land use and urban farming. Similarly, while land use, environ-
mental and local development planning functions have been decentralized 
to local governments, they could extend further and provide more 
resources to the barangay level, the scale at which many of the urban 
farming projects are actually being implemented. This may help to facili-
tate the integration of the concerns of the marginalized with the planning 
process. The LGUs could also ensure continuous allocation of sufficient 
financial and human resources for urban farming projects as priority devel-
opment interventions. This should contribute to achieving the objectives 
set in local development plans and sustaining the gains from these initia-
tives in the long term. Furthermore, the creation of a formal body such 
as a food council, which is composed of local stakeholders (Cabannes 
and Marrochino 2018) at a regional or city level might help bring urban 
farming and other related issues more centrally.
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Taking advantage of the strengths of horizontal multilevel governance 
frameworks, participatory and bottom-up approaches to designing and 
planning urban farming initiatives should complement top-down govern-
ment projects. These can take the form of cooperatives, neighborhood 
associations, and people’s organizations given the right and leeway to 
plan the use of land for farming in their vicinity. However, these should 
be seen as a bundled and multi-scalar process that is tied to other deci-
sions with respect to land use (Prove et al. 2019). Integrating urban 
farming in land use planning would necessarily involve participation from 
multiple interests in the planning process at various stages and levels. 
It also requires building capacity of associations and communities to 
undertake the different components of such a task, while cognizant of 
potential forms of cooperation and conflicts that may arise in the process 
of decision-making. While knowledge of urban farming techniques is rela-
tively easy to share, capacity to construct and execute such a plan or to 
engage in the planning process remains limited. Activities such as partic-
ipatory mapping are not only useful planning tools for identifying spaces 
for farming for instance, they also help communities to understand the 
spatial and interrelated nature of urban problems, which is an important 
entry point in involving people in the planning and governance process 
(Saguin et al. 2017). 

At the level of local governments, opportunities exist for barangays to 
dedicate a piece of their land, including rooftops and walls, for urban 
farming. This proposal however should be sensitive to local differences 
and to the work and social relations that go into the maintenance of 
gardens. In practice, many of the demo farms and barangay farms are 
manned by officials, many of whom work in the gardens out of a strong 
interest and stake in the success of the project. Enjoining further partic-
ipation from residents of the barangay needs to take into account these 
practical considerations of day-to-day management. 

Incorporating urban farming into the urban development agenda 
requires a more holistic and systematic planning that includes other 
related urban issues such as food security, poverty, health, waste, and 
climate change. This is due to the multidimensional and multi-functional 
character of urban farming and to its interaction with other urban land 
use issues that are both social and environmental in nature. Compost 
production, for instance, plays a crucial role in providing inputs to urban 
agriculture, while simultaneously helping to reduce organic wastes in the 
city. While urban farming may reduce incidence of hunger in the city, it
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cannot replace adequate food systems planning at a metropolitan scale 
because urban inhabitants will still depend on food produced elsewhere. 

Finally, urban farming needs to be explicitly situated within broader 
discussions of sustainability, food sovereignty, right to the city and urban 
land tenure. These issues extend beyond technical matters and must be 
addressed in their proper political venues. Urban land tenure, in partic-
ular, is at the heart of the land dilemma in urban farming. If access or 
right to urban space is not guaranteed for all, especially for the urban 
poor and marginalized, urban farming will remain a marginal activity that 
may benefit the better-off urban residents instead. 

5 Conclusion 

Responsible urban governance toward sustainable and inclusive cities need 
to respond to shifting urban demands and configurations. Guided by the 
multilevel governance and metropolitanization frameworks, this chapter 
presented the case of urban farming in Metro Manila to illustrate the 
challenges of urban land use dilemmas while exploring potentials for 
improving its governance amid the context of decentralization. The multi-
dimensional and multi-scalar nature of urban agriculture—as with urban 
processes in general—requires understanding and contextualizing how it 
operates on the ground as both a technical and social activity rooted in 
land use. 

The potential benefits of urban farming are manifold but without 
meaningful participation from grassroots actors or their access to land and 
other inputs, these will continue to remain unrealized. Evaluating existing 
governance mechanisms and strengthening institutional structures, there-
fore, must consider that urban farming is not an isolated activity that is 
primarily technical but is embedded in broader urban political questions 
of equity and right to the city. 
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