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minds and hearts about the importance and value of
biocultural diversity. We aim to promote a paradigm shift
by illustrating biocultural diversity through scientific and
traditional knowledge, within an elegant sensory context

of articles, stories and art.

On the cover: Wixarika yarn paintings often depict the
interconnection of the spiritual and natural world. The
Wixdrika Mara’akame pictured here (in ceremonial
clothing), calls upon the eagle spirit under the watchful
eye of the sun and the moon. Source: Yarn painting by
Gonzalo Hernandez, courtesy of the Huchol Center for
Cultural Survival. http://www.thehuicholcenter.org
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Jan van der Ploeg

Friendly Crocodiles and Vengeful Ancestors:

Conserving the Critically Endangered Philippine Crocodile
in Dinang Creek

Enhancing cultural values: the Philippine crocodile dance show links crocodile conservation to Kalinga culture Photo :
G. Persoon 2011.
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Night falls over Dinang Creek

The moon comes up over the forest. A thunderstorm in the
distance flashes. Fireflies dance in a fig tree along the creek. The
monotone buzz of the cicadas is deafening. We crawl through the
bush to the bank of the creek, our shirts drenched in sweat, and
switch on the flashlight. The light sweeps over the water. Two red
eyes shine in the darkness: a crocodile. Then, the rain sets in and
the flashlight burns out.

Dawn. The village slowly awakens. A rooster crows in the
distance. Women sweep their yards. A girl fetches water in the
creek. A farmer on the way to his field pauses briefly in the
shade of the creek to clean his slippers. Two young boys bath a
carabao in the same spot where we saw the crocodile just a few
hours earlier. An old woman washes her clothes in the water. She
laughs when we approach the water: ‘never mind the crocodiles,
they are friendly!

‘

People intensively use Dinang Creek for washing, fishing, shading livestock and
irrigating fields. Photo: by ]. van der Ploeg 2010.
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Traditional beliefs and practices protect crocodiles. Mrs. Garatiyu, a traditional healer believes she can transform into a
crocodile. Photo: J. Hulshoff-Pol, 2005).
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The Philippine crocodile

(Crocodylus mindorensis) is one of the rarest and most
threatened species on the planet. Commercial hunting,
the widespread use of destructive fishing methods and the
massive conversion of freshwater wetlands have led to the
disappearance of the species throughout the Philippine
archipelago. It is estimated that less than 100 individuals
remain in the wild. On the IUCN Red List the Philippine
crocodile is classified as Critically Endangered, the
category for species with the highest risk of extinction.

In theory the Philippine crocodile is legally protected
in the Philippines. However, in practice the species
continues to be killed out of fear. Most people think that
crocodiles pose a severe threat to children and livestock.
They generally do not differentiate between the relatively
small and innocuous Philippine crocodile and the much
larger and potentially dangerous saltwater crocodile
(Crocodylus porosus) that also occurs in the Philippines.

Crocodiles are portrayed as dangerous man-eaters in
mainstream Filipino culture. They are associated with
corrupt politicians, and there is little public support for
the protection of the species in the wild. The government
Department of Environment and Natural Resources
(DENR), mandated to protect the country’s wildlife,
lacks the capacity and resources to effectively enforce
environmental legislation in the remote rural areas.

Policymakers have given up on the species. They argue
that crocodiles cannot survive in human-dominated
landscapes, and that people will only protect wildlife if
they profit financially from it. Undisturbed wetlands no
longer exist in the Philippines, and the species has little
economic value: harvesting leather and ecotourism are
not viable solutions. Typically, the Secretary of the DENR,
Ramon Paje, recently remarked that: ‘there is no place for
crocodiles in the Philippines [...] because the reptiles could
attack locals in the surrounding areas’.

The Kalinga

A remnant Philippine crocodile population survives
in the northern Sierra Madre mountain range on Luzon.
Here, the species survives in the ancestral domains of
indigenous people: the Kalinga. The word kalinga literally
means enemy in Ibanag, the dominant language in the
Cagayan Valley, and was used by the Spanish friars in the
lowlands to refer to the infidels in the mountains. There
is still much debate about the origins of the Kalinga. Most
likely the Kalinga are the descendants of people who
rebelled against colonial repression and conversion in the
16th and 17th century, and fled to the forest. Very little
is known about the culture and language of the Kalinga.

They nowadays form a small, closed community in two
remote watersheds in the municipality of San Mariano:
the Ilaguen River and the Catalangan River.

Crocodiles play an important role in Kalinga
culture. Crocodiles are regarded as the embodiment
of the ancestors. During festivities and healing rituals
(patunnuk) the Kalinga offer rice cakes to the ancestors
in the form of a crocodile. Crocodiles are associated with
mystic power and fertility. People for example narrate that
their chiefs can change at will into fierce crocodiles, and
that faith healers (bugeyan) can command crocodiles to
attack people as a punishment for antisocial behavior.
People regularly place small offerings along creeks to
appease the ancestor-crocodiles.

Killing or disturbing an ancestor-crocodile is
considered an unwise provocation: ‘you cannot kill
something that is stronger than you'. Not all crocodiles are
ancestors, however: it is believed that ancestor crocodiles
can be distinguished from normal crocodiles by their
large size, or by their strange colors, or by having four
instead of five toes. Conversely, not all ancestors are
crocodiles: the ancestors can manifest themselves in
many different ways and shapes. In any case, it is wise
to treat crocodiles with respect: ‘the crocodile will not
bite innocent people; if you do not harm the crocodile,
the crocodile will not harm you.” Occasional crocodile
attacks on humans are regarded as the punishment of the
ancestors for the transgression of a social taboo. When
a boy was bitten in 2000, people for example reasoned
that this was because his father had thrown stones at the
crocodiles.

The traditional beliefs and practices of the Kalinga
have provided some form of protection to the Philippine
crocodiles in the wild. Nowhere is this intricate link
between indigenous people and crocodiles, and its
implications for conservation, clearer than in Dinang
Creek.

Dinang Creek

Dinang Creek is a small tributary of the Ilaguen
River. The 11 kilometer-long creek meanders through
sloping grasslands and corn fields. The area was logged
in the 1970s by logging corporations. Only the banks of
the creek remain forested. The water is almost stagnant
and murky. A small Kalinga village, Lumalug, is located
adjacent to Dinang Creek. People intensively use the creek
for fishing, washing, fetching water, shading livestock and
irrigating fields.

Arguably, this shallow creek is the most important
nesting site for the Philippine crocodile in the wild! In

Summer 2012 | Langscape 5l



Fuypnas 77 R = DIIEEmE s cadags? o o i kb ad ng malcioty
o i faichet o Suaied povid [ TH And Bigi e iy eEsiaeimEd i
Trwayd o e v g ang e o 2y napdadila ng vuewrir v lansagan
i Araurga

Mg twPNEVS Y bmbeds o i e i) | ETRAZES I

Simren f LT HE

%3 mya kmernlo J mya dbses ang mgs tavam o masdeng gy
uelabe rw o balang o baways @ als oy napreenc ag ssga owsin e
pacy on s ponjald np o by vestolo sg Lesing Cpmpenhn
Ang mpipEm up bumsra g g deg agunil o etk Ll o
TRy e o el

ey epleiarnevs Y TAMREs & AR Mo o T GRS
I i, Nuvestong hovEn froueess B g kg Juins

Brangitiioass G MGL wATUTUBG B4 MGE Buwsrd

My, mza Plmpme g1 e 2 mpevoes @ aakonn makps = nramn
o maEs e D88 o s by Pigann anf ssseaaling
wga ey namanbehl mg g baketeyy op kunking s naemo va
kesln AOEE RdeTeipee Kaannee de Fuy malalnpas elkan g
fafaana o napd DarnAeng sl e vanaasna

e pay lang eshaa
f’fﬁ Amg mp Kaling =
- Lo wy umanwsr ag duedmom
| \ L ]
= N tamimg e prmne ot g
PJ R s
4 i
Tams ,-r_ Anip mign Taghomss
L - Palawan #y Bamimidals o and
’ . il i ety s
_; “l o ksemden o ngs S
II % é‘_;_ B Egitay ng cosgomh =
! ‘ [ .:- _,q:bt" Ir
| “ﬂﬂ f | wu:. m“
o (¥
lpaaslns pa B g
B Ty b

Mgt e Tl v b Ben prerapt v ap e s e e o 1y
i mals iy mranday of mairrae Hind @b o shinifansg ma
k! o plrgmEt ARG PRV 1y EEOEs B8 00 IO R puby ST REN B
paErhry

Salamast o pascwileg oo S e oneoho KIT g ms
T paiey [ Mg AEemEcdey @ ming men hgain hnggms
LEEvan

¥

The crocodile manual provides information on why and how to protect the Philippine crocodile. Mabuwaya Foundation,

2009

2009 three Philippine crocodile nests were found along
the creek. Crocodiles regularly breed in a densely
vegetated forest patch along the creek: the burial ground
of the village. The fact that crocodiles are occasionally
observed close to the graves reinforces the belief that
ancestors turn into crocodiles.

Of course, the Kalinga have never purposively
protected crocodiles. There is, after all, no need to
protect the ancestors... But Kalinga culture undoubtedly
protected the crocodiles in Dinang Creek. People in
Lumalug could have easily killed all crocodiles had they
wished so. But they did not.

Social Change

Nowadays the Kalinga form a marginalized minority
in their ancestral lands.In the 1970s, Ibanag and Ilocano
migrants settled in the area and bought land from the
Kalinga. These newcomers often have very different
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attitudes towards crocodiles: they believe that crocodile
meat is an excellent medicine against asthma, that
crocodile scales have magical power and that a crocodile
penis is an aphrodisiac. To them the only good crocodile
is a dead crocodile.

Kalinga culture is rapidly eroding as markets, schools
and televisions become more accessible. Most Kalinga
have converted to Christianity. People have become
reluctant to talk about their traditions and beliefs, afraid
of being labeled as stupid, backward or superstitious.
Many Kalinga youngsters are ashamed to speak their
language, and many people longer identify themselves as
Kalinga. People claim that in the past crocodiles carried
their chiefs and heroes across the rivers, but say that ‘they
no longer believe these old stories’.

Also in Dinang Creek crocodiles are now under severe
threat. The Kalinga still refrain from killing the species,
but don'’t object if other people are foolish enough to risk
the fury of the ancestors. Crocodile nests are regularly



raided to eat the eggs. Hatchlings are occasionally
captured and sold as pets. Also in Lumalug fishers now
use electricity, dynamite and pesticides to maximize
fish catches. Farmers increasingly clear vegetation along
Dinang Creek to cultivate corn and reclaim freshwater
habitat to grow rice. The municipal government declared
that people could no longer bury their dead in the
graveyard along the creek, thereby further unraveling the
cord that tied people and crocodiles together.

Conservation

Over the past years the Mabuwaya Foundation has
worked with the people of Lumalug to preserve the
Philippine crocodile in Dinang Creek. It took a long
time to gain the trust of the community. Who, after all,
could be interested in a worthless crocodile? People in
Lumalug at first feared that our interest in the species
was a front for land grabbing or espionage. But after
several consultations and regular visits people accepted
the Foundation’s presence in the village, and they
now understand that it is genuinely interested in the
Philippine crocodile.

But how to protect a sacred natural site such as
Dinang Creek in a context of rapid social change,
debilitating poverty, weak governance and a history of
State-sponsored resource plunder? Is it possible to restore
the traditional conservation ethic? And how to convince
people who live below the poverty threshold to value
crocodiles?

Under Philippine law indigenous people can claim
rights to their ancestral land. In theory the Indigenous
People’s Rights Act seems a perfect solution to strengthen
traditional resource management. In practice, however,
red tape, corruption and institutional conflicts between
the DENR and the National Commission on Indigenous
People (NCIP) inhibit the issuance of an ancestral domain
title to the people in Lumalug.

Farmers in Lumalug don’t have security of land tenure
and the traditional burial ground remains open-access.
The formal recognition of indigenous rights is a major
step forward, but will in the current socio-political
context, not lead to the conservation of crocodiles in the
wild or the improvement of people’s livelihoods. The
Mabuwaya Foundation has therefore mainly focused
on environmental communication. An intensive public
awareness campaign aims to enhance traditional values
that protect crocodiles (such as respect for the species),
and foster a sense of pride in people’s cultural and natural

heritage. A Philippine crocodile dance show, which is
performed during the annual village feast, features the
bond between Kalinga and the Philippine crocodile.
Informative posters call on people to respect crocodiles.
And a manual highlights the rich cultural heritage. The
campaign has raised awareness on the plight of the
Philippine crocodile, changed negative attitudes towards
the species and influenced people’s behavior.

At the same time the foundation aims to empower
rural communities to protect their natural resources.
After a lengthy negotiation process the village council
declared Dinang Creek as a Philippine crocodile
sanctuary in 2005. The use of destructive fishing methods
is banned and farmers are encouraged to maintain a 3
meter natural buffer zone. The municipal government
appointed three people as Bantay Sanktuwaryo (sanctuary
guards). These guards protect crocodile nests and report
violations of the rules of the sanctuary to the village
council. Billboards were placed along the creek to inform
people about the protection program. Six pump wells
were installed in Lumalug to minimize human-crocodile
interactions and improve access to safe drinking water.
A performance-based payment system was set up to
provide a financial incentive to the community: every
year the village receives a reward based on the number
of crocodiles that survive in the creek (1000 peso per
crocodile). The Philippine crocodile now is the flagship
species of these community-based conservation actions.

Coexistence

As a result of these conservation efforts the Philippine
crocodile population is slowly recovering in Dinang
Creek. The people in Lumalug tolerate the species in their
village. In their worldview there is a place for crocodiles.
Dinang Creek is the proof that people and crocodiles can
coexist in the 21st century. #
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