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Old folks in the rural village of Sapad 
usually tell visitors that theirs is a land that 
has all the gifts of nature. It is the best 
place to live, they say with awe, pride 
flowing from each word. No one would 
have imagined this was a war zone, a 
battlefield between government troops and 
militants. For the villagers, Sapad is 
paradise at home.  

A low-lying plain sitting on the banks of 
Tibawan River, Sapad village in Matanog, 
east of Maguindanao province in the 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao 
(ARMM) has been the home of native 
Iranuns for hundreds of years. The rich, 
fertile soil and year-round fair weather 
have provided for the food and livelihood 
of its people. Coconut, banana, and all 
kinds of crops grow in abundance. All lived 
simply, in comfort and prosperity.   

But war came without warning, and 
destroyed everything along its path. It was 
three decades ago when Sapad was turned 

Rebuilding
Paradise 

Maguindanao 



STORIES FROM THE FIELD| 4  

  

into a battlefield between government troops and rebels, and between warring 
clans. In 2000, the municipality of Matanog became a virtual ghost town as people 
fled the bombs and fierce offensive stemming from an all-out war1. There was 
nowhere else to go but to cramped evacuation centers across Cotabato City.  

No war zone 

“I do not know how the war began, what I only remember are the deaths and the 
hard life as ‘bakwit’2,” recounts village elder Hadj. Gsaungon Ladiyawan.   

It took another year before the people of Sapad were allowed to go back to their 
homes. What waited for them were bomb craters and razed houses.  

“It was a devastating sight to see everything destroyed. We were hopeless, 
knowing that war has not 
ended and we soon had to 
evacuate again to safer 
places,” said Ladiyawan.     

But nobody wanted to 
leave Sapad for good. 
People adamantly laboured 
to make a fresh start, and 
the first step was to keep 
armed confrontations at 
bay. Leaders from the 
rebel group Moro Islamic 
Liberation Front and 
ground commanders of the 
Philippine Army agreed to 

                                                   

1 Former President Joseph Estrada declared an all-out war against the Moro Islamic Liberation Front 
(MILF) last March 2000, with the objective of destroying Camp Abubakar and other known MILF camps 
in Maguindanao.  
2 Local term for ‘evacuee’ 
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strike a pact that will declare the area a ‘no war zone’3. With wide support from 
villagers, the peace pact held out, bringing temporary peace to a place surrounded 
by raging war.  

Sapad villagers worked together to rebuild their lives. Help from government and 
non-government groups were earnestly welcomed. Assistance came in the form of 
food rations, building materials and livelihood opportunities.  

In 2008, community development workers of the Alliance for Mindanao Off-grid 
Renewable Energy (AMORE) program came to the village bearing good news: 
Sapad will be the subject of a 
feasibility study for a possible 
hydro-power project to electrify 
the whole barangay.  

AMORE electrification 

Implemented by Winrock 
International and supported by the 
US Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the 
Department of Energy, and 
SunPower Foundation, the AMORE 
program contributes to the 
attainment of peace and 
development in Mindanao by 
providing electrification using 
renewable energy technology such 
as solar and microhydro.  

Following a set of criteria in site 
selection, AMORE gives priority to 

                                                   

3 No War Zones or Peace and Development Zones were declared by local government units for conflict-
affected areas in the ARMM to allow for people to rebuild their homes and for assistance to come in.    
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(Figure 1) Generation of electricity using MHP is 
dependent on the ‘head’ and ‘flow’ of the water source. 
Moving water turns a turbine which spins a generator to 
produce electricity. Water power is the combination of 
head and flow which both must be present to product 
electricity. Water is diverted from a stream/river into a 
pipeline, where it is directed downhill, and through the 
turbine (flow). The vertical drop (head) creates pressure 
at the bottom end of the pipeline. The pressurized water 
emerging from the end of the pipe creates the force that 
drives the turbine. More flow or more head produces 
more electricity (source: www.homepower.com)   

conflict and post-conflict areas such as Barangay Sapad where development 
intervention is most needed.  

 “We asked them, why were we chosen? But we knew the answer all along. 
Tibawan Falls flows through our river, we have the kind of resource AMORE was 
looking for,” explained village leader Hadj. Salik Ali.  

Ali guided the team belonging to YAMOG Renewable Energy group in conducting 
the feasibility study and trekked through the forests of Matanog to let them study 
Tibawan Falls. YAMOG had been a partner of AMORE in designing and 
implementing microhydro power projects in Mindanao.  Three months after 
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Free electricity during the Holy 
Month of Ramadan 

Sapad BRECDA devised a strategy to make households pay their electric bills on time. 
Consumers with a clean record in monthly payments, with no arrears or delayed 
payments, were rewarded with free use of electricity for the whole month of Ramadan.  

“We have been doing this for two consecutive years now. During ‘puasa’ (fasting), 
electricity and light are very important to us, and our power consumption shoots up 
during these times. That is why we thought that the best way to entice consumers is to 
let them use electricity free of charge for the whole month of puasa because this means 
they will save a lot,” explains BRECDA treasure BaiAnisaLaguid. 

As a result, delayed payments were lessened and consumers settled their bills in 
advance.  

YAMOG’s visit, AMORE decided Sapad’s water resource to be sufficient to run a 
45- kilowatt micro hydro power (MHP) plant.  

Sapad MHP was one of the four AMORE projects in ARMM chosen for MHP 
electrification4 at that time. The other sites were: Barangay Karim-Minabay in 
Buldon and Barangay Tubak in Ampatuan, province of Maguindanao, and Barangay 
Miculabo in Pikung, Lanaodel Sur. The four projects added to the two MHPs 
already completed by AMORE in 2003 – Lam-alis MHP in Columbio and Chua MHP 
in Bagumbayan, all in the province of Sultan Kudarat.  

 

                                                   

4AMORE has set its basic criteria for MHP electrification, as follows: (1) It is an un-energized community 
(sitio-level) which will not be connected to the grid within the next three years, as confirmed by the local 
electric cooperative; (2) Has source with hydropower potential enough to match the electricity demand of 
the community both for lighting and livelihood application for the next 10 years; (3) Should be within 3 
kilometer radius from the load center; and (4)If possible, it should have a high head, shortest waterway and 
high discharge level. 
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Among the existing MHPs constructed by AMORE, Sapad has the biggest power 
generation capacity. Water from Tibawan River was found to be enough to 
generate 45 Kw of power which can energize 250 to 300 households. The 
feasibility study also showed that the MHP can sufficiently power other productive 
uses such as corn/rice milling, and home-based livelihood activities. 

After getting the approval of all its funding partners, AMORE set out to implement 
the Sapad MHP project. As its core strategy for sustainability, AMORE puts 
premium in social preparation and community organizing prior to construction, 
setting this as integral component of project implementation. Municipal 
orientation/courtesy call was conducted by AMORE prior to formal entry in the 
barangay.  

A barangay assembly was called to present the AMORE project to the people and 
orient them on their roles and responsibilities as project recipients. Community 
acceptance had to be secured before proceeding with project implementation. 
AMORE had been particular in getting community buy-in for the project, given that 
the community was required to provide ‘sweat equity5’ for the project.  

Another three months were spent for social preparation and community organizing 
before construction of the Sapad MHP began. 

Harnessing water resources 

“We knew that Tibawan river was our treasure, but we never knew it can be 
harnessed the way AMORE did it,” exclaimed Ali who recounted that the villagers 
were astounded to know they will soon enjoy electricity.  

“Never in our lifetime did we imagine our homes to be lit by light bulbs and to have 
television sets. For the children, it was dream come true,” he said.    

                                                   

5Sweat equity translates to the manpower and other labor services provided by the BRECDA to complete 
the project. 
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The feasibility study (FS) was needed to determine if the community’s energy 
demand matches the water resource’s hydraulic potential. It also made a financial 
analysis of the energy cost vis-a-vis capacity to pay of households. Economic and 
social viability of the project was also evaluated.  

Sapad MHP has 54.5 meter (165 feet) gross head and 200 liters per second flow. 
Because of its strong water flow, design output was placed at 45 Kw. Results of the 
FS validated initial findings that the project was viable and has enough power 
potential for household electrification and other productive uses.  

As soon as the feasibility study was completed, AMORE proceeded to meet 
requirements set by law prior to construction, including the accomplishment of 
Environmental Screening Report (ESR) from USAID and securing a Certificate of 
Non-Coverage (CNC) from the Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources-Environmental Management Bureau (DENR-EMB).   

The ESR gives an assessment of possible environmental impacts due to earth 
movement related to the construction of the MHP, and presents recommendations 
as needed.  

To generate electricity, a portion of the water from the stream is redirected 
towards a forebay and flows through the penstock leading to the powerhouse. In 
the powerhouse, water spins the turbine which is connected to the generator that 
produces electricity. The stronger the water flow, the higher the amount of 
electricity that is generated (see figure 1).  

From the powerhouse, electricity flows through a distribution line that reaches 
households. Copper-made house wirings are installed in the household, as well as 
light bulbs and power outlets.    

Electric consumption is monitored through an electric meter installed per 
household connection. Households are required to observe proper load 
management to avoid power interruption.  
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BRECDA role  
 
A milestone in project implementation for Sapad MHP was the creation of the 
Sapad Barangay Renewable Energy and Community Development Association or 
the BRECDA. This village-based association was considered by AMORE as the 
‘catalyst’ for developing and sustaining the electrification project and scaling up its 
benefits to more villagers. On signing an “expression of interest” (EOI) to avail of 
MHP electrification, households were required to sign in as BRECDA members and 
adhere to a member’s duties and responsibilities.  

The BRECDA was designed to become a ‘mini electric cooperative’ that was 
trained in all aspects of the project -- in organizational and financial management 

and in the operation and maintenance 
of the MHP. AMORE developed the 
BRECDA to become a legitimate entity6 
that can collect monthly fees and 
execute penalties as embodied in its 
own set of regulations and the local 
laws. Constitution and by-laws were 
promulgated by the general assembly, 
and were implemented by the BRECDA 
officers, composed of the chairperson, 
vice-chairperson, secretary, treasurer, 
auditor, and bookkeeper. The BRECDA 
officers were elected during the annual 
general assembly and should get popular 
vote.  

Ali, who had shown enthusiasm and 
vigilance in taking on the project, was 
the first BRECDA chairperson of Sapad. 
He was re-elected during the annual 

                                                   

6BRECDAs are legally registered with the Department of Labor and Employment-Bureau of Rural 
Workers and the Bureau of Internal Revenue (BIR). 
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general assembly of the BRECDA held in January. Backed by popular support and 
assisted by the Barangay LGU, Ali and his team steered the BRECDA to become a 
herald for development and unity in the barangay. Among other responsibilities, the 
BRECDA officers made sure that collection of the Operation and Maintenance 
(O&M) fund is done regularly and efficiently. Technical maintenance of the system, 
including meter-reading, is attended to by two BRECDA technicians that passed 
AMORE-supervised technical skills training. 

The BRECDA appoints one collector for each sitio (sub-village) to take care of 
recording household consumption, distributing electric bills, and collecting 
payments.  

Sapad BRECDA allocates a budget of PHP 10,000 a month for its operations. A 
large part of this goes to the monthly allowance of six BRECDA collectors who are 
tasked to make regular rounds in their assigned sitio (sub-village) to issue the 
electric bill and collect payment per household. Average number of households per 
sitio is 50. As a way of ensuring that collectors will do their job efficiently, they are 
given an incentive of 10% of the total payments they collected for the month. In a 
village where cash is hard put for some, this was enough to motivate the collectors.  

“I do the computation for the electric bills of our consumers. Then, I give this out 
to the collectors and they take care of distributing these and collecting the 
payments. After a few days, they return to me to remit the payments. I have to 
record the payments first before I give them their incentive,” explains Bai Anisa 
Ibay-Lagui, BRECDA treasurer.  

Bai Anisa issues receipts for the payments and keeps a record that is regularly 
monitored by the auditor and bookkeeper. All financial records can be freely 
inspected by any member of the BRECDA.   

The BRECDA approves the monthly budget allocation for all operational expenses 
during its monthly meeting and makes sure all costs are prudently accounted for 
and reported to the membership. Monthly salary and food provision is given to the 
caretaker of the powerhouse who must stay in the facility 24/7. Funds are also set 
aside for maintenance and repair of components of the MHP system. This covers 
the purchase of parts and components of the turbine and generator.  
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As of September 2011, BRECDA audit report states that it has collected PHP 
200,219 and disbursed a total of PHP 172,938 in the past 12 months. Cash-on-hand 
is PHP 27,281 and collectibles will likely reach PHP 100,000 during harvest season 
in October and November.  

Better life 

When Alan Kasim 
first learned of the 
plans of AMORE to 
provide electricity in 
his village, he 
immediately quit his 
job at a furniture-
making shop across 
town where he had 
been earning 
subsistence pay. 
Securing a loan from a 
friend, Alan bought 
carpentry equipment 
and set up his own 
furniture-making shop 
right at his backyard.  

“When I saw the first electric bulbs lighting up my village at night, I was sure there’s 
better life ahead,” Alan quipped as he worked on new furniture using his electric 
wood plainer.  

Alan’s small business tripled his income, enough for him to send six of his children 
to school.  

Other neighbours followed suit. Using micro-credit loans, ten more families in 
Sapad were able to put up furniture-making shops, a welding shop, cellphone repair 
and battery charging outlet and vulcanizing shop.  
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10-year old Noraifa 
Alamada was born 
during the war and 
had been traumatized 
by the constant 
evacuation his family 
had to deal with 
whenever armed 
clashes reach their 
village. But signs of the 
trauma have since 
receded, thanks to the 
electricity she now 
enjoys at home.  Her 
father Thong, who 
works as BRECDA technician, bought her a coloured television set that helped her 
forget the horrors of war. 

“I am happy now. I am not scared during the night anymore because it’s no longer 
dark.  I love watching my favourite shows on TV,” said Noraifa.  

Intensification and Sustainability 

Part of the O&M fund collected from the household users every month is allocated 
for the cost of new household connections. The industry term for this is 
‘intensification’ and it forms the backbone of AMORE’s community development 
framework to sustainability.  To achieve intensification, the capital outlay provided 
by AMORE for the project is recovered after one to two years which will then be 
used by the BRECDA to energize more households.  

At the inception of Sapad BRECDA , the sustainability plan that was drawn up by all 
its members were directed at achieving 100% household electrification in the 
barangay. In December 2010, only a year after their MHP system became 
operational, Sapad BRECDA had built up enough funds to undertake intensification 
activities. With the goal of reaching more households, the BRECDA opted to 
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distribute batteries to households in interior sitios that is less tedious and required 
less capital and labor than installing new electric utility posts and wires.  

With a seed capital of PHP 20,000, the BRECDA devised a credit scheme in which 
the batteries will be loaned out to qualified sitio residents who were required to 
pay for the batteries on agreed terms. AMORE supported the intensification 
project by providing a grant of PHP20,000 in cash to the BRECDA, as well as 
technical trainings on proper battery management and disposal. With PHP 40,000 
cash on hand, the BRECDA was able to purchase 40 batteries. Users charge the 
batteries at a privately-owned battery charging station (BCS) in the village at PHP15 
per full charge which lasts 3 days to one week, depending on load usage.  

Households that have not been reached by the MHP grid also have the option to 
apply for connection. The process is no different with the one followed by electric 
cooperatives.  
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“All they need to do is go to the BRECDA office, fill up an application form and pay 
the connection fee,” said Bai Aniza, BRECDA treasurer. Applicants are required to 
become members of the BRECDA and adhere to the duties and responsibilities of 
members.  

The total fee collected by the BRECDA per application is PHP 2,500, in which PHP 
2000 covers the cost of materials (house wiring, outlet, CFL) and PHP 500 for the 
membership fee. Applicants have the option to buy the materials themselves 
provided these meet the material specifications set by AMORE. To date, 30 new 
connections have been completed by the BRECDA.   

From the original 75 members in January 2010, the BRECDA now has 200 
members. This translates to an intensification rate of 166 percent -- a 
commendable feat for a small village association. 

 “People here have changed their outlook in life because of the electrification 
project. Now they appreciate how peace can lead to development. They want their 
homes all lit up. They want to enjoy karaoke and watch movies in the comfort of 
their homes. They don’t want the project to be disrupted by war,” says Ali.    

Ali says the key to sustaining 
the project is for people to 
embrace and value it as their 
own. This is evident in Sapad 
where BRECDA members pay 
their monthly bills, strive to be 
present in meetings, and 
participate in all BRECDA 
activities. Villagers also respect 
the BRECDA officers who are 
often requested to mediate in 
minor disputes among 
neighbours and family 
members.  
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Today, Sapad has risen to become one of the vibrant communities in this part of 
Matanog. People from other un-electrified barangays visit the place to order wood 
furniture, buy ice, have their cellphones and car batteries charged, or simply 
experience the benefits of electricity. 

Sapad Barangay chairman Abubakar Ibay noted that the village population increased 
by almost 80 percent only months after the MHP system was completed. “Because 
more people are living here, we get more support from the LGU. As you can see, 
our community road is already paved. We already have a high school here. And 
now and then, we get visitors who want to see our MHP,” he said.  

Ibay stressed that as beneficiaries, they make sure that sustainability of the project 
is given foremost attention.  “The barangay [local government] and the BRECDA 
leaders have discussed on how to ensure that water will continue to flow on 
Tibawan river. We have this riparian management plan7 which was completed 
through the help of AMORE. The plan is implemented jointly by the barangay 
leadership and the BRECDA, along with all residents. We are all working together 
to protect our natural resources,” Ibay adds.  

Among the activities included in Sapad’s riparian management plan is the 
rehabilitation of vegetation along the riverside. Residents are also urged against 
rampant cutting of trees and slash-and-burn activities, locally known as kaingin.  A 
committee has been created among BRECDA members to attend to the 
implementation of the plan.  

Ali points out that all beneficiaries of the project appreciate the importance of 
preserving and protecting Tibawan River as well as the Matanog watershed. 
“Without water, we lose everything. We promise to sustain this project so that the 
next generations will also benefit from it,” he says. 

Indeed, while the scars of war linger, Sapad villagers are taking on the challenge to 
rebuild the paradise they call home. � 

                                                   

7 The Riparian Zone Management Plan is designed to conserve the riparian zone (or riverside) areas and 
involves, among others, planting of deep-rooted plants along the river side.  
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Barangay Kahikukuk, Bangingi (Tongkil), Sulu 
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Walking barefoot on fine white sand, her brightly-coloured malong8 tucked securely 
around the hips, Niza Awang steadily lugged on a small wooden banca to help the 
fishermen prepare its sail to the sapphire Sulu Sea.   

It is almost dusk in this small fishing village called Kahikukuk, a verdant island 80 
nautical miles off the coasts of Zamboanga Peninsula and accessible only via an 
eight-hour boat trip from Jolo, Sulu or Zamboanga City. Yelling to her husband to 
sail northwards, 26-year old Niza mutters she is sure a good catch await the men at 
the north end of the isle where the wind peters out.  
 
Life has been good for the Awang family. Daily subsistence and livelihood come 
from the rich marine life surrounding the island, abundant enough to provide for 
the village’s entire population of around 300 families. Safe drinking water is at arm’s 

                                                   

8 A multi-functional Muslim garment     

Power from the Sun 
Rejuvenates  
Remote Island 
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reach. At night, two compact fluorescent lamps (CFL) fill the Awang home with 
light. The children are healthy and content.  
 
Ten years ago, Niza would not have thought twice of leaving Kahikukuk. Born and 
raised in the island, Niza grew up amidst constant fear of war and hunger. “It was 
as if we had been forgotten by the world and a decent life could only be had some 
place else,” she says meekly.    
 
Neighbor Zoraida Mujalli, a teacher, shares Niza’s view. “We didn’t have this kind 
of life ten years ago. And we never imagined that this kind of convenience – 
electricity, safe water within reach  – will ever come to us. We are at the farthest 
end of the world, yet this grace has come to us and changed our lives,” Zoraida 
says, putting into words what Niza and many of the people here find difficult to 
explain. 
 
A  place of conflict 
 
Since the 70’s during the height of Moro rebellion in Mindanao, Sulu has been 
regarded as a hotbed of Muslim insurgents, and a place of war and conflict.  This 
slanted view shielded Sulu’s natural resources from human intrusion and 
exploitation for decades.  
 
According to historian Najeeb Saleeby (The History of Sulu, 1906) the islands of 
Sulu archipelago have been preserved in its pristine state because outsiders feared 
the place. But, unknown to the world, natives inhabiting these islands live peacefully 
and in community with nature.  Up to this day, most of these islands remain 
unspoiled, its natural bounties full to the brim. 
 
Ironically, despite its natural wealth, as with most conflict-ridden areas in Mindanao, 
Sulu is still among the poorest regions in the country. In the 2009 government 
statistics9, Sulu is the 13th poorest province in the country, with a poverty 
incidence of 38%. In the municipality of Bangingi (formerly Tongkil) where barangay 

                                                   

9 National Statistics Coordination Board 2009 Poorest Provinces in the Philippines 
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Organizing the Kahikukuk BRECDA 
 
It was in January 2003 when community development workers (CDW) of AMORE docked on the 
shores of Kahikukuk for a month-long social preparation activity prior to the actual implementation 
of the solar project. Cruising to and from the thirteen barangays around Bangingi, the CDWs were 
astounded by the paradox of being surrounded by such natural beauty and seeing the people’s 
misery. They set out to explain to the people that the project not only intends to provide electricity, 
but primarily aims to empower the community.  
 
AMORE looks to effective social preparation and community organizing as its core sustainability 
strategy. As with all other barangays covered by the project, the CDWs spent the first few weeks in 
Kahikukuk for meetings and discussions leading to the formation of the Barangay Renewable 
Energy and Community Development Association (BRECDA). The BRECDA is composed of the 
barangay residents who were selected to become recipients of the AMORE project. A constitution  
was drafted and promulgated by the BRECDA members to govern the association. A set of policies 
and procedures was also approved by all members and enforced by the elected officers. As a pre-
condition prior to electrification, the BRECDA was organized months before Kahikukuk finally 
experienced solar-powered electricity in October 2003.  
 
The BRECDA functions as project manager in the community that primarily ensures proper 
operation and maintenance of the solar PV system. It is trained by AMORE to become a 
community development organization able to sustain the project and expand its benefits. Equipped 
with organizational management skills and technical know-how in solar PV technology, the 
BRECDA matures to become the community link in the renewable energy supply chain and 
supports the intensification of solar PV electrification through self-managed entrepreneurial 
activities.  
 
The Kahikukuk BRECDA came to be among the strongest and best-performing BRECDAs in 
Mindanao. Its chairman is AsahaliMuhalli who was later elected as the president of the Western 
Mindanao BRECDA Federation.  

Kahikukuk belongs, more than half of its 35,000 population live below the poverty 
threshold. 
  
“Basic needs such as education and health services were major problems for us. 
Children stop schooling because they have to help the family earn income.  Even 
water that we use for our daily needs was scarce,” recounts Zoraida.    
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The Coming of Light 
 
Life in Kahikukuk began to improve when, in 2003, solar-powered lighting systems 
were introduced to the islanders by the Alliance for Mindanao and Multi-Regional 
Renewable/Rural Energy Development (AMORE) Program. Supported by the US 
Agency for International Development and private sector organizations, and 
implemented by Winrock International, the AMORE program helps poor, conflict-
affected communities mostly in Mindanao to improve the quality of life of its people 
via renewable energy electrification as entry point to community development.   
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The earliest projects implemented by AMORE in 2002 were focused in the island 
barangays of Sulu and Tawi-tawi. The program scoured even the most inaccessible 
areas to bring light and hope to 230 communities in these provinces.  
 
Light came to Kahikukuk via a 900Wp solar photovoltaic (PV) battery charging 
station (BCS) which generates enough power to simultaneously charge 3 units of 
100Ah deep cycle batteries per day. Aside from installing the BCS, AMORE also 
provided home battery system (HBS) to 30 selected households in the barangay, 
which included a 100Ah battery, 3 compact fluorescent light (CFL) bulbs, and an 
automatic low-voltage disconnect controller.   
 
Apart from the CFLs, other low-voltage DC ‘loads’ or appliances like transistor 
radio and black and white television can also be connected to the battery. The 
battery, if fully charged, could power the CFL bulbs and black and white TV 
simultaneously for up to three hours and if used only for lighting, it can last up to 8 
hours. Depending on the use, the batteries are recharged at least every after two 
weeks.  
 
AMORE engineers conducted user’s trainings in every household to teach users in 
properly operating the system, especially in load management of the battery. The 
engineers reminded users to take care of the batteries by not over-discharging and  
properly using them. Kahikukuk residents complied with this by heart and took 
care of the batteries so well that, after eight years, 15 of the 30 batteries originally 
provided by AMORE are still currently functional, albeit, at reduced capacity.   
 “We agreed on policies that we strictly adhered to.  Members always participated 
in meetings and we come out with a consensus about rules, especially on the 
proper use of the systems and the payment of operation and maintenance fees,” 
says Asahali Muhalli who chairs the Barangay Renewable Energy and Community 
Development Association or BRECDA in Kahikukuk.  
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Each of the 30 households that received the HBS, and who are members of the 
BRECDA, had to pay a monthly operation and maintenance (O&M) fee of 20 pesos. 
The payment goes to a fund managed by the BRECDA.  
 
“We use the funds to pay for the operator and technician of the BCS for his 
services in watching-over the system 24/7. We also expect him to make regularly 
rounds to the BRECDA members’ homes to check on the batteries, wires and 
connections,” Muhalli says.  
 
AMORE designed the BRECDA operation and maintenance fund as a sustainability 
scheme for the project that will support not only the current needs of users for 
maintenance but also the BRECDA’s long-term development plans. While a large 
portion of the BRECDA fund was allocated as savings for replacement of dead 
battery and busted CFL and as operational costs, there is a portion that should be 
used for ‘intensification’. The intensification fund may be used by the BRECDA to 
purchase new PV systems that will be leased to other un-energized households in 
the community.  
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The BRECDA also collects 30 pesos for every charging of battery from BRECDA 
and non-BRECDA households.  
 
“People from neighboring island barangays would also come here at times to 
charge their batteries.  But we were also afraid that the BCS will easily break down 
if allow more batteries to be charged there,” Muhalli points out.  
 
The Coming of Water 

 
The solar electrification project brought by 
AMORE literally made life brighter for the 
people of Kahikukuk. No more dark, fearful 
nights as children played and the men traded 
stories into the night under the streetlight. 
Mothers stayed up longer, making mats and 
baskets for selling, or even, watching their 
favourite telenovelas from a small black and 
white TV set.  
 
AMORE assessed the impact of the 
electrification project in uplifting the quality 
of life of the Kahikukuk villagers. During its 
monitoring activities, AMORE learned that, 
while households that received the project 
strive to comply with the regular BRECDA 
fund collection, their finances are usually 
depleted because they had to buy clean water 
for their daily needs or buy medicines. This 

discovery prompted AMORE to make a closer analysis of the situation. A team was 
dispatched to the village to conduct a study with regards to its access to basic 
social services such as water and education.  
 
Like other island barangays in the Sulu archipelago, Kahikukuk did not have a 
reliable source of safe water. Fresh water used by some villagers for their daily 
needs came from makeshift open wells located less than a hundred meters from 
the seashore. Other villagers spent more than an hour going to and from the main 
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water source located at the foot of the hill. During the monsoon season, the wells 
become useless because water there becomes salty or murky. During summer 
days, the wells dry up.  
 
Niza recalls how the family would go by with very little water to drink, much less 
take a bath or wash clothes. “We had to buy water from banca-riding peddlers 
who sold it for 25 pesos per container. Of course, one container is not enough for 
all of us in the family, so we have to shell out more than a hundred pesos daily for 
water,” she says.  
 
Without safe, potable water, the villagers were susceptible to water-borne 
diseases. Widow Merina Jurnail knows this all too well.  
 
“It was during the Holy Month of Ramadan when my son died. He had severe 
diarrhoea,” recounts Merlina in tears. Her family relied on the water from the 
makeshift wells which would turn murky whenever it rains. Drinking water also 
comes from container bins of rainwater harvested using makeshift bamboo pipes 
where water from the roof flows through.  
 
According to a 2002 Annual Poverty Indicator Survey (APIS), only 26.8 percent of 
families in the province of Sulu have access to safe water. The province has the 
most number of waterless municipalities in the Philippines identified by the World 
Health Organization. Statistics on morbidity rate among children due to typhoid, 
cholera and other water-borne diseases is also among the highest in the country.  
 
Realizing the urgency of the problem, AMORE planned out a response through its 
social projects team. After conducting a survey, potable water expert Engr. Julius 
Oliveros recommended the ideal yet ambitious solution: build a solar-powered 
water system for the barangay.    
 
The challenge was how to construct the most appropriate system at the soonest 
time with very little funds. Given the remoteness of the island and the peace and 
order problems, the team faced a logistical.  
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An Island Slakes its Thirst 
 
By Edwin General 
First published by the Philippine Center for Investigative Journalism 
(PCIJ) 
May 5, 2008 
 
(Excerpts) 
 

Three years after it had its first taste of electricity, Kahikukuk got the first 
solar-powered water system in the entire ARMM. The system consists of a confined 
well, a 0.75-horsepower submersible capacity pump driven by a 320-watt peak solar 
photovoltaic power cell, an elevated 8,000-liter reservoir, and a 1,000-meter pipeline 
that delivers the water to six tap stands. 

 
The heart of the system is approximately 300 meters away from the village, 

but the taps are right in the community itself, sparing villagers a long walk for water. 
 
The water pumping system requires no fuel deliveries and needs very little 

maintenance. Most importantly, a solar pump produces the most water when it is 
needed the most — when the weather is sunny and dry. 

 
“The water from the well is now very good,” says Jurail as she collects water 

from one of the taps. “It’s clear and clean. You can’t compare them to our traditional 
wells.” 

 
Indications are health conditions here have improved since the system was 

installed. AMORE workers say that prior to the project’s implementation, the 
Tongkil municipal health office had told them that four out of 100 people fell sick 
because of one waterborne illness or another. But since the project’s completion, no cases 
of such diseases have been recorded. 
 

Mayor Sahidulla also says the system has helped the island so much that 
grateful — and relieved — villagers have offered prayers to thank Allah for the 
potable water that they now enjoy. Seconds Muhalli:  “Its Allah’s gift to us. He 
answered our prayers. Villagers were overwhelmed. The clean water resources became 
(the) talk of the town.”  
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AMORE sought the assistance of the Mindanao-based Peace with Equity Foundation 
(PEF) for the project. PEF contributed 1.4 million pesos for the construction of the 
water system.  
 
 “We had to plan the implementation of the project very carefully and with much 
attention to minute details, because mistakes would have major consequences,” 
Engr. Oliveros recounts. “The delivery of materials was the very difficult because 
we also had to take into account the safety of our staff as well as the materials 
from sea pirates and other criminal groups known to inhabit the Sulu-Basilan 
boundary.”    
 
But the impossible did come true. The Kahikukuk solar-powered water system was 
inaugurated in March 2006 as the first of such kind in the entire ARMM. AMORE 
installed a 320-Wp solar module that powers the pump that is capable of pumping 
up to 18 cubic meters of water per day (see side bar). Over 75 households within 
the barangay get clean drinking water from the 6 water tap stands located just a 
few steps from their homes.  
 
Teacher Zoraida recalls how villagers could not contain their joy on seeing water 
flowing freely when they opened the taps for the first time. “Everyone was ecstatic. 
It was dream come true, especially for the women who had been suffering for a 
long time because of the lack of safe water,” she says.  
 
Villagers in neighboring barangays rejoiced as well. About 173 homes in nearby 
island barangays turned to the Kahikukuk BRECDA to allow them to get water 
from the tapstands. Even the Badjaos10 come to the island for water, trading some 
of their own valuables not as a payment but as a show of gratitude. 
 

                                                   

10Badjao, also spelled Bajao, Badjau, or Badjaw, are an indigenous ethnic group that originally settled in the 
Sulu Archipelago but has spread out to maritime southeast Asia. Badjaos live a seaborne lifestyle, making 
use of small wooden sailing vessels for voyages through the seas.   
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Kahikukuk’s new 
village technician 

Ernilisa Sarahadi is an expert in the field of 
homemaking. She proudly says the BRECDA depends 
on her skill in cooking and preparing the meals for 
guests who come to visit or monitor the projects. 
AMORE staff knows Ernilisa as the one who takes 
care of them – from setting food on the table to fixing 
the room where they will stay for the night. But 
Ernilisa is now a changed woman. She was recently 
appointed as village technician responsible for taking 
care of the solar PV BCS and the home battery 
systems in the barangay.  With support from the Asian 
Development Bank and the International Copper 
Association-Southeast Asia, AMORE organized a 5-
day all-women training on PV systems installation and 
servicing in Zamboanga City in February 2012 that 
was designed to teach home makers like Ernilisa to 
become PV technicians.  

“I realize that my role is no longer just to wait around 
and attend to visitors. I am not the only one who 
benefits from my new skills as technician, but the 
entire village. Now, I can’t wait to make my first SHS 
installation,” smiles Ernilisa. 

Knowing that the water is more 
than enough for the village, the 
BRECDA permitted other 
islanders to fetch water from the 
tap stands. “They should also 
benefit from this project, 
although we also tell them that 
they, too, have a responsibility in 
the upkeep of the water system,” 
said Muhalli.  
 
A monthly due of 10 pesos per 
household was collected by the 
BRECDA for the operation and 
maintenance of the water 
system. Similar to the BCS, the 
fund will be used for the regular 
check-up of the system and for 
the small allowance given to the 
water system 
operator/technician.  
 
Muhalli emphasized that, after six 
years, the solar powered pump 
and the whole water system 
remain in good working 
condition. This was confirmed by 
Engr. Oliveros himself who 
noted that results of the 
monitoring and evaluation in 
Kahikukuk conducted by one of 
his staff in January 2012 show 
that the water system is well 
maintained. 
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“Except for some issues on cleanliness of the tap stands, we found that all six tap 
stands are working. The solar pump and reservoir are also well-maintained and it is 
clear that all rules and procedures pertaining to the proper operation and 
maintenance of the whole infrastructure are observed,” said Oliveros.  
 
“It is my friend Viray Hadis who we should thank for taking care of the system very 
well,” stressed Muhalli.   
 
A thin, sullen man with a soft voice, Viray was said to be intelligent enough to have 
reached the university through a scholarship but was forced by his father to turn to 
fishing.  “I don’t regret it, I think I am doing well as a technician for my village,” he 
says. The villagers could not thank him enough.  
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Facing challenges 
 
A decade ago, Kahikukuk was cast in shadow beyond the sight of the world. Today, 
Kahikukuk has made its mark in history as the first in ARMM to have a solar-
powered potable water system, and as among the few AMORE areas where all 
AMORE-prescribed sustainability mechanisms, including the technical operation of 
the PV systems, remain well in place. Better life has indeed come for the villagers of 
this far-away island.  
 
In 2011, the BRECDA sought the assistance of AMORE in implementing 
intensification activities11 in Kahikukuk and adjacent barangays. BRECDA chairman 
Muhalli worked on purchasing from AMORE partner PV suppliers a total 20 units 
of 20Wp solar home systems. BRECDA funds, as well as some contributions made 
                                                   

11 Intensification of electrification to un-served households is a key activity under AMORE 3 which entails 
innovative market delivery mechanisms implemented through the BRECDA. AMORE trains the 
BRECDA as ground link to the PV supply chain.  
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by the officers of the BRECDA, including Muhalli, were used to purchase the 
systems.  The SHSs were then loaned out to 10 Kahikukuk households and 10 
other clients in Bangingi through terms extending to more than a year.  
 
“Other islanders expressed interest to buy (the SHSs) from us, and we are now 
devising a more efficient way of acquiring the supply and making the delivery to the 
households,” said Muhalli proudly.  
 
This achievement by the BRECDA has eclipsed what came to be the most difficult 
trial their association, as well as the villagers, faced in October 2010. This was 
when the village turned into a battleground between two feuding camps fighting 
over land ownership. The entire village had to evacuate to safer areas because of 
the fighting. It took weeks before the residents were convinced to return back to 
their homes. 
 
When the fighting subsided, the BRECDA immediately accounted the damage to 
the projects.  “It was remarkable that our BCS and even the water system were 
untouched. All the rest of the houses were riddled with bullets except for the 
reservoir and the solar panels. It looked like they deliberately avoided damaging the 
projects,” Muhalli narrates.  
 
With the BRECDA at the helm, the village slowly went back to its feet and 
continued making the best of and taking care of the solar and water projects.     
 
“When they inaugurated the water systems, we had a big celebration. Visitors from 
the PEF and AMORE personally came to celebrate with us and that was the first 
time guests all the way from Manila had set foot on our land. Our little island was 
forgotten no more,” chuckled Niza Awang, her face full of hope for brighter days 
ahead.� 
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 want to be an engineer! I want to build roads and 
bridges that will make my village closer to the town.” 

13-year old Jee-ann Guro is so sure of her plans in life that 
her father, a vegetable farmer, literally scrapes the earth to 
send her to school. Jee-ann will graduate with honors this 
year from the New Tuburan Elementary School and is set to 
attend high school 30 kilometers down the winding, brutally 
rough road to the center of Tigbao municipality.  
Poverty and the agony of walking barefoot through hills and 
rivers did not deter Je-ann and many of her classmates from 
going to school every day. On the contrary, they looked 
forward to each school day, and find themselves very 
fortunate to have in the school one thing they never have at 
home – television.   
 
“My love for mathematics developed because of the lessons we viewed on the TV. I 
also liked SineSkwela and Bayani,” says Je-ann.  

“I 

New Life for 
New Tuburan 
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The educational multimedia 
facility, also called E-Media, 
was part of the electrification 
package given to New 
Tuburan in 2007 during the 
2nd phase of the Alliance for 
Mindanao Off-grid 
Renewable Energy Program 
or AMORE. This educational 
multimedia package consists 
of a 420Wp solar PV system 
that powers the schools’ E-
media room equipped with 2 
CFLs, a television set, a DVD 
player and 33 DVDs with 
educational programs 
produced by ABS-CBN 
Foundation. Teachers were 
provided with capacity 
building trainings to integrate 
the E-media lessons to their 
regular lesson plan.  
With the E-Media, students 
were evidently more 
enthusiastic in their daily 
lessons, which includes a 
required 30-minute viewing 
of educational programs 
related to their lesson.  
“They look forward to each 

lesson, and maybe that is what inspires them to keep going to school, despite the 
travails they had to face, such as coming to school without food or walking through 
muddy road and getting soaked in the rain,” teacher Nina Marie Albetera 
sympathizes with her wards. 
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The DOE 21 project 
 
The following baseloads of community facilities areconsidered for the Sustainable Solar Market 
Packages: 
 
System A (Barangay Hall Energy Services):  Outdoor and indoor lighting, public address 
systems, TV/DVD appliances, cellphone batterycharging station 
 
System B (School Energy Services) :outdoor and indoor lighting, TV/DVD appliances, 
cellphone battery charging station 
 
System C (Public Street Lighting Services) :Public streetlights, path lighting, public area 
Lighting 
 

“We are only a poor village but this education project gives us hope that the 
children will have better lives that we never had,” said 50-year old Virginia Mamag 
who, as one of the officers of the Parent-Teacher Association (PTA), readily 
supported the proposal for a monthly collection of 5 pesos per student for the 
operation and maintenance of the system as well as for the purchase of new 
batteries once the current ones break down. 
 
 
Lighting the village 
 
School electrification was part of AMORE’s electrification intervention in New 
Tuburan and 20 other barangays in the Zamboanga Peninsula under the ‘DOE 21 
project’.  A public-private partnership program implemented by Winrock 
International with support from the US Agency for International and in partnership 
with the Department of Energy and SunPower Foundation along with other 
electrification partners from the private sector,  
 
AMORE is mandated to contribute to the government’s peace and development 
initiatives in Mindanao via renewable energy-based rural electrification projects. In 
March 2007, AMORE identified 21 barangays as ‘laboratory sites’ for the 
implementation of DOE’s Sustainable Solar Market Packages (SSMP). At one million 
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Solar power brings light to dawn masses in Zambo 
Sur village  
By  JulieAlipala 
Reprinted from the Philippine Daily Inquirer 
December 15, 2007   
 
NEW TUBURAN, TIGBAO, Zamboangadel Sur--Simbang Gabi or Christmas dawn masses for 
the people of this village has always meant walking to church with torches in hand to light their 
way. 

But this year would be different. The torches need not be lighted anymore, at least for 
those residing in two adjoining communities here. 

In March, the Alliance for Mindanao Off-Grid Renewable Energy program (Amore), a 
US-funded program, installed solar-powered lamps in the communities.For the residents, the 
coming of solar energy was very welcome, considering that they can now also work even at 
night. 

For children like 13-year-old Johnny CumayasMagsanay, gone are days of the dark 
Simbang Gabi. Johnny, a Grade 4 pupil at the New Tuburan Primary School, said solar power 
provided a new kind of Christmas for the villagers. 

He said unlike in the past, their Christmas nights are also more special this year because 
the community Christmas tree, which he and his classmates are always excited about, now 
features blinking lights."I will have more time to watch our community Christmas tree and its 
blinking lights at night and we will finally have parties here," he said while engrossed in basket 
weaving. 

Pointing to his work, Johnny said he could now also help weave during night time, 
unlike before when he and his parents only work during the day. 
For so many years, electricity eluded the village even if it was only about eight kilometers from 
the town proper."We can now finish weaving during night time and my father or mother could 
go to town early dawn to sell our produce," Johnny said. 

Aside from the excitement over the Simbang Gabi and the lighted Christmas tree, 
Johnny said he and his classmates could now also go into caroling.He said in the past, they could 
not do it because it was dark at night. 

For Julian Magsanay, Johnny's father, the solar power means more than experiencing a 
lighted Christmas. 

pesos per barangay, the grant funds received by AMORE from the DOE were used 
to provide communal facilities in the 21 barangays, thus benefitting 1,000 
households.  The communal facilities were 20kwp to 75kwp in size and are offered 
to the barangay as different market packages designed to demonstrate the 
efficiency of solar PV lighting services and encourage households to access the same 
using innovative financing schemes. The DOE 21 project was designed to make 
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What is the SSMP? 
 
The solar market-based approach was implemented by DOE to promote commercialization and 
mainstreaming of solar PV systems in the market. Under the approach, eligible companies were 
invited to supply, install and maintain solar PV systems for community facilities. It also offers 
clusters of villages as potential markets for the commercial selling and installation of a minimum 
number of solar home systems. 
 
Cutting the Risks 
For the solar market-based approach to work in acommercially viable way, the scale of the 
businessoperation must be sufficiently large to overcome thehigher transaction costs of doing 
business in distant areas. 
 
Availability of Credit 
Access to credit will be made available to provide greateropportunity for successful companies to 
market thesystem. In this package, a microfinance institution (MFI) willbe available to provide credit 
to households who are willingto buy the system. The partner MFI will provide loan at anaffordable 
interest rate, payable in 5 years. 
 
Another option is for the microfinance institution (MFI) toprovide a credit facility to the PV 
supplier engaged in thisproject. This is to provide enough capital for the PVsupplier to cater to the 
demand of the households. In thiscase, the MFI and the PV supplier may form a partnershipor joint 
venture depending on the terms agreed upon byboth parties. 
 
Promoting Quality Service 
Each successful SSMP contractor will have an obligation toinstall the PV systems for community 
facilities within sixmonths and warrant their operation for a period of fiveyears. The contractor is 
also obliged to market and sell, ona commercial basis, solar PV systems to benefit at least 25percent 
of total potential households in each SSMP clusterwithin 18 months from contract signing. 

headway in market-based approaches to rural electrification that will enhance 
sustainability and attract greater private-sector participation and ‘buy-in’ (see 
sidebar: What is SSMP?) 

“Life changed in New Tuburan since we had solar facilities,” said Merlinda Sales, 
treasurer of the Barangay Renewable Energy and Community Development 
Association (BRECDA). “We had more time to talk at night, we discussed how we 
can further develop the community,” she continues.  
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Born and raised in the barangay, Merlinda recounts how as a child, they were 
required to be home at dusk, eat dinner early and sleep thereafter. “There was 
nothing else to do. By 6:00 p.m., everyone in the barangay would be in bed,” she 
says.  

When the communal solar facilities came, things changed for Merlinda and the 
villagers. Instead of heading to bed after dusk, they would huddle around the lighted 
barangay hall and discuss various matters, mainly about keeping their community 
peaceful and progressive. 

“The solar [power system] showed us how a good source of light can make a lot of 
difference, especially for us women and the children,” said Merlinda as she cuddles 
one of her grandchildren. “It’s very difficult to take care of the children when it’s 
dark. They also usually get sick because of the smoke from the kerosene lamp,” she 
adds.  

Plans to expand  

In 2010, the New Tuburan BRECDA12 was invited by AMORE to attend a solar 
business exposition in Pagadian City, some 80 kilometers from their barangay.  The 
BRECDA chairman, who was also then serving as the barangay captain, assigned 
Merlinda to attend.  

Filled with excitement, Merlinda prepared for the 2-hour trek down the rocky road 
to the center of Tigbao where she will take the bus to Pagadian. “I think our roads 
here could be the worst in the country. Even horses find it difficult to trek,” she 
says shaking her head.  

                                                   

12 BRECDA is Barangay Renewable Energy and Community Development Association. Organized by 
AMORE, the BRECDA is capacitated to become the project manager of the solar PV project in the 
barangay. The BRECDA is being currently being developed by AMORE in PV entrepreneurship able to 
intensify access to solar PV electrification in the community. 
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But Merlinda took the long walk anyway and travelled all the way to Pagadian to 
see the different technology options for her village. At last, she and her neighbours 
would finally experience brighter nights.  

In her travel back home from the business expo, Merlinda has laid out a plan that 
she will propose to the BRECDA.  

“The BRECDA still had 27,000 pesos which we could use to buy smaller and more 
affordable PV lighting systems that we could loan out to our members. Then we 
can roll the capital,” she says.  

The BRECDA is looking forward to interested PV suppliers to cash in on marketing 
their products in the village under loan terms. Meanwhile, they are working 
together to sustain the communal facilities to continue to enjoy its benefits. 
Recently, the DOE revisited the village to check on the systems and undertook 
repairs. They also conducted a reorientation on proper use and maintenance of the 
systems, especially on load management.  

As young Jee-ann gears up to make her dreams come true, the elder Merlinda has 
her hopes raised that a new and brighter life in New Tuburan will happen within 
her lifetime. � 
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