
Primer for the Haiyan (Yolanda) Campaign
from People Surge

Prepared by People Surge, a broad alliance of survivors of typhoon Yolanda in Eastern 
Visayas (EV) and their supporters

1.    What was the state of Eastern Visayas before Haiyan’s onslaught?

Eastern Visayas has three major islands – Leyte, Samar and Biliran. It is composed of six 
provinces – Northern Samar, Western Samar, Eastern Samar, Northern Leyte, Southern 
Leyte and Biliran.  In 2010, it had a population of 4,101,322.

The region’s economy is principally agrarian. The main products are coconut, abaca and rice. 
There are secondary products such as corn, banana, sugarcane and other crops as well. 
Moreover, EV is one of the leading fish exporters in the country. The region is also rich in 
bauxite, chromite, magnetite, gold and other minerals. In 2011, there were 29 big mining 
companies in the region. In 2011, 69.5% of EV’s population depended on agriculture and 
fishing for livelihood.

Despite the wealth in natural resources, the people are poor. In 2012, EV ranked as the 
second poorest region in the country, next to the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao. 

The poverty incidence stands at 45.2%, meaning that 4 to 5 out of ten people are considered 
poor. Each family subsists on an annual average of ₱18,075.88 or ₱49 per day. Only a third 
of the population can meet the basic human needs.

Because of poverty, EV has one of the biggest populations migrating out of the region.

2. What was the effect of supertyphoon Haiyan? 

Supertyphoon Haiyan caused destruction unprecedented in the region’s history. According to 
official reports, more than 8,000 died, most of them living along the coast, but there is also an 
estimate that as many as 18,000 may have died because of the storm.

According to government data, the damage to agriculture was estimated at ₱62.107B in nine 
regions, 80% of this in EV or equivalent to ₱49.86 B. From the People Surge’s studies, the 
damage to agriculture amounts to ₱64.5B in EV alone.

Most of the products and commerce in the region were totally destroyed. The revenue 
sources in four of six provinces in EV were obliterated, including the alternative sources of 
food. The region’s agriculture suffered the biggest blow. The coconut and banana crops as 
well as fishponds, on which the masses relied for livelihood and food, were hard-hit. The 
damage to coconuts already reached ₱41.958 based on just two years’ computation of loss 
of foregone production.

All coconut fields in Leyte, Biliran, Eastern Samar and Western Samar were damaged, where 
60% were knocked down, and 40% remained standing but the trees had lost their fruits and 
leaves, and would need two to three years to be productive. Of those that were knocked 
down, it would take seven to 10 years to restore coconut production.

In Leyte, Biliran and Eastern Samar, there was up to 100% damage for abaca, bananas, 
sweet potatoes, cassava and vegetables. Meanwhile, the damage to fisheries reached 
₱6.428 billion, as well as ₱500 million in fishing equipment.

Moreover, 4.4 million of the total 16 million population in the 14 worst-hit provinces lost their 
houses.  Up to 1,012,790 houses were affected, where 48.76% were partially damaged and 
51.24% were totally destroyed.



The services of electricity, water, communications, education and transportation, as well as 
trading, were paralyzed.

According to the Department of Education, 3,171 schools were destroyed. The Department 
of Health also stated 432 health facilities were destroyed and these are just in MIMAROPA, 
Central Visayas, Western Visayas and Eastern Samar.
The prices of basic commodities rose by 20% and to date have yet to return to their original 
prices.

Hunger and poverty has thus worsened in the second poorest region in the country.

3. What was the Aquino government’s response? 

BS Aquino boasted before the storm that the government was well prepared to meet possible 
consequences of Typhoon Haiyan.  When the supertyphoon struck, it was total disaster.  
Several days had passed before the government could react.  In contrast, the Vietnamese 
government was able to evacuate to safe places 500,000 people in one day. 

The military was deployed and a state of emergency declared in Tacloban not so much to 
provide help but to “ensure public order” meaning to say to put down the people who were 
desperate for food, water, medicine and other urgent aid. The Aquino clique and the 
Romualdez dynasty in Leyte openly quarrelled due to their old political enmity, while the 
storm survivors were thirsty, hungry and stumbling in the dark, and the decomposing bodies 
of the dead lay scattered all around.

The Aquino government relinquished its responsibility to the people and passed it to the 
private sector.   Much of the foreign aid coursed through the government never reached the 
survivors. Even though Congress had allocated ₱100 billion assistance, only ₱3 billion was 
used for the Haiyan survivors.

On the 100th day after typhoon Haiyan, only about 11 kilos of rice had been given per family. 
The much-ballyhooed “cash for work” program had reached only 1.6% of affected families, 
and gave a mere ₱250 per day for 10 days.

Meanwhile, the so-called bunkhouses meant as temporary shelters accommodated a mere 
0.17% of homeless families.

4. What is the Aquino government’s rehabilitation program?

The Aquino government came out with the Reconstruction Assistance for Haiyan (RAY), 
popularly known as Build Back Better. It is fundamentally flawed and does not serve the 
interests of the storm survivors. Despite the enormous damage to agriculture, much of the 
reconstruction goes to infrastructure, such as repairs of roads and bridges, flood control and 
construction of government buildings – because these are the sources of corruption. The 
calamity was also used to railroad programs the people have long resisted – conditional cash 
transfer (such as 4Ps), privatization of state institutions and services like the Public-Private 
Partnership scheme, and micro-financing or agricultural lending.

The Build Back Better model is designed on previous rehabilitation and reconstruction 
programs heavily reliant on foreign debt, corruption-ridden and proven to be largely 
unsuccessful in countries stricken by recent calamities such as in the Pakistan earthquake, 
Hurricane Katrina in the US, Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar and the earthquake in Haiti.

In fact, the RAY or Build Better Back is an anti-people, pro-big business and pro-foreign 
rehabilitation program. The entire recovery and reconstruction program worth ₱360.89 billion 
counts on the private sector. This is nothing more than giving up the government’s 
responsibility to the people, and selling out the rehabilitation to the big foreign and local 



businesses.

5.  What is the “no-build zone” policy?

The “no-build zone” policy is a component of RAY and forbids residents who live 40 meters 
from the shoreline from reconstructing their houses. It is arbitrary and flagrantly seeks to 
drive out and violate the rights of the residents to their homes and livelihood. The “safety” of 
the residents is used to excuse the plan to set up businesses in areas where the residents’ 
families died. Even before typhoon Haiyan, there was already an economic plan for the 
affected areas based on the Eastern Visayas Regional Development Plan 2011-2016, that
mainly pushed ecotourism, agribusiness and the potential for information and communication 
technology (like call centers) in the region, driven mainly by big business and foreign 
investments. The plan would have caused widespread demolitions – which the Aquino 
government is now driving at by making use of the aftermath of typhoon Haiyan.

The people are fighting for their rights to housing and livelihood such as occupying the no-
build-zone-declared places. They continue their struggle after the Aquino government then 
pushed the “no-dwelling zone” policy, which clearly legitimizes the setting up of businesses 
rather than houses in the said areas.

6. What is the situation of those who lost their houses?

Those who lost their houses were crammed into schools, public buildings and tent cities 
(communities of temporary shelters) that serve as evacuation centers. The victims languish 
in inhuman conditions inside the tent city – crowded, unsanitary, hot, cold and rain. They are 
often vulnerable to illness, fire and other dangers.  For example, on May 28, 2014, more than 
half a year after typhoon Haiyan, Maria Elisa Ocenar and her six small children were killed in 
a fire at their shelter in a tent city.

The much-hyped bunkhouses are also inadequate.  A bunkhouse is made up of a row of 24 
units joined together and measuring 8.64 square meters per unit. A single family of five 
members are crammed into this extremely small unit. It is made of coco lumber and a 
galvanized iron roof prone to dripping when it rains.  The toilets, washing area and kitchen in 
each bunkhouse are common, often shoddily constructed; eight toilets are simply not enough 
for 250 people.

In the 100th day after Haiyan last February 17, only 1,455 families had been relocated to 60 
bunkhouses, or equivalent to 0.16% of the 918,261 families nationwide who lost their homes 
because of the storm, and only 0.52% of the 280,968 families in EV. Aside from being too few 
for the number of affected families, construction was sluggish and beset with corruption and 
anomalies. According to one report, some politicians received 30% to 35% commissions from 
the contractors. And the contractors themselves used inferior materials to make bigger 
profits.

7. What was the people’s response to the Aquino government’s neglect?

Progressive organizations led the way in quickly carrying out relief operations.  These 
organizations include Bayanihan Alay sa Sambayanan (BALSA)-National,-Mindanao and -
NCR, Tulong Kabataan, Tindog-NCR, Samahang Operasyong Sagip (SOS), Citizen’s 
Disaster Response Center and its affiliate organizations, the Makabayan bloc, Bagong 
Alyansang Makabayan (BAYAN) and its member and allied organizations in and out of the 
country, Leyte Center for Development (LCDE), Tabang-Sinirangan Bisayas, and many more. 
They immediately responded with relief work and questioned the Aquino government over 
donations it received but were nowhere to be found.



The alternative media also helped greatly, such as TUDLA Productions, Kodao Productions, 
Pinoy Media Center, Bulatlat, Pinoy Weekly and IBON, in exposing the real conditions of the 
storm survivors.

Two months after the storm, the survivors had still not received any significant aid. If there 
were any at all, these consisted of two kilos of rice, a can of sardines and a pack of noodles. 
The people of EV could no longer bear this neglect, thus the victims decided to unite so that 
their voice may be heard. 

They formed the People Surge as a broad alliance of the survivors and their supporters. The 
People Surge is made up of peasants, workers, urban poor, youth and students, church, 
professionals, government employees and small businessmen. The People Surge alliance is 
the expression of the power of the people, who demand answers from the criminal, corrupt 
and callous Aquino government. 

The People Surge has gained wide support as an authority and a legitimate voice of the 
Haiyan survivors. 

8. What are the achievements of the survivors and their organization People’s Surge?

The People Surge has pushed for three tactical demands.  It called for ₱40,000 as legitimate 
aid to each family to live decently for two months. Meanwhile, the “no build zone policy” was 
withdrawn. Relief work was extended till March 2014.  And since March, the DSWD had been 
forced to give 25 kilos of rice per family every two weeks, or to one million survivors in all. 

Even the Department of Agriculture began giving seed stocks as agricultural aid.
These victories came about because of the people’s struggle. The local mass struggles at the 
municipal level also gained immediate benefits. 

The People Surge also led the production campaign in the barrios within its scope. It 
campaigned for collective farming of quick-growing crops to sell and for consumption, and 
long-term crops to sustain and develop production. This campaign was joined by peasants in 
55 towns to surmount the hunger and loss of livelihood after Haiyan. It also faced the 
problem of relief and rehabilitation in a systematic, organized and planned manner. The 
People Surge promptly studied and assessed the situation after typhoon Haiyan, thus it was 
able to base its program for relief and rehabilitation according to what was really needed.

The political and economic gains of the masses came as a result of the people’s struggle and 
certainly not because of mercy from the government. Alliance work was done in two parts: 
political, for the campaign, and economic, to garner financial and material support, such as 
lodging, transportation, etc. Politicians were also reached out to, principally the progressive 
Makabayan bloc composed of the Gabriela Women’s Party, Anakpawis, Bayan Muna, 
Kabataan and Alliance of Concerned Teachers, for support for the alliance’s goals.

The ranks of the church, politicians, artists and cultural groups were also approached.
The campaign for justice after Haiyan also opened up international work. The People Surge 
was invited to speaking tours in Europe, US and Canada from May to June. There was also 
an invitation to discuss climate change in New York, USA in September. There were also 
gains in resources for relief and rehabilitation. This led to the distribution of 90,000 relief 
packs in 55 towns. 

Beyond relief, materials for reconstruction were also gathered, such as nails, galvanized iron 
sheets, plywood, tents, kitchen utensils, carpentry tools, and other forms
of support for livelihood, such as seed stocks and boats.

9.   How can you help in the Haiyan campaign?



Information drive.  Bring up the important people’s issues related to the destruction wrought 
by typhoons and other natural disasters such as poverty and hunger, large-scale mining, 
denudation of forests due to logging, etc. 
Solicit funds for rehabilitation.  Help in the rehabilitation of the people’s livelihood especially 
agriculture and fishery.   Building of new houses is also a priority.  
International work.  Ask foreign governments and official international bodies to bear 
pressure on the Aquino government to carry out its responsibility to the people. Rehabilitation 
plans must be drawn up in close consultation with the people and implemented without the 
usual corruption that accompanies many government projects and closely monitored by 
people’s organizations. 
Better still, people’s organizations should be supported to implement rehabilitation programs. 
###


