
Eco. Env. & Cons. 26 (2) : 2020; pp. (813-819)
Copyright@ EM International
ISSN 0971–765X

Water on bicol west coast: Material and non-material
culture

Rey Dennis L. Gilbas, R.E.E1 and Sherill A. Gilbas

2,1General Manager, 1Bulan Water District, Phillipines
2Sorsogon State College, Sorsogon, Philippines

(Received 23 October, 2019; accepted 15 January, 2020)

ABSTRACT

Water is always treated traditionally in its environmental context. It is always regarded as part of the
natural sciences and studied in terms of ecological aspects including physical and geographic. In this paper,
water is considered as both material and non-material culture of the community. It focused on the
anthropological approach that deals with water utilization, valuation and perspectives on water safety of
the residents in the municipality of Bulan, Sorsogon. The study used qualitative data gathering through
field and direct observations and focus group discussions. Thematic analysis was employed from the
informants’ in-depth interviews. This paper found out that the socio-economic aspect of the community
was affected by the availability of water, water use, and how people value water. The population growth,
communal activities and climate change affected local residents’ perspective on water. Hence, water is a
material and non-material culture of the community which require a continuous process of adaptation. It is
recommended that each resident and various agencies in the local community should have cumulative
effort to sustain safe and practical use of water, an indispensable societal culture.
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Introduction

Water and Culture are inseparable elements of hu-
man life”. It was stated by the United Nations Edu-
cational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) as key water and culture messages on
the occasion of World Water Day 2006. Accordingly,
culture should be regarded as the permanently
evolving set of distinctive spiritual, material, intel-
lectual and emotional features of society or a social
group.  To quote the article of the World Health
Organization (WHO), the following are other ideas
on water in relation with culture:

1. It encompasses – in addition to art and litera-
ture – lifestyles, ways of living together, value sys-

tems, traditions and beliefs. The way water is used
and valued constitutes an integral part of a society’s
cultural identity. 2. Foster the dialogue of cultures to
find solutions for water-related problems. Cultural
diversity, stakeholder involvement and intercul-
tural dialogue should be the guiding principles for
the development of awareness raising, educational
and capacity building material and methods. 3. Pro-
mote inclusive, solution-oriented water governance
that takes into account all facets of cultural diversity
and that seeks informed consensus. Indigenous
knowledge holders should be involved as full part-
ners. 4. Encourage the artistic expression on water
issues as an important means of fostering under-
standing and sharing information. Drawings, pho-
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tographs, audiovisual materials and the performing
arts often help to get messages across cultural and
language borders. 5. Encourage the creation, transi-
tion and dissemination of information on water and
culture in your community. Involve schools, univer-
sities, those in your work-place and at home.
(WHO, 2006)

Given the abovementioned discussion on water
as an important cultural factor, the World Health
Organization is indeed encouraging the study and
the dissemination of information on the cultural as-
pect of water. The WHO works on aspects of water,
sanitation and hygiene (WASH) where the health
burden is high and where evidence-based interven-
tions could make a major difference. As a direct ac-
tion to the call, this paper poses a collaborative work
of representatives from government institutions, the
Bulan Water District (BWD) as the water agency
and the Sorsogon State College (SSC) as an aca-
deme. Both are responsible to maintain and foster
information through literacy campaign on the issue
of safe and sustainable water supply in the commu-
nity.

The BWD supplies the water requirement of the
municipality of Bulan which is situated in the West
Coast of Bicol. It was formed in 1975 and acquired
the ownership and management of the entire sys-
tem in accordance with Presidential Decree No. 198,
otherwise known as the Provincial Water Utilities
Act of 1973. At present, with the onset of the climate
change, BWD is experiencing problems maintaining
an adequate level of service in keeping up with the
progress and the population demand of the munici-
pality. Aside from the technical problems such as
inadequate water supply especially during dry sea-
son, absence of interconnections in some parts of the
distribution system, the illegal connections which
lead to leakages is one of the common problem. It
can be attributed to the concessionaires’ attitude
and way of life without regard to water safety.

On the other hand, Sorsogon State College (SSC)
is formerly called the Sorsogon College of Arts and
Trades (SCAT). It was established in 1907 and after
86 years, was converted into a state college in 1993
by virtue of Republic Act. It is composed of four
campuses namely Sorsogon City Campus, Bulan
Campus, Magallanes Campus and Castilla Campus.
It has four mandates which include instruction, re-
search, extension and production. This paper in-
tends to form part mainly of the research and exten-
sion services of the academe through cultural study

of water in the municipality of Bulan. Furthermore,
it also adheres to provide literacy program on water
safety in terms of cultural practices of consumers.

Material and Nonmaterial Culture

The two interrelated aspects of human culture are
the physical objects and the ideas associated with it.
The material culture refers to the resources, spaces
and objects that people associate themselves with.
To mention some, they include offices, schools,
churches and the entire environment around the
community. The said physical aspects help define
the society’s beliefs, behaviours, perceptions and
perspectives.  On the other hand, nonmaterial cul-
ture refers to the nonphysical aspect such as values,
norms, morals, beliefs, language, organizations and
institutions.

In this paper, the water is treated as both material
and nonmaterial aspect of culture of the residents of
Bulan, Sorsogon.  It is material being an indispens-
able resource of the community and at the same
time, nonmaterial in terms of how people value its
use and considered as an important factor in their
way of life.

Water System in the Philippines

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) presented a
study on Water Supply and Sanitation Sector, As-
sessment, Strategy and Road Map in the Philippines
in 2013. Accordingly, in the Philippines, water sys-
tems are classified into one of three levels: Level I,
stand-alone water points ( hand pumps, shallow
wells, rainwater collectors); Level II, piped water
with a communal water point ( bore wells, spring
systems); and Level III, piped water supply with a
private water point (a household service connec-
tion). The World Health Organization (WHO)–
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Joint
Monitoring Programme (JMP) reported in March
2012 (the JMP March 2012 Report) that the Millen-
nium Development Goal (MDG) of 92% coverage
has been met for drinking water.

The Locale of the Study and its Brief History

In 2001, Bulan celebrates her 200th year anniversary
or bicentennial, since it was refounded along the
banks of the Mariboc River. Its history can be traced
back prior to the Spanish period. Stated below is the
excerpt of historical accounts of Bulan:

Archeological evidences point out that long be-
fore the coming of the Spaniards, the coasts of
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Sorsogon  were already thriving with communities
and settlers dating back to as early as 4,000 B.C.,
when the Indonesians reached Southern Luzon.
The archeological findings excavated in san Juan,
Magsaysay and Gate, which were evaluated to be-
long to the Ming  and Sung dynasty support the
theories of historical researchers that the southern-
most tip of Luzon, mentioned by Beyer and other
Historians, probably including Bulan, sowed signs
of civilization as far as 960 A.D. Golden Crowns,
believed o exist from 91 B.C. to 79 A.D., were also
excavated in Bulan.

Historical records disclose that in 1569, an expe-
dition led by Captain Luis Enriquez de Guzman
and Fray Alonzo Jimenez, an Augustinian Friar,
reached Sorsogon soil and found a small settlement
of natives engaged in fishing and farming.  This
settlement was believed to be Otavi.  It was in Otavi
where Fr. Jimenez, together with Fr. Juan Orta, cel-
ebrated the first mass in Luzon. On May 16, 1572,
Capitan-General Miguel Lopez de Legazpi divided
what is now Sorsogon Province into various
encomiendas, and he allocated “Bililan”(Bulan) as a
royal encomienda (Gilana, 1998).

The Historic Cultural Traits of the Filipinos in the
Water Use

De Morga (2011) described the inhabitants of the
Philippines with the following words, “The young
and the old ordinarily bathe their entire bodies in
the rivers and streams without regard to whether
this may be injurious to their health, because they
find it to be one of the best remedies to be healthy.”
He was referring to the Filipino’s (then called Indio)
habit of taking a bath every day. He noticed that the
Filipinos dipped themselves into the river before
sundown and then took a shower at his home using
a tabo (dipper) to scoop water stored in earthenware
jars and then shampooed hair using gugo (from the
bark of Entada phaseikaudes). He called the said
practice as “injurious to their health” because the
Spaniards, just like other Europeans of that time,
did not take a bath every day. The number of times
people take a bath is culture- based. It depends on
the type of climate in the area and the availability of
water.

De Morga, (2011) also wrote his observation that
Filipinos drink water as the Spanish would drink
wine every dinner. He described that the Indios
would eat rice together with a type of a certain dish
and then pause to drink water and continue to eat

and pause again to drink water. In contrast, he said
that the Spanish would only drink water once he
was finished with his meal. This manifests a cultural
difference in terms of drinking water. Since water
was very much available to Filipinos in earlier
times, it was considered the number one type of
drink that Fiipinos prefer. It is in comparison with
the Americans who prefer milk and Chinese prefer
tea. Until at present with the advent of modernism,
even when Filipinos drink wine, juice, or soda to-
gether while dining, a glass of water still completes
the meal.

It was further discussed by Castro (2015) in his
article on Philippine Panorama that in Philippines,
with humid environment one needs to take a bath
every day, unlike in cold, arid regions where one’s
skin easily dries up because of frequent bathing.
Once Filipinos migrate to temperate and polar
countries, however, they still bring with them the
practice of taking a bath every day as they feel un-
clean (even if they don’t sweat a lot) without doing
so.

The aforementioned statements provide impact
on the importance of water and the Filipinos cul-
tural usage of water. The basic use of water was
observed in the early times. In the more recent
times, water use is innumerable and with more
complication with the invention of the new tech-
nologies and facilities.

Other Studies on Water

According to ADB (2013), water districts, on the
other hand, are not obligated by LWUA to plan or
implement sanitation and sewerage projects, despite
the mandate they have under Presidential Decree
198. It was however, pointed out that water districts
which initiated sewerage projects increased their
water tariffs, causing water bills to rise by 8%–50%.
Lack of enforcement of existing laws and regula-
tions is also a critical gap in the sector.  Similar to
water supply, the government’s efforts in address-
ing the inadequacy of sanitation infrastructure are
also constrained by a weak and fragmented regula-
tory framework, and inadequate monitoring mecha-
nisms and financial resources. There are many insti-
tutions with sanitation-related mandates, but the
responsibilities under these mandates are unclear.
The leadership, which required to push efficient,
effective, and sustainable sanitation programs, is
also lacking. While the DOH plays a key role in the
sector due to the health impacts of poor sanitation,
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the only unit at the DOH addressing sanitation is-
sues is the Environmental and Occupational Health
Office of the National Disease Control and Preven-
tion Center, the mandate of which in sanitation is
limited to policy formulation and monitoring.

In the study of Israel (2009) on Local Service De-
livery of Potable Water in the Philippines: National
Review and Case Analysis, he asserts that the poor
quality of water from some water districts was due
to water turbidity. It was due to natural and man-
made factors as one of the key issues faced by the
water districts. In addition, he identified denuded
watersheds and water pollution that endanger both
surface and underground water sources as one of
the key issues affecting water service delivery as a
whole. Furthermore, the following are also consid-
ered as issues affecting water key issues facing the
LGU’s which include lack of emphasis on sanitation
as an important public function related to local wa-
ter service delivery; weak and fragmented organiza-
tional structures resulting in inefficient local water
service delivery; gender and age-insensitive plan-
ning and implementation of local potable water ser-
vice delivery projects.

Based from the above cited studies, the research-
ers aim to present the traditional and modern prac-
tices of the water concessionaires. It traces the
needed plan of action necessary to answer the need
for the sustainability of safe and potable water sup-
ply.  It also aims to instil awareness to the different
agencies responsible to water maintenance, delivery
and use.

Framework of the Study

This paper is anchored on the idea that communica-
tion and information are vital factors in the develop-
ment of a society. The UNICEF (1999) called it as
Communication for Development. It requires re-
search and planned process for social transforma-
tion. Accordingly, it operates through three main
strategies; advocacy to raise resources and political
and social leadership commitment for development
goals; social mobilization to build partnerships and
alliances with civil society organizations and the
private sector; and program communication for
changes in knowledge, attitude and practice of par-
ticipants.

Alongside communication for development, the
idea on how water be treated as an object of anthro-
pological inquiry intends to reorient and discipline
the general public in connection with their practical

uses, habits, custom and lifestyles. The study of
Fielding (1992) on Determinants of household water
conservation: The role of demographic, infrastructure,
behavior, and psychosocial variables identifies that one
way of promoting water conservation behaviors
may be through developing a culture of water con-
servation in the household. Consequently, school-
based education aids the process as it facilitates
two-way influence processes between parents and
children.

The current study adheres to the theory that there
is a link between the communal culture on the uti-
lization of water for a safer and healthier life and the
societal responsibility on the knowledge and aware-
ness of the individual member of each Filipino fam-
ily.  The household water use is a collective outcome
and consistent to the psychosocial and cultural as-
pects.

Objectives

This paper aims to identify how the residents of
Bulan, Sorsogon regard water as an important factor
in the development of their community as a mate-
rial and non-material culture. Specifically, it sought
to identify the key issues related to water such as
the water source, practices of the community along
water utilization, valuing and safety. It also intends
to propose actions to be administered to increase the
stability of water as a form of academic extension
program to the community.

Methodology

This paper used anthropological approach. It uti-
lized the qualitative data gathering through field
and direct observations and focus group discus-
sions. Thematic analysis was employed from the
informants’ in-depth interviews. The guide ques-
tionnaire was prepared in the mother tongue of the
informants for easy comprehension. There are a to-
tal of 110 key informants from the different zonal
areas of Bulan, Sorsogon.

Results and Discussion

Water Source of the Residents
There are various sources where the residents of
Bulan, Sorsogon got their water supply. They were
grouped into five. The table below shows such
sources.

Majority of the residents got their water from
water district. They are composed of 62.73% or 69
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out of 110 informants. There are only 3 informants
or 2.7% who got their water from their neighbours’
faucets.

The interviews also revealed the comparison of
water usage between those who have water instal-
lations and those who got water supply from other
sources. Most of the concessionaires consume at
least 250 gallons of water per month which costs
them the minimum fee of P130.00. As compared to
those who got from other sources, water district as
water provider is deemed practical, economical and
safe, considering the less health hazard and less ex-
penses to the part of the consumers. Those who
have water pumps may incur additional electric
consumption without the assurance of safe under-
ground water.

Similarly, those who got from shallow well need
to exert extra effort in manual operation of the
pump and in transporting the water from the well
for household use. The water generated from both
electric and manual pumps may not be sufficient to
the needs of the consumers and it also poses threat
to health as water may be contaminated different
contaminants mainly from the septic tanks of the
residents.

Water Utilization, Valuing and Safety

The informants are well aware of the importance of
water. They were asked how do they value water
and why they should use water practically and con-

Table 2. Participants’ top responses on water utilization, valuing and safety

Water utilization and valuing Water safety

1. Mawawalan agad ng suplay ang iba 1. mayad na sana an nagpapakalakaga nin tubi (it is better to boil water)
(others will not have enough supply of 2. Mapatakod na sana kami nin tubi makabarato pa, kaysa
water) magbayad sa ospital nin mahal (we will rather have water

2. Importante an tubi sa pagbuhay (water is connection installed rather than paying hospital bills)
important in our everyday lives) 3. boiling water may also cost them more than paying water bills

3. Namahalon ang bayadan (water bill 4. Just get water from the refilling station even if it will incur
increases) additional expenses

4. di na mapapalitan an tubi pag nawara
(water cannot be replaced)

servatively. They were also asked if they believe
that water can be created and if they consider water
as part of their life. The table below provides the
matrix presentation of the saturated responses of
the participants.

There are four saturated responses when they
were asked on the practical and valuable use of
water they are; mawawalan agad ng suplay ang iba
(others will not have enough supply of water);
importante an tubi sa pagbuhay (water is important in
our everyday lives); namahalon ang bayadan (water
bill increases); di na mapapalitan an tubi pag nawara
(water cannot be replaced) The cited responses only
adhere to the awareness and concern of the commu-
nity towards the value of water and its use. How-
ever, not one of the 110 informants have mentioned
about health and safety regarding water and its
source and availability.

When asked if they believe that water can be cre-
ated, the old mythical idea surfaced that water can
be simply dug out of the ground. Some informants
answered, Mahukay na sana para makaalog, which can
be literally translated to, “dig the ground to fetch
water”. Others mentioned that, yaa man an Bulan
water district, which implies their trust to the water
district to provide them water at all times. The said
responses revealed the communal belief that water
is always available and crisis is far at sight.

Nonetheless, the residents of Bulan also believe
that water is a part of their culture. As such, they
also consider that water is needed in order to enjoy
life. Ordinary activities cannot be performed with-
out water. When they were asked if they need to do
something to lessen their water consumption and
help in water conservation, positive responses were
solicited. The top responses include, dire nakadanon
sa komunidad pag nagsasayang nin tubi or it does not
help in the community if water is wasted and dapat
bawasan kan consumidores an pag gamit nin tubi asin

Table 1. Sources of Water of the Residents

Bulan Water District
Deep Well (electric pump)
Shallow well
Water refilling stations
Illegal connection from their neighbour

Sources of Water of the Residents
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gamiton sa tama,or the consumers should lessen their
utilization of water and use it appropriately.

There are also suggestions from the informants as
to how they can help in the water preservation.
They are the following: Magtipid sa paggamit (Con-
serve water use); magtanom san puno (plant trees);
magtipon san tubi ( provide stock water); and a remark-
able comment from a few which says inspeksyonon
an mga tubo/ o mga tagas (inspect possible water
leaks). On the other hand, there is a saddening re-
mark from ten or 9% of the total informants to just
leave the issue to the Bulan Water District as they
say, trabaho na sin Bulan Water District yuon.

There are also some cases of water-related sick-
ness such as cholera and amoeba problems. From
the responses, there are 17.27% or nineteen infor-
mants who positively confirmed that they had expe-
riences of suffering from some illnesses related with
water in the previous years. Out of further inquiry,
it was revealed that most of those who suffered
from sickness got their water from both deep and
shallow wells. When asked on what they have real-
ized out of the said experience, their responses led
to the impact associated to their socio-economic sta-
tus. One informant said, mayad na sana an
nagpapakalakaga nin tubi (it is better to boil water);
while others say, mapatakod na sana kami nin tubi
makabarato pa, kaysa magbayad sa ospital nin mahal (we
will rather have water connection installed rather
than paying hospital bills). Some believe that boil-
ing water may also cost them more than paying
water bills while a few consider just getting water
from the refilling station even if it will incur addi-
tional expenses.

According to the study, The State of Water Re-
sources in the Philippines, published in June 2007 by
Greenpeace Southeast Asia, the inefficiency in water
usage was aggravated by the absence of regulations,
economic incentives, and institutional arrangements
needed to promote water conservation and rational
use of water. Greenpeace is an independent global
campaigning organisation that acts to change atti-
tudes and behaviour, to protect and conserve the
environment and to promote peace. The said idea
holds true in the present study where the residents
of Bulan Sorsogon are less concerned with their
water utilization and safety. Although 43.63% or 48
of the informants believe that they should be re-
sponsible in the water safety, the remaining percent-
age considers Bulan Water District, Local Govern-
ment unit and the Municipal Health Office as those

in-charge in terms of safe water servicing.

Conclusion

The water concern can be associated with corporate
social responsibility which adheres to the common
good of every human being. Farsetta (2009) in his
article, Water, the Newest Wave of Corporate Social
Responsibility emphasized that both government
and companies are responsible for ensuring clean
drinking water which she indicated as “
sustainability on world fresh and safe water”. It
only implies that every person should emanate ac-
tion to help potable water sustenance through glo-
bal awareness on water utilization which can be
done through the conduct of further study and in-
formation campaign.

Water is everybody’s business and an indispens-
able cultural entity of the community. Therefore, the
action should emanate from each and every water
concessionaire. The awareness and attitude of every
individual matters. It is also recommended to adapt
through local ordinances the full enforcement of the
implementation of national laws concerning water
use, protection and safety. The collaboration on the
side of various government agencies, private enti-
ties and civic organizations coupled with appropri-
ate actions are also encouraged, since water crisis
can not be solved overnight.

It is also a necessity that every public official, aca-
demicians and businessmen, if not all individuals be
equipped theoretically and technically on water uti-
lization. It can be made possible through local, na-
tional and foreign funded training programs to pro-
vide total awareness and understanding on the im-
portance of water to socio-economic stability,
health, security and better living condition.
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