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On the island of Leyte in the Philippines, there's an indigenous community that are known as the 
Sama-Badjao, which sort of roughly translates as sea gypsies or sea nomads. 

They're just a small community, only about 100 households and less than 1000 people. Sadly, based 
on their ethnicity, this community has been discriminated against. They don't receive any help when 
it comes to things like education, nor fresh water or sanitation. In 2018, a program was established 
to work with the community to build a well for fresh water and install community toilets. In this 
photograph, you see a group of girls receiving advice about things like personal hygiene, hand 
washing, waste disposal. 

All this is great information, but it's only really worthwhile given that they now have clean water 
supply. In addition to these very practical matters, the women have also been helped with things like 
awareness of their human rights and their responsibilities. They've been assisted to establish their 
own formal associations, to represent their rights to the broader community and also to local 
government. The women have also learnt a range of skills enabling them to establish and run small 
community businesses. When you see situations like this, it's natural to have an impulse to want to 
help in any way possible, however, it's really important to consider the best way to help. 

By just providing necessities, money and food to these families, you may end up actually making 
things worse by creating a dependency. It's more important to ensure that the Badjao’s needs are 
being accurately represented and that they're being empowered with the knowledge and skills to act 
on their own behalf. 

Advocacy initiatives at the grassroots level are fundamental to empowering people to create their 
own change according to their own needs and wishes. When communities understand their rights 
and responsibilities, they are able to become powerful agents of change, education in sanitation and 
hygiene and the provision of access to clean water and toilets ensures that communities understand 
and act to improve their health. 

Sustainable development and healthy, sustainable environments are interconnected. And when 
communities are healthy, they're able to participate fully in life, including education and work, which 
means that inequality can be reduced. Being able to run their own businesses empowers the 
community financially so that they can pay for basic living, health and education needs and not just 
rely on the generosity of others. 


