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Abstract

This paper examines the place attachment of residents living in landslide-prone areas in Los Bafios, Laguna,
Philippines. It aims to characterize the place attachment of the residents in these communities as they continue
to inhabit such areas despite the risk and to identify social attributes which greatly contribute to the
characteristics of their place attachment. Results show that place attachment leads to stronger community ties
because/as the meanings, experiences and memory of the people are translated into cultural codes through
interactions among residents. Patterns of place attachment among the landslide-prone communities in Los Bafios
show a strong social bond, particularly determined by the presence of their immediate and extended families.
This is bond is further extended to the neighbors and to the whole community as well. However, the strong
community ties among residents and their risk-taking behavior may amplify both their vulnerabilities and
adaptive capacities. This social aspect of place attachment suggests pragmatic uses for formulating disaster risk
reduction initiatives propelled through collective civic involvement.
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1. Introduction

An individual’s sense of place can be cultivated through his or her own character, personality and actual
experience of the place [1]. It may blossom through living in an area for a period of time, as well as through
learning the place’s history, geographical features and its local tales and traditions. It is often used to connect the
qualities that make a certain place distinct. Sense of place brings together the people and place where concepts
and meanings are created through the physical qualities and characteristics of a place and its perceived concepts

and meanings acquired through knowledge and experiences [2, 3].

Sense of place are perceived through various lenses, one of which is place attachment. Place attachment is
defined as the emotional bond that people have with their neighborhood or to the place where they are living [4,
5]. Being attached to a place may give an individual a sense of security, access to different connections and
sense of identity. Moreover, people who are attached to their place tend to have higher sense of safety even
when their place is experiencing threat [6, 7]. The meanings attached by the individual to a place can be further
translated into the cultural codes within the neighborhood through interpersonal and constructed interactions
among residents [8]. These interactions among residents, which happen in the social space, further enhance their

place attachment, thus creating neighborhood ties needed for collective action within the neighborhood [9].

As sense of place enhances a person’s relationship to a place and encourage collective action, it becomes an area
for discussion in the construct of disaster preparedness and risk reduction. While some local government
policies implement relocation away from these disaster-prone areas, communities upheld their decision to stay at
their neighborhood most of the times despite the risk. In Malabon City, for instance, migrants have flocked the
floodways from the 1960s up to the present with the most intense wave of migration happened in the years
covering 1980 to 1990s [10] implying a relatively large proportion of informal settler population living on top of
a river or canal, or in low-lying areas of the city [11]. These settlements are at high risk for flooding, which in
Malabon happens about eight times a month, yet informal settlements in these risky areas remain and thrive
despite the marginal or substandard presence of basic services in these areas [10] The same scenarios happen in
other disaster-prone areas in the country as well, despite the “no-build zone” policy as defined by existing laws
in the Philippines such as Philippine DRRM Act [12], and Urban Development and Housing Act among others
[13]. Scenarios like these pose a question of why the people stay at their neighborhoods despite them being at

risk and clearly not having the best housing and living conditions.

Thus, this study examines the place attachment of residents, particularly in the neighborhoods of Purok 3 of
Barangay Lalakay and Purok 5 of Barangay Bambang in Los Bafios, Laguna, Philippines. It aims to characterize
the place attachment of the residents in these communities as they continue to live there despite the risk; and to
identify which among the place attachment attributes greatly contribute to their place attachment characteristics.
Both of these communities were areas with high susceptibility to landslide (Figure 1). Purok 3, Lalakay is
situated at the bottom of the valley walls of Dampalit River where cracks were observed. On the other hand,
several cracks were also observed on the slope of the east side of Purok 5, Bambang as an impact of Tropical
Storm Xangsane, locally known as Typhoon Milenyo, last 2006. The Mines and Geosciences Bureau of the

Department of Natural Resources and Environment has recommended that these areas perform relocation or pre-
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emptive evacuation, installation of engineered protection for all types of landslide, among others. There were
continued monitoring and awareness campaigns regarding rain-induced landslide that could affect the residents
down the slope. Despite their high susceptibility to landslide, these areas still persist as communities for some.

There are approximately 280 households in Purok 3, Lalakay and 2,050 households in Purok 5, Bambang.

This study explores the social construct of place attachment of residents in disaster-prone areas. Furthermore,
this study only focuses on the social construct of place attachment as influenced by family, friends and
community, and how this social construct manifests in place-related behavior and disaster risk reduction actions

of the residents of Purok 3, Lalakay and Purok 5, Bambang.
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Figure 1: Landslide Susceptibility of Barangay Lalakay and Bambang, Los Bafios, Laguna, Philippines
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2. Factors Affecting Place Attachment

There are various studies that have identified different factors affecting place attachment. Some studies
identified physical, social, cultural, memories and experiences, place satisfaction, interaction and activity
features, and time as factors affecting place attachment [3]. Other studies put weight on home ownership, living
space status (the concept of whether he/she lives in a “real home” or it is just a place to live), number of
community groups one belongs to, proportion of friends living in the community, and length of residence in
community [14]. Some others include genealogy, economics, cosmology, pilgrimage, narrative and religion
[15].

In the study of Scannell and Gifford [7], they presented a tripartite model of place attachment based from
several definitions of place attachment from other research. The model is composed of three components:
person, psychological process and place dimensions. The person component specifies that place attachment can
transpire individually through captured meanings of personal experiences, or as a community through collective
experiences [16]. Individuals tend to have deeper attachment in places which they happily associate themselves
with and that its community is connected to historical experiences, values and symbols of that place which they
tend to respect and protect [7, 16]. The other component, the psychological component which is basically
concerned on how attachment is brought about, comes into the process of the interplay among these aspects
called affect, behavior and cognition. Emotions such as happiness, pride and love create affect; that would turn
out as part of a person’s memory, schema, knowledge and meanings created as part of the cognition aspect of
place attachment [7, 17, 18]. These cognitively processed emotions are then manifested through behavior.
People who have place attachment usually exhibit a certain behavior called proximity maintaining behaviors,
which refers to the wanting of a person to stay in a certain place [19]. Another type of expressing behavior is
through the reconstruction of place. This type of behavior is usually experienced during the aftermath of a
disaster or after being relocated [7]. The last dimension on this model is the place dimension which has two
features: the physical and social features. The physical feature of a place refers to the built environment while
the social feature is explained as the place attachment with regards to encouragement of having social relations,

identifying oneself to a certain group and involvement with the community [17].

Another study, presented by Raymond, Brown and Weber [20], shows a model called the Three-pole and Four-
dimensional conceptual model of place attachment. It is composed of three-pole features such as the personal,
community and natural environmental context; linked to the four-dimensional dimensions such as place identity,
place dependence, social bonding and nature bonding. These four-dimensions define how place attachment
works on different levels of contexts. It is somehow similar to the previous model mentioned as it includes the
individual, community and nature or place dimensions of place attachment. However, this is different from the
other model because it identified the concepts of place identity, place dependence, social bonding and nature
bonding as dimensions of place attachment. Meaning, place attachment differs depending on what context and
dimensions we are looking into. For example, a person can have a place identity but if this identity relates to a
community, then the place attachment would include another level of dimension that could be within the bounds
of social or environmental contexts. Both models established the difference between social and environmental

characteristics of a place, yet both models also consider them as characteristics that serve as the basis of
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connection to a place. The three-pole and four-dimensional model straightforwardly separated the attributes of
the person into place identity and place dependence and the attributes of the community into social bonding,
while the tripartite model of place attachment only implied these on its natural environment and social place

attachment.

As discussed, place attachment is mainly perceived as part of the personal or individual constructs. Therefore,
individual attributes such as age, gender, income and education, as well as housing and land tenure attributes,
are contributing factors affecting place attachment [21, 22]. Length of stay is another contributing factor to place
attachment. Those who have stayed longer to a place tend to have stronger place attachment compared to those
who have lived on a shorter duration [9, 16, 17, 20, 21, 23]. Staying in a place for a long time may increase
attachment due to their familiarity and feelings of safety and security to the place, as the bond to the place

increasingly linked together through time [5].

Place attachment is created from the mix of different factors involving the various scales. The more a person

interacts with the physical environment, the more that person create experiences and memories.

These memories will create further relationship between the person and the place, thus developing a stronger
and effective place attachment. However, beyond this individualistic perspective is the observation that place
attachment further develops because of people participation, social engagements and cultural interactions [3].

These interactions require social and community ties before it can be translated into collective action.

Sense of place is a result of the dynamics between the social and the natural (i.e. landscape) or built environment
[23, 24]. However, researches about the factors affecting sense of place, like the ones conducted by Stedman
[23] and Kyle and Chick [24], commonly have focused more on the recreational or leisure aspect of looking at
the environment. Conversely, certain behavior of the people in the community can be closely examined by local
decision-makers if place attachment is considered in a non-recreational aspect. This also becomes vital in
formulating place-specific actions leading to preservation of life, particularly in the context of hazard-prone

areas.

Hence, the framework of the study as shown in Figure 2 emphasizes more the social aspect of place attachment.
The study integrated the physical aspect of place in its contextualization of a hazardous landscape — in this case,

in landslide-prone areas.

At the neighborhood level, place attachment is determined and measured by spatial experiences of the people
including the memories and meanings they attach to the place. These individual experiences and perceptions are
influenced by the type and degree of their interaction or bonding with their family relatives, friends and to the
community. Social bonding is defined as a type of place bonding that pertains to the feeling of belongingness to
the community and the common link shared such as history and interests [21]. Family bonding refers to the
attachment to place based on family relationships while friend bonding are the connections to place based on

relationships with friends [25].
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Figure 2: Social construct of place attachment at the neighborhood level.

In turn, the social processes embedded in the spatial context of living in a specific area (i.e. hazard-prone area)
translates to certain types of environmental behavior. This environmental behavior can either be positive or
negative depending on the dynamics of personal, social and cultural attributes [3]. In the context of disaster risk
reduction, this environmental behavior can manifest as a challenge or opportunity for local authorities’

initiative.

3. Research Methodology

Both qualitative and quantitative measurements were used to determine the degree of place attachment of the

neighborhood and to identify the attributes that influenced such degree.

A survey questionnaire was used with five-point Likert scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree) to determine
the degree of place attachment amongst the neighborhood of Barangays Lalakay and Bambang. Three dependent
variables for social construct were considered namely: social bonding, family bonding and friend bonding. The
question items for social construct were based from Kyle and his colleagues [26]. A total of 200 randomly

selected respondents were surveyed for the study.

Focus group discussions were conducted with the local community as represented by several sectors including
the youth, women, men and the elders. Key informant interviews were also conducted to obtain place-specific
perceptions and behavior of the community. Data were analyzed separately for the two barangays for

comparison of results.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Respondents’ profile

The survey was administered to 200 random respondents from Purok 3, Lalakay (n=73) and Purok 5, Bambang
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(n=127). The respondents’ ages range from 18-35 years old (30.5%), 36-55 years old (50.5%), and 56 years old
and above (38%). Most of them are also married (59.5%). More than half of the respondents graduated high
school (53%), some just finished elementary school (22%), and only a few portions have reached college level
(11.5%). Sixty eight percent (68%) of the respondents engage in informal economy and only 32% are in the
formal economy. Those in the informal economy works as vendor, beautician, manucurist, laundry woman,
construction worker, street sweeper, whereas those in the formal economy works as call center agent, factory

worker, nurse, government employee.

Residents started encroaching the area in the 1960s. There are families in these neighborhood with the longest
stay of 46 and 50 years in Barangay Lalakay and Bambang, respectively. In the recent years, the residents were
given the rights to occupy these areas by virtue of Presidential Proclamation No. 550 Series of 2004, with rules
and regulations attached to it such as these lots cannot be sold, leased or transferred to another party [27].
Instead of land title, the residents was awarded with a certificate of lot allotment by the local government of Los
Bafios, together with the Inter-Agency Committee implementing the abovementioned proclamation. Ninety
percent (90%) of the respondents said that they were granted the rights to use the land (some are still waiting for
proper documentation while others have inherited their homelots from their parents.) Ten percent (10%) of the

respondents were renting house spaces from the residents who were given rights to the land.

The earliest residents and families who settled in these neighborhoods are already on their third generation.
They consider their neighborhoods as places where they raise a family, together with their extended families and
relatives. Most women respondents came to these neighborhoods because their spouses or the family of their
spouses live there. Renters choose these neighborhoods because it is relatively cheaper and is close to their

places of work.

4.2. Place attachment attributes of respondents

This study used nine (9) question items based from Kyle, et. al. [26] to characterize the degree the place

attachment among the respondents from Purok 3, Lalakay and Purok 5, Bambang.

For Purok 3, Lalakay, respondents have a strong place attachment as presented in Table 1. They feel that Purok
3, Lalakay is a part of themselves (66% SA; 22% A) and they identify themselves with the place (60% SA; 26%
A). These place attachment attributes manifest through how they rate their memories (68% SA; 14% A) of
Purok 3, Lalakay, and on their belief that they have a special connection to the place and to the people living in
it (73% SA; 15% A).

As established on the respondents’ profile, the respondents have a long and deep history with the Purok 3,
Lalakay. In the survey, the respondents believe that they live in Purok 3, Lalakay because their families are there
(78% SA; 18% A); and their relationship with their family is special to them (77% SA; 12% A). These ratings

are the highest responses among all the question items listed.

Although the presence of family is important in their place attachment attributes, it is not the sole determinant of

place attachment, albeit a strong one. Question #7 asked if they are likely to move to another place without their
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relationship with their families. Although their responses for the question is still positive (44% SA; 27% A), this
question item has the most number of negative responses (5% D; 16% SD) among all the place attachment
attributes. Belonging to community volunteer groups (56% SA; 16% A) and friendships made by doing these

activities (52% SA; 16% A) also scored positive responses.

Table 1: Perception of Purok 3, Lalakay respondents regarding their place attachment

STRONGLY STRONGLY
QUESTION AGREE AGREE NAD DISAGREE DISAGREE
Purok 3, Lalakay (n=73)
n11é| feel that this place is a part of 66% 290 0% 0% 1%
2. | identify strongly with this place.  60% 26% 12% 1% 0%
3. I have a lot of fond memories

(o) 0, 0 0 0

about this place ESe 14% L 4%
4. 1 have a special connection to this 73% 15% 10% 0% 30
place and the people who live in it.
5. | live in this place because my o 0 0 0 0
family is here. 78% 18% 3% 0% 1%
6. My relationships with family in 77% 129 4% 1% 506

this place is very special to me.

7. Without my relationships with
family in this place, | would 44% 27% 7% 5% 16%
probably move.

8. Belonging to volunteer groups in o 0 0 0 0
this place is very important to me. Sl 16% e 1% s
9. The friendships developed by

doing various community activities 52% 16% 29% 1% 1%
strongly connect me to this place.

Similarly, Purok 5, Bambang have a strong place attachment, evident in the results of the survey presented in
Table 2.

Cumulatively, responses from Purok 5, Bambang are almost similar to that of Purok 3, Lalakay. However, they

still differ on the intensity of their responses.

Most respondents from Purok 5, Bambang also feel that their neighborhood is a part of themselves (52% SA,;
31% A) and they identify with the place (54% SA; 33% A),

although there are some that neither feel as part of the neighborhood (17%) nor identify with it (13%) as

compared to Purok 3, Lalakay.

Respondents from Purok 5, Bambang also have fond memories (45% SA; 26% A) of Purok 5, Bambang and

have a special connection to the place and the people living in it (48% SA; 29%).
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The respondents also believe that the reason for living in Purok 5, Bambang is because of their families (61%
SA; 28% A).

This question item garnered the highest positive response from all the listed question items for Purok 5,

Bambang, with 89% positive responses cumulatively.

They also perceive that their relationship with their families are important (52% SA; 27% A). This is one of the
reasons why they would stay or leave in the neighborhood (45% SA; 30% A), which is slightly higher compared
to that of Purok 3, Lalakay. They are also keen on volunteering to community activities (39% SA; 34% A) and
develop friendships along the way (43% SA,; 31% A).

Table 2: Perception of Purok 5, Bambang respondents regarding their place attachment

STRONGLY STRONGLY
QUESTION AGREE AGREE NAD DISAGREE DISAGREE
Purok 5, Bambang (n=127)
n11é| feel that this place is a part of 520 31% 17% 0% 0%
2. | identify strongly with this place.  54% 33% 13% 0% 0%
3. | have a lot of fond memories

(0) 0, 0 0 0

about this place 0 26% el 2% g
4. | have a special connection to this o 0 0 0 0
place and the people who live in it. i 29% 2 e s
5. | live in this place because my o 0 0 0 0
family is here. 61% 28% 11% 0% 0%
6. My relationships with family in 520 27% 18% 2% 204

this place is very special to me.

7. Without my relationships with

family in this place, | would 45% 30% 24% 1% 1%
probably move.

8. Belonging to volunteer groups in
this place is very important to me.

9. The friendships developed by
doing various community activities 43% 31% 20% 2% 4%
strongly connect me to this place.

39% 34% 20% 2% 4%

Analyzing these responses allows us to see patterns of place attachment and how the social attributes contribute

to these patterns.

Both respondents from Purok 3, Lalakay and Purok 5, Bambang identify themselves with their neighborhood.
This shared identity among the respondents show that there is a strong social bond in both neighborhoods,

particularly determined by the presence of their immediate and extended families and the bond that they share.

This is further extended to the neighbors and to the whole community as well (Figure 2 and Figure 3.) Although
there are hesitations among some respondents in pursuing friendships and community bond, their intention of

living in their neighborhood with harmony and community greatly show.
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Figure 3: Social Construct of Place Attachment in Purok 3, Lalakay
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Figure 4: Social Construct of Place Attachment in Purok 5, Bambang
4.3. Place-related behavior and disaster risk reduction actions in the neighborhoods

Beyond these social constructs of place attachment is the dimension of these places as disaster-prone areas.
Purok 3, Lalakay and Purok 5, Bambang are both highly susceptible to landslide (Figure 1). Local authorities
have been advised to employ disaster risk reduction management (DRRM) activities to ensure safety among the
residents. About 92% of Purok 3, Lalakay and 98% or Purok 5, Bambang respondents are aware that their
neighborhood is at risk of landslide, but they have not experienced the direct impact of landslide yet. However,
DRRM programs from the local authorities focused on relocating residents away from highly susceptible areas,
at the same time institute an evacuation plan as preparation for the probability of disaster. Residents are also
aware of these programs. In Purok 3, Lalakay, 49% believe that there is a relocation program intended for them,
27% are aware of the IEC mechanisms of their barangay regarding disaster awareness, and 17% are also aware
of the evacuation protocol in case of disaster. In Purok 5, Bambang, 83% are aware of the relocation program,

while 8% are aware of the disaster awareness campaigns.

Despite these, residents do not want to relocate. Respondents from Purok 3, Lalakay and Purok 5, Bambang

share the same sentiments as to why they do not want to be relocated. These reasons are: 1) they feel safe and
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contented due to the accessibility of their neighborhoods to social services and amenities like schools,
transportation facilities, etc., 2) they already have established a way of life together with their families in these
neighborhoods; 3) they have lived for a long time in these neighborhoods; and 4) they have established a social
network among their neighbors. Other respondents from Purok 5, Bambang mentioned that it is difficult to
move from one place to another. Although negative responses to relocation resonates among the respondents in
both neighborhoods, possibilities of agreeing to relocation is being considered only if: 1) the situation gets more
life-threatening and dangerous for them and their families; 2) relocation areas have better living conditions; and
3) if they will be relocated as a community and not as individual households. But since relocation is a far-
fetched option for them at the moment, the imminent danger of disasters in their neighborhood allows them to
improve the conditions of their housing units, employ positive environmental behaviors such as planting trees
and taking care of the cleanliness of the neighborhood, and follow evacuation protocols imposed by the local
government such as preparing an emergency kit, heeding disaster advisories, and cooperating in times of
evacuation. The risk-taking behavior, as related to the lack of spatial experiences of landslide in their
neighborhood, as well as the collective action demonstrated in disaster preparedness among the respondents
illustrate a mix of vulnerabilities and adaptive capacities of Barangay Lalakay and Barangay Bambang, and

suggest possible points of entry for collective participation to reduce risk in these landslide-prone areas as well.
5. Conclusion

Living in a landslide-prone area can mean disaster. But examining the reasons why people would still choose to
stay in their disaster-prone neighborhoods emanates from their high sense of place attachment. In the study,
Purok 3, Lalakay and Purok 5, Bambang show a strong place attachment. This strong place attachment is rooted
in the collective spatial experiences, memories and place meanings created by the residents. The housing and
land ownership issues and threat of relocation due to landslide risk are part of their collective spatial
experiences. These experiences coupled with deep history manifested in their length of stay in the neighborhood
and the social relationships that they have (family bond) and have built (friend and community bond) are part of
their memories of the place. Thus, leaving their neighborhoods seems unbearable and unthinkable despite their
places being at risk. In turn, these experiences, memories and bonds react as driving forces for them to have a
positive environmental behavior and collectively participate in community activities. Going beyond the physical
aspect, one can then ponder that being attached to a place comes fundamentally from social ties and sense of
belongingness. This social aspect of place poses pragmatic uses for decision-makers and stakeholders
particularly for disaster risk reduction initiatives. In these initiatives, collective civic involvement is an
important recipe to achieve safe, adaptive and disaster resilient communities. This civic involvement, however,
is correlated with neighborhood or social ties [9] which are actually translations of individual place attachments

formed from shared experiences and meanings.
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