
 
 

 
 
1 October 2019 

Re: Case Study on Dole Philippines, Inc.  

To whom it may concern 

Thank you for allowing us to comment on your annual report entitled “Enemies of the State?,” 
which focused on disputes which have arisen among land and environmental defenders 
(including indigenous communities) and certain governments and businesses in various 
countries. Your report included a case study about a land lease between Dole Philippines, Inc. 
and Mr. Romulo De Leon and how a local indigenous community (known as KADIMADC) has 
made certain claims on the land subject to this lease. 

At the outset, we wish to emphasize Dole’s commitment to its Code of Conduct, which among 
other things mandates that we conduct our business with integrity and in a legal and ethical 
manner, wherever we operate. This is not mere lip-service. Our Code is a commitment to our 
stakeholders, which includes not only our customers and business partners but also our host 
communities and countries around the world. 

Prior to Dole leasing these lands (which are owned by various landowners represented by Mr. 
De Leon who is acting under a Special Power of Attorney authorizing him to act on behalf of 
these landowners in leasing their land), we conducted our customary due diligence.  This 
includes verification of ownership documents presented by the landowners.  The verification 
found that the majority of the lands were covered by Certificates of Land Ownership, titles 
awarded by the government to farmer-beneficiaries under the Philippines’ agrarian reform 
program. The rest of the lands were covered by free patents.  At the time of this evaluation, 
Dole was not aware of any claims of indigenous or ancestral title for any portion of these lands.  
It is Dole’s practice not to lease lands that have claims of indigenous or ancestral title.  Further, 
there were no squatters on these lands (indigenous or otherwise) making any claims for any 
portion of these lands.   Having assured itself that the landowners had valid land ownership 
documents under Philippine law and there were no existing claims to these lands, Dole 
entered into a lease for these lands with Mr. De Leon. 

Shortly after the lease agreement with Mr. De Leon was signed, a group of people entered a 
portion of the lands under the lease agreement and established themselves on a portion of 
the leased land.  Upon inquiry, Dole was informed that these occupants were allegedly 
members of an indigenous community who were claiming the land based on native or 
ancestral title. At no point did they present to Dole proof of their ownership of the land. 



 
 

  

Our understanding is that the members of KADIMADC do not possess any certificates of 
ancestral domain or land title, which could serve as proof of their claim of ownership for 
portions of the land being leased by Dole.  However, if the members of KADIMADC have 
evidence that their ancestral claims have been recognized by the government through the 
issuance of Certificate of Ancestral Domain or Land Title, we encourage them to bring their 
cause of action to a court for resolution.  Dole will of course abide by any court ruling that 
may be issued on this matter. Until then, while we agree that any allegations of impropriety 
in the licensing or titling of the disputed land deserve to be heard at a proper judicial forum, 
the government-issued Certificates of Land Ownership are recognized as legitimate proof of 
ownership of the landowners represented by Mr. De Leon.   

As for the alleged violence and intimidation perpetrated against members of KADIMADC, Dole 
would never condone violence or intimidation in any form. It is precisely for this reason that 
when Dole learned in 2014 that it could not enter a portion of the land it had leased (and for 
which it had already paid rent years in advance), due to the physical presence of people on 
the land, Dole did not attempt to evict such persons. Instead, Dole informed Mr. De Leon who 
then filed a case against the third-party occupants to properly adjudicate the issue of prior 
possession of the land, which was resolved in Mr. De Leon’s favor by a local court. On appeal, 
the decision of the lower court was affirmed by the Regional Trial Court, which only then 
ordered the eviction of the occupants from the disputed land. The members of KADIMADC 
then sought the issuance of an injunction order from the Court of Appeals to enjoin their 
eviction but the court denied their petition. Notably, several pre-demolition conferences were 
conducted prior to its implementation. These were attended by members of KADIMADC, the 
local court sheriff, local government unit officials, members of the Philippine National Police, 
and representatives from the Commission on Human Rights and the Presidential Commission 
for the Urban Poor. The implementation of the eviction and demolition orders was described 
by the court sheriff as generally peaceful. The records show that the affected members of 
KADIMADC exhausted the judicial reliefs available to them such that the court’s orders were 
only fully implemented on 28 June 2018, or almost three years after the municipal trial court 
ruled in favor of Mr. De Leon. Dole was neither a party to the court case nor did it take part in 
the implementation of the court’s eviction order.  Dole is not aware of any issues with the 
legitimacy of this judicial process. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

In summary, all documents and information provided to Dole, both prior and subsequent to 
the execution of the De Leon lease agreement, showed legitimate ownership in the name of 
the De Leon landowners and did not evidence potential ownership of the land by members of 
KADIMADC. In the event, however, that their claim of ownership is recognized by the courts, 
Dole shall readily abide by such judicial finding. 

 

Shinya Watanabe 
Senior Vice President, Chief Administrative Officer 
Dole Asia Holdings Pte. Ltd. 
 
 
 


