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Abstract 

The Northern Catanduanes Bicol language has been a subject of interest for several decades. The 
language was surveyed in the mid-1980s, and the speakers reportedly were found to be mostly bilingual 
in either Tagalog or the Southern Catanduanes Bicol [bln] language, the more widely spoken language of 
the area. The present assessment confirms that the past situation still exists but also indicates that 
language documentation is desired, possibly along with literature production. This would certainly be 
needed if the Philippines Department of Education implements mother tongue based multilingual 
education in the schools of Northern Catanduanes [cts].
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1 Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to review previous research and other background information about the 
Northern Catanduanes Bicol [cts] language, in order to determine if there is a need for the Translators 
Association of the Philippines to undertake a project. This project would assist the Bicolano people in 
developing their language by creating a written form and translating literature, especially the Bible, for 
use in the mother tongue. 

1.1 Name of people 

Joshua Project refers to the people living in the northern part of the island province of Catanduanes as 
Northern Catanduanes (2010). They are also called Bicolano, a general term referring to the people 
living within the Bicol region, of which Northern Catanduanes is a part. The Catanduanes Tribune, the 
province’s newspaper, and Catanduanes Online Community refer to all the constituents of the province 
as Catandunganons (2010). Since the local place name is sometimes referred to as Katanduan or 
Catanduan (after the tandu tree), another alternate name is Katandunganon or Catandunganon 
(Wikipedia 2010 and Wow Bicol 2010). According to the parish priest of St. Ignatius de Loyola in 
Pandan, Northern Catanduanes people are called by the name of their municipality of residence. Those 
living in Bagamanoc, Carmoran, Pandan, Panganiban and Viga are called Bagamanocnon Carmoranon, 
Pandanon and Panganibanon and Viganon, respectively (Del Rosario, personal communication, 2010). 

1.2 Location 

The province of Catanduanes is part of the Bicol region in southern Luzon in the Philippines. It is 
situated at the easternmost fringe of Luzon: 13.3–14.1° N and 124.1–124.3° E (Wikipedia 2010). It is 
bounded on the west by Maqueda Channel, on the north and east by the Pacific Ocean and on the south 
by Lagonoy Gulf and Cabugao Bay (Wow Bicol 2010). 

Map 1. Catanduanes (encircled) in the Philippines 

Adapted from The World Factbook: Philippines. 
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Map 2. Bicol region 

 
 

Wikipedia, ©Mike Gonzalez, 2005. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:TheCoffee. CC BY-SA 3.0 
 

The province is divided into Northern and Southern Catanduanes, separated by mountain ranges 
running from east to west. Its capital is Virac, in the south. A center of trade and commerce, the province 
boasts of a lone local radio station and an international seaport. Northern Catanduanes can be reached 
by sea vessels from mainland Bicol via Virac; from there, buses ply the routes to Viga, Panganiban, 
Bagamanoc, Pandan and Caramoran (Wow Bicol 2010). In these northern municipalities, the Northern 
Catanduanes Bicol language, as recorded in Ethnologue (Lewis 2009), is spoken. 

1.2.1 Bagamanoc 

Bagamanoc is a fifth-class municipality, politically subdivided into eighteen barangays with a total land 
area of 8,074 hectares. The municipality of Pandan lies to the northwest, Caramoran to the west and 
Panganiban to the south. 

Bagamanoc began as a municipality, but because the Bagamanocnons resisted Spanish rule 
(although they embraced Christianity), its status was reduced to township under the municipality of Viga. 
When Payo (now Panganiban) became an independent municipality, Bagamanoc became a part of Payo. 
In 1950 the municipality of Bagamanoc was recreated.  

More than 80 percent of the land is mountainous and hilly, with half of it forested. The remaining 
area is planted with food crops (rice, root crops, vegetables and legumes) and cash crops (abaca and 
coconut).  The barangays of Suchan and San Isidro are engaged in livestock-raising since the area is 
suitable for such activities. Bagamanoc got its name from the term manok, meaning ‘chicken’: these fowls 
were seen everywhere when the first native settlers came. Fishponds abound along coastal areas 
(Wikipedia 2010). 
  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:TheCoffee
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Map 3. Bagamanoc 

Wikpedia, ©Mike Gonzalez, 2005. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:TheCoffee. CC BY-SA 3.0 

1.2.2 Caramoran 

Caramoran is a fourth-class municipality, politically subdivided into twenty-seven barangays. Occupying 
26,374 hectares, it has the biggest land area in the entire province. Pandan lies to the north, Bagamanoc, 
Viga and Panganiban to the east and Virac and San Andres (both being in Southern Catanduanes) to the 
south and the Maqueda Channel to the west. 

Through efforts of the Catholic Church, Caramoran was established as a town in 1676. It was the 
second town to be established in the entire Catanduanes province, the first being Viga. In 1906 it was 
fused with the municipality of Pandan but became independent in 1948. Caramoran is usually reached 
by minibus from Virac, but it can also be reached directly from mainland Bicol by boat from Tabaco, 
Albay (Wikipedia 2010). 

The abundance of cara (turtle shell) in this predominantly coastal area was probably why the first 
settlers called the place Caramoran. The turtle shells are made into combs, bowls and decor articles. 
Since the area is also rich and fertile, the Caramoranons thrive on fishing and agriculture. 

Map 4. Caramoran 

Wikpedia, ©Mike Gonzalez, 2005. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:TheCoffee. CC BY-SA 3.0 
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1.2.3 Pandan 

Pandan is a second-class municipality, politically subdivided into twenty six barangays. Located on the 
northernmost tip of the island province, Pandan occupies a total land area of 11,990 hectares. 

Originally, the town was situated two kilometres from its present locale. The original inhabitants 
moved because they were constantly harrassed by sea pirates. For more protection, residents planted 
pandan shrubs, with its dense foliage, along the outskirts of the town thereby making access to the town 
difficult for the pirates. 

The barangays of Libod, Napo, Pandan del Sur and Pandan del Norte comprise the town proper of 
Pandan. Pandan thrives mostly on fishing. It also boasts of some of the island’s best tourist spots such as 
the old Pandan church built in 1874; Parway, Mangbang and Parola beaches; and the Hinik-hinik and 
Minaipit falls. 

Map 5. Pandan 

Wikpedia, ©Mike Gonzalez, 2005. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:TheCoffee. CC BY-SA 3.0 

1.2.4 Panganiban 

Panganiban is a fifth-class municipality, politically subdivided into twenty-three barangays, with an area 
of 7,996 hectares. The Pacific Ocean lies to the east, Bagamanoc to the north, Viga to the south and 
Caramoran to the west. Viga and Bagamanoc are five and four kilometres away, respectively. 

Prior to 1921 Panganiban was a part of Viga. It was then named Payo after the herb, hamapayo. 
Even though it owes present name to Jose Blanca Panganiban, the sponsor of the bill segregating Payo 
from Viga, people still prefer to call it Payo. 

The fields and valleys of Panganiban are planted with rice and other food crops while the hills are 
abundantly planted with abaca and coconuts. Panganiban also boasts of rich coal deposits. 
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Map 6. Panganiban 

Wikpedia, ©Mike Gonzalez, 2005. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:TheCoffee. CC BY-SA 3.0 

1.2.5 Viga 

Viga is a fourth-class municipality, politically subdivided into thirty-one barangays. Situated on the 
widest inland plain of the province, it occupies 15,823 hectares. The Pacific Ocean lies to the east, 
Panganiban to the north, Caramoran to the west and the municipality of Gigmoto of Southern 
Catanduanes to the south. 

According to history, the original inhabitants of this place were short people akin to present day 
Negritos. Intermarriage took place when tribesmen migrated from mainland Bicol. In 1619 the Spanish 
governor-general of the Philippine Islands founded the first town in Catanduanes, which was recreated as 
Viga in 1948. 

The terrain of Viga makes it suitable for agriculture. Its major products, like its neighbours’, are rice, 
corn, bananas, abaca, coconuts and other root crops. 

Map 7. Viga 

Wikpedia, ©Mike Gonzalez, 2005. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:TheCoffee. CC BY-SA 3.0 
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1.3 Church, mission history and NGOs 

During the late 1500s the Diocese of Nueva Caceres was the first ecclesiastical parish to be established in 
Caramoran (Dolores 1972). As was common, the church was the established center of all community 
activities. There was a policy that required all houses to be situated within the hearing distance of the 
church bell, better known as bajo la campana (Wikipedia 2010). When the Diocese of Nueva Caceres was 
established in 1595 as a suffragan diocese, its area extended even to the island of Catanduanes (Del 
Rosario, personal communication, 2010). The founding Catholic order was seated in Naga City. Father 
Stephen Polo, the assistant parish priest in Pandan, further explained that this is why Roman Catholic 
churches in Northern Catanduanes use the Naga language version of the Bible. Born in Pandan, he said 
that Northern Catanduanes is predominantly Roman Catholic (personal communication, 2010). However, 
many still adhere to folk beliefs which are remnants of the pre-Spanish period when Datus governed the 
inhabitants of the island. 

Northern Catanduanes is predominantly Christian, with 70 percent Roman Catholics and only one 
percent Protestant evangelicals (Joshua 2010). In Pandan 99 percent of the total population are Roman 
Catholics (Wikipedia 2010). Additionally, a remarkable religious practice previously observed in Pandan 
was that on Sundays at 7:00 p.m., everyone was expected to be singing religious songs or ‘tarahadi’ in 
their respective homes. Local police patrolled the area to catch those found outside their homes. This 
singing of religious songs is still practiced by some, especially the old people (Camacho, personal 
communication, 2010). Trick stated that most of non-Catholic missionary work, both foreign and 
national, is centered in Virac (1983). 

1.4 Population and demography 

The census of 2007 reported a total population of 232,757 persons residing in Northern Catanduanes. Of 
this, 83,362 persons or roughly 36 percent of the population of the province resided in the five 
municipalities of Northern Catanduanes (National 2007). Table 1 shows the total population, as well as 
the number of barangays in each municipality. 

Table 1. Population of Northern Catanduanes by municipality 

Municipality 
No. of 

barangays 
Area 

(hectare) Population 
No. Of 

households 
Bagamanoc 18 9,390 10,183 2,132 
Caramoran 27 25,240 25,618 4,881 
Pandan 26 11,990 19,005 3,554 
Panganiban 23 6,380 9,290 1,788 
Viga 31 15,110 19,266 3.646 

 

The population profile of Northern Catanduanes could probably be representative of the entire 
province of Catanduanes. Males outnumbered females, with 105 males for every 100 females. More than 
50 (52.9) percent of the total population were of voting age. Of those aged ten and older, 46 percent 
have never been married and 42.5 percent were married. The rest were widowed, separated or of 
unknown marital status (National 2007). 

According to an article on the Catanduanes Forum website (2010), National Statistical Coordination 
Board (NSCB) data indicated that four municipalities in Catanduanes showed a poverty incidence of 
above 40 percent. These municipalities were Pandan, Bagamanoc, Caramoran and Viga. In the entire 
Catanduanes province, Caramoran showed the highest poverty gap where 13.52 percent live below the 
poverty threshold. 
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1.5 Politics 

In the Philippines a province is composed of cities and municipalities. A municipality, a distinctive local 
government unit, is subdivided into barangays or barrios. Northern Catanduanes has five municipalities 
(Dolores 1972; Camacho and Del Rosario, personal communication, 2010). The executive officer of a 
municipality is the municipal mayor. The vice mayor presides over a legislature of eight councillors and 
only votes to break a tie. The mayor, vice mayor and councillors are elected to serve for three years and 
for a maximum of three consecutive terms (Wikipedia 2010). 

2 Languages 

2.1 Language name, alternate names and dialects 

The Ethonologue classifies Northern Catanduanes Bicolano [cts] as Austronesian, Malayo-Polynesian, 
Philippine, Greater Central Philippine, Central Philippine, Bikol, Pandan. There is 68 percent 
comprehension of the Naga variety of Central Bicolano [bcl] and 66 percent of Filipino [Tagalog] 
narrative which is the national language in the Philippines (Lewis 2009). 

Figure 1 shows the tree diagram of the Northern Catanduanes Bicolano language and its 
relationship to other Bicolano languages. There are four distinct Bicol languages including Naga or 
Standard Bicol and Northern Catanduanes. Furthermore, Southern Catanduanes Bicol is a variety of 
Standard Bicol (Trick 1983 and McFarland 1974). According to Ethnologue, Linguist List and Joshua 
Project (2010), Pandan is an alternate name for Northern Catanduanes Bicol. 
 

Austronesian  (1257)  
Malayo-Polynesian  (1237)  

Philippine  (179)  
Greater Central Philippine  (93)  

Central Philippine  (47)  
Bikol (8) 

Coastal (4)  
Naga (3)  

Agta, Isarog [agk] (Philippines)  
Agta, Mt. Iraya [atl] (Phils)  
Bicolano, Central [bcl] (Phils)  

Virac (1)  
Bicolano, Southern Catanduanes [bln] 
(Phils)  

Inland (3)  
Buhi-Daraga (1)  

Bicolano, Albay [bhk] (Phils)  
Iriga (1)  

Bicolano, Iriga [bto] (Phils)  
Agta, Mt. Iriga [agz] (Philippines)  

Pandan (1)  
Bicolano, Northern Catanduanes [cts] (Phils) 

 

Figure 1. Northern Catanduanes Bicolano language tree. 

http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=243-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=244-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=1477-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=1499-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=2481-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=2560-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=2561-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=agk
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=PH
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=atl
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=bcl
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=PH
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=2575-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=bln
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=2562-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=2572-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=bhk
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=PH
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=2573-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=bto
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=PH
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=agz
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=PH
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_family.asp?subid=2574-16
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=cts
http://www.ethnologue.com/show_country.asp?name=PH
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2.2 Language attitudes and relations to other languages 

Southern Catanduanes speakers cannot understand Northern Catanduanes speech to the same extent as 
Northern Catanduanes speakers can understand Southern Catanduanes speech (Trick 1983). Camacho 
(personal communication, 2010) affirms this by saying that when as a child she travelled for the first 
time out of her hometown of Pandan to Virac in Southern Catanduanes, she understood conversations 
spoken around her at the bus terminal and commercial places in Virac. Northern Catanduanes people 
often tune in to radio broadcasts from Virac and Naga, thereby becoming more familiar with the Naga 
and Southern Catanduanes varieties (Polo, personal communication, 2010). However, people from 
Southern Catanduanes do not have this privilege. 

Northern Catanduanes is spoken in almost all domains among native speakers. In the presence of 
non-native speakers, Northern Catanduanes speakers would often resort to speaking Standard Bicol or 
Southern Catanduanes and even Filipino. Most of the literature, including the Bible, is written in 
Standard Bicol (Del Rosario, personal communication, 2010). During Mass, the homily is more often 
given in Northern Catanduanes than not. Discussion during Bible studies conducted by the Roman 
Catholic groups Couples for Christ and Singles for Christ are carried out in Northern Catanduanes, 
although participants use the Standard Bicol version of the Bible (Del Rosario and Polo, personal 
communication, 2010). 

The only language difference between the Southern and Northern Catanduanes varieties is in the 
use of L and R in words. Northern Catanduanes uses an R while Southern Catanduanes has the L 
(Camacho and Polo, personal communication, 2010). The Northern Catanduanes is characterized by 
“.../R/ being a cacuminal lateral flap” and Southern Catanduanes by “.../L/ being a voiced continuant 
made with the sides of the tongue touching the upper teeth, the tongue tip interdental and the front of 
the tongue not touching the upper teeth.” (McFarland 1974) 

Table 2. Language comprehension in Northern Catanduanes 

 Tagalog 
(Filipino) 

% 

Naga 
(Standard) 

% 

Southern 
Catanduanes 

% 

 
English 

% 
Understand 84  81 86 77 
Speak 81 67 59 73 
Read 80 59 - 63 
Write 80 58 - 62 

Source: Trick 1983 
 

Table 2 compares language comprehension of four lingua franca languages in the area. Polo, Del Rosario, 
Camacho and Providencia (personal communication, 2010) stated that the younger generations are 
travelling to mainland Bicol and even Manila to further their studies and to improve their lives. They 
seem to prefer to speak Naga Bicol and Filipino. Although they would like to have the Bible written in 
their own language, they think that it is not practical at the moment. They hope their language will 
continue to be used beyond their lifetimes. Unless something is done by Northern Catanduanes speakers 
to preserve their language and have literature written, they fear their language will die out. 

3 Sociolinguistic context 

3.1 History 

When the Spaniards came to the Philippines, Catanduanes, being on the Pacific Ocean side and on the 
very route of the galleon ships, was one of the first places they penetrated to propagate Christianity 
(Wow Bicol 2010). The Spanish priests founded churches in every town. People from mainland Bicol also 
travelled to Catanduanes, specifically Caramoran which is directly across from Albay (Wikipedia 2010). 
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McFarland (1974), in his research on the dialects of Bicol area, stated that until the advent of the 
twentieth century and the development brought about by modernization, Northern Catanduanes was 
quite isolated from mainland Bicol and Southern Catanduanes, resulting in less opportunity for contact 
between different groups. One probable reason why the Northern Catanduanes language variety is 
distinct from the Southern Catanduanes variety is that the mountainous terrain separating the north from 
the south acts as a barrier to community interaction. The lack of good roads and transportation arising 
from the terrain contributed to the present situation. 

Since the seaport is in Virac, it seemed that Northern Catanduanes remained in isolation from other 
subgroups for quite some time (Providencia, personal communication, 2010). Furthermore, the 
inhabitants of Northern Catanduanes were the first occupants of the island to have been pushed 
northwards when immigrants from the mainland occupied the southern part of the island (McFarland 
1974). This supports the closeness of the Southern Catanduanes variety to other Bicol subgroups while 
the Northern Catanduanes has more distinct features (Dolores 1972). 

3.2 Education and literacy 

Table 3 was obtained from the website of Catanduanes Online Community. Data presented was for a 
two-year period, 2003–2004 and 2005–2006.  Municipalities in Northern Catanduanes have very high 
rates of participation in elementary schools, with Bagamanoc at 100 percent. 

Table 3. Participation rate in elementary schools in Catanduanes 

School year 2003–2004 
Municipality Participation rate Non-participation rate Index 

 Catanduanes   98.4 1.6 100.0 
 Bagamanoc 100.0 0.0    0.0 
 Baras 100.0 0.0    0.0 
 Bato   96.0 4.0 251.6 
 Caramoran   99.5 0.5   31.4 
 Gigmoto 100.0 0.0    0.0 
 Pandan   99.0 1.0   62.9 
 Panganiban   94.5 5.5 345.9 
 San Andres 100.0 0.0    0.0 
 San Miguel 100.0 0.0    0.0 
 Viga   98.5 1.5   94.3 
 Virac   95.0 5.0 314.5 
 

School year 2005-2006 
Municipality Participation rate Non-participation rate Index 

 Catanduanes  97.1 2.9 100.0 
 Bagamanoc 100.0 0.0    0.0 
 Baras  98.5 1.5  50.8 
 Bato  93.0 7.0 237.3 
 Caramoran  96.5 3.5 118.6 
 Gigmoto 100.0 0.0    0.0 
 Pandan  96.0 4.0 135.6 
 Panganiban  94.5 5.5 186.4 
 San Andres  99.5 0.5   16.9 
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 San Miguel 100.0 0.0    0.0 
 Viga  95.0 5.0 169.5 
 Virac  95.0 5.0 169.5 
 

Of those aged five years and above, 41.6 percent have attended or finished elementary education, 
29.6 percent have reached or completed secondary education and 7.9 percent are academic degree 
holders (National 2007). 

3.3 Studies and research 

McFarland (1974) categorized the Bicol dialects into four subgroups. Northern Catanduanes was found to 
be distinct from the ten other identified speech varieties. His conclusions were based on four 
considerations: phonological features, basic lexical items on the 100-word Swadesh list, basic lexical 
items on the 400-word list, and on restricted-class morphemes. 

Trick (1983), in his survey of the Catanduanes languages, concluded that the Southern Catanduanes, 
Naga Bicol and Tagalog (Filipino) languages are highly intelligible to Northern Catanduanes speakers. 
Based on the intelligibility results of his tests, he then recommended a “no need for Bible translation” 
designation. He also said that if the people would accept that their language can be written, contrary to 
their belief that it cannot be because of the unique consonant sound, an orthography could be devised 
enabling a translation to be produced. This would be appreciated since the people had positive attitudes 
towards having a Bible translation in their language. 

4 Conclusion and recommendations 

Northern Catanduanes is a distinct language variety in the Bicol region. However, its low prestige as 
compared to Southern Catanduanes, Naga Bicol, Filipino and English, the lingua franca languages of the 
area, made it less attractive for people to use outside their local context. The dire economic situation that 
the Northern Catanduanes people face compels the younger generations to leave their hometowns for 
better opportunities in urban areas. Also, technology and education do not generally support the use of 
local varieties, since Filipino and English have been strictly implemented as the only languages of 
instruction and learning within the classroom for many years. 

The people themselves would like to have the Bible in their own language but they feel it is 
unnecessary because they understand the Naga Bicol version of the Bible very well. Because they 
perceive their language as less prestigious than other languages, they are less desirous to have their 
language written down. 

However, if the recent Department of Education Order No. 74, institutionalizing the use of the 
mother tongue as the language of learning and instruction in basic education, is implemented in 
Northern Catanduanes, speakers may change their attitudes about the value of their language. Then the 
need for literature will necessitate language development projects such as the production of a 
standardized orthography, dictionary and grammar. This will convince Northern Catanduanes speakers 
that their language can indeed be written. 
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