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“This is my second home, but you have to face reality; I cannot stay.  I am no 
rock.  I will turn 74 soon.  I will eventually retire.  At 74, I should have fully retired. 
It’s just my love for Shontoug that keeps me in touch.   God has been good to me 
and my family.  A lot of miracles happened in my life because of God.  My work 
has been my mission [and] my way of giving back.” 
                            -Marietta Paragas 

 

Marietta Paragas looked at the time on her watch.  It told her that another weekly Monday visit 

had ended.  It was 5 p.m. - a time  that most people in the Philippines understood meant that 

one should head home and spend quality time with the family.  Interestingly, the word ‘home’ 

was also something that Marietta attributed to her workplace, the Shontoug Foundation, Inc.  

Her gaze fell at the map of the Cordillera region, tacked to the wall of her office, which she had 

successfully unified as its first President back in 1998 under the Cordillera foundation network 

(see Exhibit 1).  The Cordillera network provided organized rural development assistance to the 

Indigenous people of the region, such as the Ibaloi (see Exhibit 2).    

 

The region was known as the CAR (Cordillera Administrative Region).  It was found in the 

northern part of the Philippine Archipelago (see Exhibit 3; Nations Online Project n.d.) and was  

comprised of 6 provinces:  Abra, Apayao, Benguet, Ifugao, Kalinga, and Mountain Province.  The 

capital of the region was Baguio city, also known as the ”Summer Capital” of The Philippines.  

From the perspective of the Indigenous Ibaloi Community, however, it was best known  
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as Shontoug, meaning “on top of the mountain.”   Since this name was adapted and registered 

by the foundation since 1989, Shontoug Foundation, Inc. became synonymous with pioneer 

sustainable development initiatives in the region, marked by local and international 

recognition.   

 

Exhibit 1. The Cordillera Region/ Network with Marked Community Projects 
Source: Shontoug Foundation Inc. 
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Exhibit 2. Ibaloi Indigenous People 
Source: Shontoug Foundation, Inc. 

 
 
 

Exhibit 3. Map of the Philippines 
Source: Nations Online Project 

 
Note: The Philippines, a country in Southeast Asia composed of 7,640 islands is in the Western Pacific Ocean, 
composed of three geographical divisions from north to south, Luzon (the largest with its Capital – Manila), 
Visayas and Mindanao. The Philippines has a diverse ethnicities and culture and there are indigenous people who 
live in various parts of the land (Nations Online Project n.d.). 
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Shontoug Foundation, Inc. at a Glance 

 

Shontoug Foundation, Inc. started as an outreach institution of the Good Shepherd Sisters and 

was first called the Good Shepherd Social Center (GSSC) in 1968 (Religious of the Good 

Shepherd n.d.).  In 1972, it became an independent foundation and was renamed as the 

Shontoug Foundation, Inc - a welcome change that allowed for implementation of holistic, 

gender-responsive and culturally sensitive projects that integrated sustainable development 

models for the marginalized sector of Benguet and Ifugao regions (Paragas, Shontoug Interview 

Part 1 2020). 

 

Shontoug’ s mission was centered on the “liberation from poverty, inequity and marginalization 

through creative education participatory management of life-giving programs and services” 

(Shontoug Foundation Inc.  2002 p.6).  The foundation envisioned culturally rooted indigenous 

communities capable of sustaining life-giving programs and services working towards the 

fullness of life (Shontoug Foundation, Inc. 2014).   

 

Shontoug’ s intentions were put into action in the indigenous communities through its core 

programs, as seen on Exhibit 4 (Shontoug Foundation Inc. 2014).  These programs were: 

 Integrated Rural Development Program (IRDP) 

 Neighborhood Early Childhood Care and Development (NECCD) 

 Community-Managed Health and Nutrition 

 Sustainable, Environment-Friendly Livelihood 

 Participatory Local Governance 

 Community/ Institution Building and Research 

 

The core strategies adopted were Indigenized Program and Appropriate Technologies, 

Capability Building and Empowerment, and Research Studies (Shontoug Foundation Inc. 2014).  
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Exhibit 4. Core Programs, Impact and Beneficiaries 
Source: Shontoug Foundation Inc. 

 

 

The foundation had been consistent with funds raised for the different projects for the 

communities.  Based on its 5-year fundraising performance (see Exhibit 5) and  financial 

statements (see Exhibit 6), it was only during the pandemic that Shontoug had been unable to 

maintain community projects in the year 2020.   By 2021, Shontoug was in recovery as shown 

by increased community engagements and sources of funds.  Nonetheless, Shontoug’ s long-

term objective included an increase in the number of donors in order to strengthen its 

sustainability.   
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Exhibit 5. Fund Raining Performance 
Source: Artista, Fundraising Performance 2017-2021 
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Exhibit 6. Financial Statements 
Source: Shontoug Foundation Inc. 
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Exhibit 6. Financial Statements, cont. 
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Exhibit 6. Financial Statements, cont. 
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CEO by Chance, Leader by Choice:   

Marietta’s Community Development Journey in Action 

 

In 1976, Ms. Paragas was a promising and upcoming College Dean.  At the time, Marietta could 

hardly believe the words coming out of her mouth directed to the school’s president:  “Allow 

me to perform my tasks as a mother and wife. I’m really sorry.”   

 

She bit her lip to hold back mixed emotions, but she knew this was the best way to live up to 

her recently realized conviction that family first would matter more than career.  This decision 

did not come easy.  She bravely faced the fact that she had to let go of her position as the 

Acting Dean of the College of Commerce and Secretariat at Baguio Colleges - now called as the 

University of the Cordilleras (UC) (see Exhibit 7).  Had she stayed on in the academe as 

administrator, she would have taken part in the growth of the school which has Information 

Technology, Criminology and Teacher Education under the Center for Excellence Status 

awarded by the Government (University of the Cordilleras n.d.).  From a population of 156 

graduates in the liberal arts in 1946, UC had grown to a population of 18,00 students, along 

with ISO 9001 quality certification and a large population of international students represented 

by 37 nationalities.  (University of the Cordilleras n.d.) 

 

Nonetheless, her teaching, coaching and administrative skills were put to good use as life 

offered her an opportunity to help people in a more direct way.  In 1992, the Sisters of the 

Good Shepherd Social Center, where her husband worked for as an auditor, convinced her to 

be a reliever for a sick staff member working for the center.  Her supposed 45-day stint while on 

maternity leave turned into a 30-year commitment.          

 

The last thirty years was not a walk in the park.  Ms. Paragas learned, led, grew and motivated 

herself and her staff alongside the growth of the foundation.  She knew from that start that she 

would need more than passion to bring people from the NGO to work together.   
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“Coming from a very different field, I don’t want to be questioned with regards to 
the initiatives I created, like my heading the Cordillera Network.  I earned my 
Masters in Community Development at Benguet State University so I could be 
more credible.”   

 

She also showed strength of purpose where it matters because as she stated:  

“I needed to show that I am not a pushover and politics does not have a place in 
Shontoug.  Early on, I knew transparency and sincerity in this job, my mission 
would have to be in its core.” (Paragas, Shontoug Interview Part 1 2020).   

 

For every project, the importance of designing culturally appropriate development models, and 

a social enterprise responsive to the community became the trademark of the foundation. 

 

Her conviction partly came from her being formerly in academe and as a person born in the 

province of Ilocos (Northern Luzon) – where people were known to be straightforward.  Being 

straightforward served as an asset when Ms. Paragas spoke with people from different walks of 

life - including politicians and entrepreneurs.  In troubleshooting and crises, she operated  with 

openness and listened to those around her.  Her staff saw her as a strong leader when it came 

to work, but also as an endearing mother to all staff members. 

   

As CEO, her typical workday would include submitting proposals to funders, awarding funds to 

rural communities, and ensuring that community leaders were trained to be accountable on 

cash flow and profits from agriculture or other means of livelihood.  The foundation was big on 

transparency and accountability.   

“We developed a manual of operations which encompasses the administrator 
roles aside from documenting best practices so in the face of missteps the 
foundation can ‘run’ even without me being directly involved” (Paragas et al., 
Shontoug Interview Part 3 2022 p.2). 

 

Aside from this, Ms. Paragas had to mentor her staff on how to train community leaders and 

allay their fears when times were uncertain.  Once in the aftermath of a devastating typhoon, 

Marietta and her team had to empower the community by encouraging them to be “creative” 

in how they would recover.  She asked questions to the community that made members of the 
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community realize their resilience in starting over given that crops were initially destroyed.  

“What can you use in your immediate surrounding that could help you?”  “What livestock or 

produce can you sell?”  This led to a formation of cooperatives selling organic eggs, poultry, root 

crops, etc. (Paragas et al., Shontoug Interview Part 3 2022) 

“You need to look for leaders who are vocal, self-confident, accountable and 
displays a strong sense of responsibility.  Once a community leader is identified, it 
needs to be clear to them that once trained by me under the foundation, the task 
to train others would be part of the agreement.” (Paragas et al., Shontoug 
Interview Part 3 2022).  

 

It was a very rewarding experience to see once shy and timid person bloom into a more 

confident and vocal member of the community.  Marietta highlighted that the transition was 

not that hard because by nature the people had honesty as their core value.  They wanted to 

work for the money they earned, and they took pride in their reputation as well:  

“Exposing them to learning opportunities so they can help themselves is a big 
factor.  They also enjoy the attention when board members visit them as they 
take pride in their achievements.  This serves as something aspirational for the 
other communities” (Paragas et al., Shontoug Interview Part 3 2022). 

 

All in all, Marietta’s strong economic background, commitment to instill pride in all, and  

dedication  created community leaders and gave the Shontoug foundation a reputation not 

only locally but internationally.  Aside from speaking engagements both locally and 

internationally, she was awarded fellowship program on “Leadership in a Changed World” by 

the Ford Motor Company.  Columbia University in New York and ALA Fellowship recognized her 

for “Developing an Institutional Mentoring Framework: Benchmarking of Workplace Learning 

and Development Practices.”  She was also recognized in Australia by AIM, Brisbane, Australia 

(Paragas, Shontoug Interview Part 1 2020).  She shared the limelight with her staff by bringing 

them to these engagements and at times letting them attend on her behalf, knowing that the 

exposure could empower them as they took on bigger leadership roles.  

 

Over the years, Ms. Paragas’ quest for other avenues of funding was still on the top of her list.   

“I am not satisfied with what we are doing now.  I want innovations.  I want to 
focus on financial sustainability apart from marketing the products of the 
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community and NGO partners.  Fund-sourcing is not always easy.  That’s why you 
need to work hard, if God does not like what you do, there would be no more 
funds…  However, if God sees promise in what you do, He will provide (Paragas, 
Shontoug Interview Part 1 2020).  

 

At 74 years old, Ms. Marietta Paragas still visited as a consultant every Mondays carrying on her 

mission work in her second home.  She gave herself tall orders to plan a smooth transition and 

pass the baton to a successor.  Overcoming the COVID pandemic, the Foundation was standing  

- but her wish was for her staff of 5 to have a bankable future and secure retirement as well.  

Her staff showed great resistance just at the thought of her leaving.  They thought that they 

couldn’t survive without her.  This left Ms. Paragas with no choice but to subtly train her 

finance/administration officer, Ms. Ligaya Victoria.  When Ms. Paragas’ husband died, it was 

Ms. Victoria who took over the entire operation.  When a board member inquired about funds, 

it was Ms. Victoria who answered their questions.  Ms. Paragas thought, “Get ready, I am going 

to train you to be the next CEO.” 

 

 
Exhibit 7. University of Cordilleras (formerly Baguio Colleges Foundation) 

Source: Artista, University of Cordilleras Campus Digital Image 
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Call to Step up: Ligaya Victoria’s Personal Crossroad 

 

“I expect to pass through this world but once.  Any good thing therefore that 
I can do or any kindness I can show to any fellow human being let me do it now.  
Let me not neglect it, for I shall never pass this way again.”  

                                                                                --Ligaya Victoria, citing Stephen Grellet 
 

At age 54, Ligaya Victoria believed that it was destiny that led her to the Shontoug Foundation.  

She had hope for any job after graduation from the University of Cordillera just to help her 

parents and siblings.  It turned out that her first job would be the work of her heart.  Could it be 

fortuitous that she was in line to be the next CEO?   Had the past 30 years prepared her for this 

turnover?  Ligaya Victoria was described by others as capable, helpful, filial and dependable 

(Paragas et al., Shontoug Interview Part 3 2022).  Ligaya seemed contented to be the silent 

encouragement to all around her as she supported the activities of the foundation.   

“I do not see myself as a leader.  I have grown to love my work and it is very 
rewarding to see the community members grow with our initiatives.  Although I 
do not work directly in the with the Good Shepherd Sisters, I feel I grow spiritually 
through my work” (Paragas et al., Shontoug Interview Part 3 2022).  

 

As of January 2020, the foundation had a lean but dedicated staff of five: three administration 

officers and two direct staff - all proudly from Indigenous origin.   The foundation could identify 

with its target communities - a feat not easily achieved by an outsider.   
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Exhibit 8. Organization Chart 
Source: Shontoug Foundation, Inc. 

 
 

 

The two direct staff in administration were Irene, the bookkeeper, and Leilanie, the clerk.  The 

other three were coordinators: Victoria, Alice ,and Cristina under the senior program officer 

Aida.  The rest of the people came from the different NGOs who implemented and monitored 

progress in the community. 

 

Ligaya Victoria’s scope of work grew from documentation and budget control to community 

training and hands-on immersion.  As her responsibilities grew, so too did her concern not only 

for the communities but also for the administrators themselves, specifically in terms of 

sustaining operations and their financial security.  She understood that proper utilization of 

funds needed to always be in check.  As a result, she saw to it that funds were maximized for 

projects.   

“We need to prioritize that the salaries of the project administrators are always 
funded, however at times, the permanent staff may need to look for alternative 
sources of funds” (Paragas et al., Shontoug Interview Part 3 2022).   

 

Each successful funding partner project was assured of funds for 3-5 years.  What would 

happen after that?  
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The COVID outbreak in 2022 tested the team’s creativity and resiliency.  Shontoug conducted 

virtual training and used mobile phones rather than going to sites.  After two years, the 

Foundation was being tested - yet again -to think of creative ways as the new normal posed 

challenges in reaching customers.  Ligaya’s fervently hoped that the right people would come to 

help them.  Would she find the strength to step up and formally accept the position as CEO?   
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