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Introduction to the Cordillera 
Administrative Region

What is CAR?

The Cordillera Administrative Region 
(CAR) is a mountainous region in 
Northern Luzon known for its rich 
indigenous heritage, rice terraces, 
heirloom crops, smoked meats, and 
preserved culinary traditions. The 
cuisine reflects the lifestyle of 
highland communities who rely on 
agriculture, hunting traditions, 
fermentation, and food preservation.

The Region is Famous For

• Heirloom rice varieties unique to 
the highlands

• Smoked and cured meats, 
especially Etag

• Indigenous vegetables grown in 
cool mountain climates

• Fermented foods such as Tapey 
(rice wine)

• Mountain-grown Arabica coffee
• Traditional cooking methods 

using wood fire and earthen 
tools



Learning Outcomes
At the end of this lesson, students should be able to:

1
Geography & Provinces
Identify the geographical features of CAR and name its six provinces and regional capital.

2
Geography & Cuisine
Explain how the mountainous terrain and cool climate directly influence Cordilleran food traditions.

3
Culture & Traditions
Describe the culture and traditions of the indigenous peoples, including communal living and ritual feasts.

4
Agriculture & Methods
Identify major agricultural products per province and demonstrate understanding of traditional cooking and preservation methods.

5
Provincial Dishes
Differentiate specialty dishes from each of the six provinces of CAR.

6
Culinary Heritage
Appreciate the importance of indigenous culinary heritage in Philippine gastronomy and cultural identity.



Geography of the Cordillera Administrative Region

Location & Terrain

CAR is located in the mountainous interior of Northern Luzon. It is 
entirely landlocked and characterized by high mountains, cool 
climate, deep valleys, ancient rice terraces, and dense pine forests. 
This dramatic landscape has shaped every aspect of Cordilleran life 
and food culture.

Climate

The region experiences a cool to cold climate compared to lowland 
areas, with frequent rainfall. These conditions are ideal for 
temperate vegetables and root crops that cannot thrive in warmer 
Philippine lowlands.

Influence on Cuisine

The cold mountain climate and rugged terrain made food 
preservation not just practical but essential for survival:

• Smoking, salting, and fermentation became core culinary 
practices

• Root crops and rice serve as the primary staple foods
• Fresh mountain vegetables are abundant and central to daily 

meals
• Isolation of communities encouraged self-sufficiency and 

unique local food traditions



Cordillera Administrative Region (CAR)



Provinces and Regional Capital of CAR
The Cordillera Administrative Region is composed of six provinces, each with its own capital city. The regional center is Baguio City, the 
famous "Summer Capital of the Philippines."

Province Capital

Abra Bangued

Apayao Kabugao

Benguet La Trinidad

Ifugao Lagawe

Kalinga Tabuk

Mountain Province Bontoc



Culture and Traditions of the Cordillera Peoples
The Cordillera region is home to a rich tapestry of indigenous ethnolinguistic groups, including the Igorot, Ifugao, Kankanaey, Ibaloi, Bontoc, 
Kalinga, Tingguian, and Isneg. These communities share deep cultural values that are directly reflected in their food practices.

Communal Living
Families and communities work together during harvests, rice 
planting, house building, and ritual feasts — food is always a 
shared, collective experience.

Ritual Feasts
Animals such as pigs and chickens are prepared during 
weddings, Cañao festivals, thanksgiving rituals, and peace pact 
ceremonies. Food is sacred and ceremonial.

Respect for Nature
Cordilleran cuisine strongly reflects sustainability, minimal food 
waste, use of native ingredients, and seasonal harvesting — a 
deeply ecological food philosophy.

Preservation Traditions
Due to the cold mountain climate and earlier lack of refrigeration, 
meat smoking, salt curing, and fermentation became essential 
and defining culinary practices.



Agricultural Products of the Cordillera Region

Heirloom Rice
• Tinawon rice (Ifugao)
• Red rice
• Purple rice

Vegetables (Benguet)
• Cabbage, carrots, lettuce
• Potato, chayote, broccoli

Root Crops
• Camote (sweet potato)
• Gabi
• Cassava

Fruits
• Strawberry
• Citrus
• Avocado

Livestock & Protein
• Native pigs and chicken
• Freshwater fish
• Etag (salted smoked meat)

Beverage Crops
• Arabica coffee — grown in the cool highland climate



Traditional Methods of Food Preparation
Cordilleran food preparation methods are deeply tied to the highland environment and the need for long-term food preservation. These techniques have 
been passed down through generations and remain central to the region's culinary identity.

🔥 Smoking
Used primarily to preserve pork and meat. The most iconic example 
is Etag — meat is salted then smoked over firewood for several days, 
producing a deeply flavored, long-lasting preserved meat.

🫙 Fermentation
A natural preservation technique used for both beverages and 
vegetables. Key examples include Tapey (fermented rice wine) and 
various fermented vegetable preparations.

🍲 Boiling

Common for soups and native vegetable dishes. Simple, clean 
flavors are achieved by boiling fresh mountain produce with minimal 
seasoning.

🪵 Firewood Cooking

Traditional dishes are cooked over open wood fire, imparting a 
characteristic smoky flavor that defines much of Cordilleran cuisine.

🪨 Stone Cooking

Some communities cook using heated stones placed inside bamboo 
tubes or clay pots — an ancient technique that evenly distributes 
heat.

🧂 Salt Curing

Salt is heavily used for preserving meat and fish, often as the first 
step before smoking, creating layered preservation methods.



SPECIALTY DISHES — CHAPTER I

Abra: Ilocano Meets Tingguian Tradition
Abra cuisine uniquely combines Ilocano and indigenous Tingguian influences, resulting in dishes that bridge lowland and highland food 
traditions. The province is known for its use of local vegetables, smoked meats, and sticky rice preparations.

Pinikpikan
A native chicken dish where the bird is 
lightly beaten before cooking to enhance 
the flavor and texture of the meat. A ritual 
dish with deep cultural significance.

Inabel-Inspired Rice Meals
Hearty meals paired with local 
vegetables and smoked meats, reflecting 
the agricultural abundance and weaving 
culture of Abra.

Tupig
A grilled sticky rice delicacy wrapped in 
banana leaves — sweet, chewy, and 
fragrant, popular as a snack or dessert 
throughout the region.



SPECIALTY DISHES — CHAPTER II

Apayao: Forest, River, and Bamboo Cooking

Culinary Character

Apayao is known for its forest products, freshwater resources, and 
simple indigenous cooking techniques. The province's cuisine is 
characterized by the use of bamboo as a cooking vessel and an 
abundance of freshwater fish and shellfish from its rivers.

Sinursur

A mixed sautéed vegetable dish combined with shellfish or fish — a 
simple, nutritious preparation that showcases the province's river 
resources.

Binungor

One of Apayao's most distinctive dishes: meat or fish cooked inside 
bamboo tubes over an open fire. The bamboo imparts a subtle, 
earthy flavor to the food while sealing in moisture and nutrients.

Inan-an

Boiled fish flavored with local herbs — a clean, minimalist 
preparation that highlights the freshness of Apayao's river fish and 
the region's philosophy of letting natural flavors speak for 
themselves.



SPECIALTY DISHES — CHAPTER III

Benguet: The Salad Bowl of the Philippines
Benguet is famously known as the "Salad Bowl of the Philippines" — the primary source of temperate vegetables for the entire country. Its 
cuisine is defined by smoked meats, highland produce, and beloved modern delicacies from La Trinidad.

Pinikpikan
The most famous Cordilleran chicken soup, prepared with a 
smoked flavor profile. Associated with ritual occasions and 
deeply embedded in highland culture.

Etag
Salted smoked pork used as a flavoring agent in soups and 
vegetable dishes. A cornerstone ingredient of Benguet and 
broader Cordilleran cooking.

Strawberry Jam & Taho
Popular modern delicacies from La Trinidad, the strawberry 
capital of the Philippines. Strawberry taho is a beloved local twist 
on the classic Filipino snack.

Kiniing
Smoked cured pork similar to Etag but with regional variations in 
preparation. A prized preserved meat used across many 
Cordilleran dishes.



SPECIALTY DISHES — CHAPTER IV

Ifugao: The Heirloom Rice Culture
Culinary Character

Ifugao cuisine revolves entirely around heirloom rice culture — the 
province is the guardian of some of the Philippines' most ancient 
and prized rice varieties, cultivated in the UNESCO World Heritage 
rice terraces of Banaue. Every aspect of Ifugao food life is 
connected to the rice cycle.

Tinawon Rice

A highly prized heirloom rice variety grown only once a year in the 
Ifugao terraces. Its rarity, cultural significance, and unique flavor 
make it one of the most celebrated grains in Philippine gastronomy.

Tapey

Traditional fermented rice wine produced from heirloom rice. Tapey 
is central to Ifugao rituals, celebrations, and social gatherings — a 
living symbol of the region's fermentation heritage.

Pinunnog

An indigenous blood sausage made from pork blood and fat, 
seasoned with local spices and stuffed into natural casings. A bold, 
distinctive dish that reflects the Ifugao tradition of using every part 
of the animal.

Inlagim

A sticky rice dessert prepared during special occasions and ritual 
feasts. Sweet, dense, and satisfying — it represents the celebratory 
side of Ifugao rice culture.



SPECIALTY DISHES — CHAPTER V

Kalinga: Robust Flavors and Rice-Based Traditions
Kalinga cuisine is known for its robust flavors and strong rice-based food traditions. The province's dishes reflect a culture of warrior pride, 
communal feasting, and deep respect for indigenous ingredients including native cacao.

Binakle
A rice cake wrapped in banana leaves — a classic Kalinga 
kakanin that is prepared during community gatherings and 
celebrations.

Nilupak with Native Cacao
A traditional root crop delicacy pounded to a smooth consistency 
and paired with native cacao — a rich, earthy combination unique 
to Kalinga.

Minanga
Rice cooked inside bamboo tubes — a technique shared across 
Cordilleran provinces but with Kalinga's own distinct seasoning 
and preparation style.

Laga
A traditional pork stew slow-cooked with local herbs and spices. 
Hearty and deeply flavored, Laga is a centerpiece dish at Kalinga 
feasts and ceremonies.



SPECIALTY DISHES — CHAPTER VI

Mountain Province: Smoked, Preserved, and 
Celebrated
Culinary Character

Mountain Province is known for its smoked meats, hearty vegetable 
dishes, and preserved foods. The province is also home to Sagada, a 
popular cultural tourism destination that has contributed a beloved 
modern delicacy to the regional food scene.

Etag

Traditional smoked pork — the defining preserved meat of the 
Cordilleras. In Mountain Province, Etag is used as a primary flavoring 
ingredient in soups, stews, and vegetable dishes.

Pinikpikan

The iconic Cordilleran chicken soup, here associated with ritual 
preparation and community ceremonies. The dish carries deep spiritual 
meaning in Mountain Province culture.

Patupat

Sticky rice cooked inside woven coconut leaves — a beautifully crafted 
rice delicacy that showcases the weaving skills of Mountain Province 
communities. The coconut leaf weaving is itself an art form.

Sagada Lemon Pie

A modern regional delicacy from Sagada that has become one of the 
most sought-after pasalubong (take-home gifts) in the Cordilleras. Its 
tangy, creamy filling reflects the influence of tourism on local food 
innovation while remaining distinctly regional.



Famous Culinary Ingredients of the Cordilleras
These six ingredients are the cornerstones of Cordilleran cuisine — each one telling a story of preservation, culture, and highland ingenuity.

Etag
Salted smoked pork — 
the most iconic 
preserved meat of the 
Cordilleras. Used as both 
a main dish and a 
flavoring ingredient 
across all six provinces.

Tapey
Fermented rice wine 
produced from heirloom 
rice. Central to Ifugao 
and broader Cordilleran 
rituals, celebrations, and 
social life.

Heirloom Rice
Traditional mountain rice 
varieties including 
Tinawon, red rice, and 
purple rice — cultivated 
in ancient terraces and 
harvested only once a 
year.

Kiniing
Smoked cured meat 
similar to Etag, prized for 
its deep smoky flavor 
and long shelf life — a 
testament to Cordilleran 
preservation mastery.

Native Chicken
Used in ritual dishes 
such as Pinikpikan. 
Native chickens are 
raised free-range and are 
prized for their firmer 
texture and richer flavor 
compared to commercial 
breeds.

Mountain 
Vegetables

Temperate highland 
produce from Benguet 
and surrounding areas — 
cabbage, carrots, 
broccoli, chayote, and 
more — supplying much 
of the Philippines' 
vegetable needs.



Dining Etiquette and Indigenous Food Practices

Traditional Dining Practices

• Shared communal meals — food is always served and eaten 
together as a community, never in isolation

• Respect for elders — elders are served first and given the 
choicest portions as a sign of honor

• Ritual blessing of food — prayers and offerings are made 
before eating, especially during feasts

• Rice at every meal — rice is the non-negotiable centerpiece of 
every Cordilleran meal, reflecting its sacred status

Indigenous Values in Cuisine

• Hospitality — guests are always welcomed with food, and 
refusing to share is considered deeply disrespectful

• Community cooperation — food preparation for feasts is a 
collective effort involving the entire barangay

• Respect for ancestral traditions — recipes and preparation 
methods are passed down orally through generations

• Sustainability — minimal waste, seasonal eating, and use of 
native ingredients reflect a deep ecological consciousness



A Comparative Look: Specialty Dishes Across All Six 
Provinces
Each province of CAR brings its own distinct culinary identity while sharing common Cordilleran threads of smoked meats, rice, and indigenous 
preservation techniques.

Province Culinary Identity Signature Dishes

Abra Ilocano + Tingguian fusion Pinikpikan, Tupig, Inabel-inspired rice meals

Apayao Forest & river-based cooking Sinursur, Binungor, Inan-an

Benguet Salad Bowl of the Philippines Pinikpikan, Etag, Kiniing, Strawberry Taho

Ifugao Heirloom rice culture Tinawon Rice, Pinunnog, Inlagim, Tapey

Kalinga Robust, rice-based traditions Binakle, Nilupak with cacao, Minanga, Laga

Mountain Province Smoked meats & preserved foods Etag, Pinikpikan, Patupat, Sagada Lemon Pie

Pinikpikan and Etag appear across multiple provinces, underscoring their status as the defining culinary symbols of the entire Cordillera 
Administrative Region.



The Importance of Cordilleran Cuisine
Cordilleran cuisine is far more than a collection of recipes — it is a living archive of indigenous identity, ecological wisdom, and cultural 
resilience. Its importance extends across multiple dimensions:

Preserves Indigenous Identity
Each dish carries the history, rituals, and worldview of the 
ethnolinguistic groups who created it — keeping cultural memory 
alive through food.

Promotes Sustainable Agriculture
Traditional farming practices, seasonal harvesting, and minimal 
waste reflect an ecological philosophy that modern food systems 
are only beginning to rediscover.

Protects Heirloom Ingredients
By continuing to grow and consume heirloom rice and native 
crops, Cordilleran communities actively protect biodiversity and 
food sovereignty.

Contributes to Culinary Tourism
Unique dishes, traditional cooking methods, and indigenous food 
experiences attract visitors and generate economic opportunities 
for highland communities.



Key Takeaways: What Makes Cordilleran Cuisine Unique

Geography
Mountain climate shapes 
ingredients and 
preservation

Indigenous Culture
Rituals and communal 
practices guide food life

Traditional 
Techniques
Smoking, fermentation, 
bamboo cooking define 
flavor

Heirloom Crops
Native ingredients protect 
biodiversity and identity

The four pillars above capture the essence of what makes Cordilleran cuisine one of the most distinctive and important regional food traditions in the Philippines. Geography, 
culture, technique, and ingredients are inseparable — each one reinforcing and defining the others in a continuous cycle of culinary heritage.

Geography → Cuisine
The cold, mountainous terrain necessitated smoking, salting, and fermentation — 
turning survival techniques into culinary art forms.

Culture → Food Rituals
Communal living, Cañao festivals, and respect for elders are all expressed through 
food — making every meal a cultural act.

Technique → Flavor
Wood fire, bamboo cooking, stone heating, and fermentation create flavor profiles 
found nowhere else in Philippine cuisine.

Ingredients → Identity
Heirloom rice, Etag, Tapey, and mountain vegetables are not just foods — they are 
symbols of Cordilleran pride and resilience.



Conclusion: A Cuisine of Resilience, Sustainability, and 
Pride
The Cordillera Administrative Region showcases one of the richest indigenous culinary traditions in the Philippines. Its cuisine is deeply connected to geography, 
agriculture, rituals, and communal living. Through preserved meats, heirloom rice, fermentation, and mountain-grown produce, the region reflects resilience, 
sustainability, and cultural pride.
Studying Cordilleran cuisine allows learners to appreciate not only food preparation techniques but also the history and identity of the indigenous peoples of 
Northern Luzon — communities who have stewarded their land, their seeds, and their culinary traditions for thousands of years.

Geography
Mountainous, landlocked, cool climate — the foundation of everything 
Cordilleran cuisine is built upon.

People
Eight major ethnolinguistic groups, each contributing unique dishes, 
techniques, and food philosophies to the regional tapestry.

Techniques
Smoking, fermentation, salt curing, bamboo cooking — ancient methods 
that define Cordilleran flavor and ensure food security.

Legacy
A living culinary heritage that preserves indigenous identity, promotes 
sustainability, and enriches Philippine gastronomy for future generations.

Cordilleran cuisine is not just food — it is a testament to the enduring spirit of the highland peoples of Northern Luzon.


